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Chapter 1

Soil was still under my fingernails when I realized I'd been standing in front of the succulents for twenty minutes, pretending to compare drainage requirements while actually watching Trent's hands move through the perlite.

"You don't actually care about the cacti, do you?"

I looked up too quickly. He was leaning against the potting bench, arms crossed, a half-smile that said he'd been watching me watch him. The boutique was empty except for us, and it was usually empty that time of day, which was why I'd come back four times in two weeks.

"I care about cacti," I said, but I heard how defensive I sounded. My wedding band caught the light as I touched a paddle plant.

"Sure." He moved closer, reached past me for a bag of succulent mix. His forearm brushed mine. "But you've got a degree in something. English? Art history? You read articles about optimal watering schedules like you're studying for the bar."

"Psychology," I said, then wondered why I told him.

"Figures." He set the bag down between us like evidence. "You do overthink things." He smirked.

I should have left. I had groceries in the car and Joshua expected me home by four so I could start the roast before his parents arrived at six. I'd promised his mother I'd make her recipe, even though my own was better, but I’d learned not to mention that years ago.

Instead I said, "And you read people."

"Only the interesting ones."

The shop smelled like peat moss. Outside, the parking lot shimmered with September heat. Inside, condensation beaded on the greenhouse glass. Trent was still looking at me like he could see exactly what I had buried under years of being so good.

"So what does your husband think about your new hobby?"

The question landed like a stone in still water and me watching the ripples spread.

"He thinks it's nice I'm getting out of the house." My voice held steady with my years of practice. "Finding new interests."

"Hmm." Trent picked up a terracotta pot, turned it in his hands. "You say that like you're reading from a script."

“Wha if I am?” The words came out before I could stop them.

He set the pot down and looked at me directly. "You don't have to."

We weren't talking about gardening anymore and we both knew it. The air in the shop felt pressurized. I could hear water dripping somewhere in the back, the distant hum of the cooling system.

"I should go," I said, but not moving.

"Yeah." He didn't move either. "Probably."

The silence hung. Outside, a car door slammed. Someone's phone rang in the distance, all normal sounds from a normal Thursday afternoon in a normal life. But inside the shop, everything had tilted off-axis.

"The jade plant," I said finally. "I'll take it."

"You already have two."

"How do you, " I stopped. Of course he remembered. He'd rung them up himself, had commented on my choice, had written care instructions on the back of his business card in handwriting I'd studied later like a document I needed to decode.

"I pay attention," he said quietly.

My heart was doing something irregular behind my ribs. This was nothing. We were doing nothing. I was buying plants. He was selling them. There were entire systems in place to keep this safe, bounded, meaningless.

"I'll take it anyway," I said.

He moved behind the counter. Our fingers touched when he handed me the change. Neither of us pulled away as quickly as we should have.

"Same time next week then?” His voice was casual, but his eyes weren't.

I folded the bills into my wallet. "I don't exactly have a schedule."

"Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Between two-thirty and four." He wrapped the jade plant in brown paper, his movements certain. "You park on the south side, away from the other cars. You always pick up the brass watering can by the door even though you never buy it."

The paper crinkled as he worked. I watched his hands smooth the edges, crease the corners with precision that felt like a kind of violence.

"That's just creepy now,” I said.

"Is it?"

My pulse beat in my throat. Joshua would be in his office now, reviewing contracts, his reading glasses sliding down his nose the way they did. He'd look up when I got home, ask if I'd found anything good, kiss my forehead while already turning back to his laptop. We had dinner with his parents tonight. Tomorrow his college friends were coming over to watch the game. Sunday we'd go to church and brunch and I'd wear the blue dress he liked and laugh at the right moments.

"I'm not, " I started, then stopped. Wasn't what? Wasn't the kind of woman who stood in garden shops having charged conversations with men who weren't her husband? Except I was here. And I had been here four times in the last two weeks.

"You don't have to explain." Trent slid the wrapped plant across the counter. "I'm not asking you to."

"Then what are you asking?"

He was quiet for a moment. A leaf blower started up somewhere down the street. The fluorescent light above us flickered, steadied.

"Nothing you're not already thinking about."

I picked up the plant. "I have to go."

"You said that already."

I turned toward the door ad made it three steps before I heard him move behind the counter.

"Ariana."

My name in his mouth stopped me. Joshua called me Ari, and had since college. His mother called me Dear. I'd been Mrs. Caldwell for seven years to everyone else.

I looked back.

Trent held up a packet of seeds. "You forgot these. The heirloom tomatoes you asked about last week."

I hadn't asked about tomatoes and we both knew it.

I walked back, reached for the packet, but he didn't let go immediately. The seeds rattled between our hands.

“I’m here at ten on Mondays," he said. "Quieter then."

"I have a Bible social Monday mornings." The words came out automatically, a wall I'd built brick by brick, year by year.

"Right." He released the packet. "Of course you do."

Heat crawled up my neck. I hated that he could do this, make me feel seen and small at the same time, like he'd opened a door I'd painted shut and now light was getting in where it had no business being.

"I lead it," I added, though he hadn't asked. "The women's group. We're doing Proverbs currently. Something I’m sure you wouldn’t know about.”

"The wife of noble character." His mouth curved. "Who can find her?"

My stomach dropped. He'd read it. But of course he had.

"Her husband has full confidence in her," I quoted, my voice sharp now, "and lacks nothing of value."

"She brings him good, not harm, all the days of her life."

We stared at each other across the counter. The shop was too small. The air was too warm. I could smell the earth on his hands and my own pulse was a drumbeat in my ears.

"You should go," he said, and this time it landed not as a suggestion but a recognition that if I stayed another minute we would cross a line that existed only because we both refused to acknowledge it.

I left without answering. The door chimed behind me. The parking lot was a wall of heat after the cool dimness of the shop. I put the jade plant in the passenger seat, buckled it in like it was important, like I hadn't just stood there reciting scripture with a man whose hands I had been imagining in places Joshua hadn't touched.

The drive home took twelve minutes. I counted every one of them. At the first stoplight I gripped the steering wheel and reminded myself that nothing had happened. At the second I checked my lipstick in the mirror, wiped away the smudge at the corner. By the third I had my face back, the one I wore everywhere, smooth and pleasant and empty of want.

Joshua's car was already in the driveway when I pulled up. He wasn't supposed to be home until five.

I carried the jade plant through the garage, past his golf clubs and the lawn equipment. He was in the kitchen, tie loosened, pouring himself scotch even though his parents would be here in less than two hours and his mother disapproved of drinking before dinner.

"Hey." He looked up, smiled the distracted smile that meant his mind was still at the office. "Thought you'd be starting the roast by now."

"I'm about to." I set the plant on the counter, began unwrapping it. "Why are you home early?"

"Thompson cancelled. Figured I'd actually see my wife for once." He came up behind me, wrapped his arms around my waist, chin on my shoulder. "What's this, number three?"

"Four."

"You're obsessed with these things." His breath smelled like expensive liquor. "The house is going to look like a greenhouse."

I leaned back into him because that was what I did, what I had always done. His hands were warm through my blouse. Familiar and safe. He kissed my neck in the exact spot he always kissed, the place that used to make me arch into him, and I made the small sound I knew he expected even though I felt nothing except the memory of Trent's forearm brushing mine.

"I love you," Joshua said against my skin, and I knew he meant it the way he meant everything, sincerely and without examination, a fact he'd decided on years ago and never revisited.

"I love you too." The words came easily because I'd said them ten thousand times. They fit in my mouth like a prayer I'd memorized so well I no longer thought about the meaning.

He released me, picked up his scotch. "Mom's bringing that awful casserole again. The one with the water chestnuts."

"I'll make sure to have seconds." I pulled the roasting pan from the cabinet, the good one his mother had given us for our first anniversary.

"You're a saint." He kissed my forehead, already moving toward his office. "I've got to finish the Hendricks brief before they get here. Yell if you need me."

I didn't need him. I never needed him. That was the arrangement we'd built, him busy and important, me capable and uncomplaining. It worked ad everyone said so. At church functions, at dinner parties, at the firm events where I stood beside him in dresses that cost more than my monthly grocery budget and made conversation with partners' wives about nothing at all.

I seasoned the roast with rosemary and garlic, the way his mother had taught me, even though I preferred thyme. I peeled potatoes and carrots and arranged them in the pan with the precision of someone who understood that presentation mattered more than taste. I set the table with the china we'd registered for, the pattern his mother had chosen, white with a thin gold rim that showed fingerprints if you weren't careful.

At five-thirty I went upstairs to change. The blue dress hung in my closet between the other dresses Joshua liked, modest cuts in safe colors that photographed well and offended no one. I pulled it on, zipped it up, checked my reflection in the mirror we'd bought together at an estate sale in our first apartment. The woman looking back at me had neat hair and neutral makeup and a smile that never quite reached her eyes. She looked exactly like she was supposed to look.

My phone buzzed on the dresser. A text from my mother, confirming Sunday brunch. Another from Sarah, asking if I could bring cookies to the bake sale. A reminder about my dentist appointment next week. I scrolled through them mechanically, deleting, responding, organizing my life into neat categories that required nothing of me except compliance.

Then I opened my photos. I didn't remember taking it, but there it was from last Thursday, a blurred shot of the shop's window display, succulents arranged in vintage tins, and in the reflection, barely visible, Trent standing behind the counter watching me take the picture. I stared at it until I heard Joshua's footsteps on the stairs, then deleted it and dropped the phone in my purse like it was evidence.


Chapter 2

"They're here," he called up. "Mom brought the casserole."

I took a breath, put on my smile, and went downstairs to greet my in-laws and pretend that everything was fine, that the life I'd built with such care wasn't developing hairline cracks.

Joshua's mother hugged me at the door, her perfume overwhelming and familiar. She handed me the casserole dish wrapped in a towel embroidered with Bible verses, the same towel she used every time, and I thanked her like I meant it. His father clapped Joshua on the shoulder and asked about the accounts. We moved into the living room in our assigned roles, the good son and the perfect daughter-in-law, and I poured wine I wouldn't drink and laughed at jokes I'd heard before and felt Trent's name sitting in my mouth like a secret that would burn me if I let it out.

Dinner passed in the usual rhythms. Joshua's father dominated the conversation with stories from his own law practice, cases from twenty years ago that had calcified into legend through repetition. His mother asked me about the church fundraiser, the volunteer schedule, whether I'd remembered to send flowers to Patricia Hendricks after her surgery. I had and I always did. My life ran on checklists that I completed with the efficiency of someone who understood that being useful was the same as being valued.

"You look tired, dear," his mother said, passing me the casserole I'd already taken twice. "Are you sleeping enough?"

"I'm fine." I accepted the serving I didn't want. "Just busy."

"Too busy." She glanced at Joshua with the pointed look that meant she was about to say something we'd all pretend was subtle. "You work too hard. Both of you. You need to make time for what matters."

What she meant was grandchildren. It was what she'd meant for the past three years, ever since we'd crossed some invisible threshold where our marriage was no longer new enough to justify its childlessness. Joshua shifted beside me, his discomfort palpable. We'd had this conversation in private, in the careful language of people who didn't actually say what they meant. He wanted children eventually, in the abstract way he wanted most things, as items to check off a list labeled successful life. I'd been the one putting it off, citing my volunteer work, the timing, reasons that sounded plausible enough that he never pushed.

The truth was I couldn't imagine bringing a child into the careful emptiness we'd created. Couldn't imagine teaching a daughter to be what I'd become.

"We're waiting for the right time," Joshua said, the line we'd agreed on.

"There's never a right time." His father topped off his wine. "You just do it."

I cut into my roast with more force than necessary. The meat was perfect, tender and seasoned exactly right, and I hated it. Hated that I'd spent two hours making something that would be consumed in twenty minutes and forgotten by tomorrow. Hated that this was the sum total of my contribution to the evening, to the week, to the years that had somehow passed while I was busy being good.

My phone buzzed in my purse on the credenza. Once. Twice. Three times in quick succession.

"Someone's popular," Joshua's mother said.

"Probably the bake sale committee." I didn't move to check. I didn't trust myself to look.

But I knew the way you know things in your body before your mind catches up. The buzzing felt like permission and accusation at the same time.

After dinner I cleared the plates while his mother talked about the new pastor's wife, how she wore pants to Wednesday service, how standards were slipping everywhere you looked. I loaded the dishwasher in the pattern I'd been taught, scraped and rinsed and arranged . . . and thought about Trent's hands in the perlite, the careful way he'd moved, like he had all the time in the world and had chosen to spend it watching me pretend to care about succulents.

I excused myself to the bathroom and locked the door. I sat on the edge of the tub and pulled out my phone with hands that shook.

Three texts from a number I didn't recognize but knew anyway.

The first was a photo, heirloom tomato seedlings in starter pots, arranged on the same counter where we'd stood too close.

The second: "Got them started for you. They'll be ready in a few weeks."

The third: "Just thought you'd like to know."

I stared at the messages until the screen went dark and I turned the phone face down on my lap. I picked it up again, my thumbs hovered over the keyboard.

Nothing had happened. We'd had conversations. I'd bought plants. There were thousands of interactions exactly like ours happening in shops across the city, and none of them meant anything beyond commerce and small talk.

Except I'd given him my number. I didn't remember doing it, but I must have, because here he was in my phone at eight-thirty on a Thursday while my husband's parents sat in my living room and my marriage hung on me like a coat.

I deleted the messages and then I restored them. Then I turned off the phone entirely and sat there breathing carefully, the way I'd learned in the yoga classes I'd taken to fill the empty hours, the ones where the instructor talked about being present in your body like it was a place you could choose to inhabit or abandon at will.

Someone knocked on the door.

"Ari? You okay?" It was Joshua's voice, concerned in the mild way that never required a real answer.

"Fine. Just a headache." I flushed the toilet for cover, ran the water, checked my reflection. The woman in the mirror looked guilty and I rearranged her face until she didn't.

When I came out, his parents were gathering their things. His mother hugged me again, reminded me about the women's luncheon on Tuesday, told me the roast was delicious even though I'd seen her push most of it around her plate in favor of her own casserole. His father shook Joshua's hand and mine, told us not to wait too long on those grandchildren, chuckled like he'd made a joke.

We stood in the doorway and waved as they backed out of the driveway. Joshua's arm was around my waist. We looked, I knew, like exactly what we were supposed to be, the kind of couple people pointed to as evidence that traditional marriage still worked, that doing things the right way led to happiness, that submission and stability were their own reward.

The taillights disappeared around the corner and Joshua's arm dropped.

"Thank God that's over." He loosened his tie completely, pulled it off. "I need another drink. You want one?"

"No. I'm going to clean up."

"Leave it. We'll do it in the morning."

But I couldn't leave it. The disorder would sit in my chest all night, the sticky plates and wine-stained glasses, evidence of an evening I wanted erased. I went to the kitchen and filled the sink with water hot enough to hurt and I scrubbed the roasting pan until my hands were red. I put away the china piece by piece, each plate in its assigned slot, each glass hanging from its designated hook.

Joshua came in, scotch in hand, and leaned against the counter watching me work.

"You're quiet tonight."

"Am I?" I didn't look at him.

"More than usual." He swirled the scotch, ice clinking against crystal. "Everything okay?"

The question was rhetorical. Everything was always okay, that was the deal. I kept things okay and he rewarded me with security and status and a life that looked enviable from the outside.

"Just tired," I said.

"You're always tired lately." He said it like an observation, not a complaint, like he was noting the weather. "Maybe you should cut back on some of the volunteer stuff."

I turned off the water and dried my hands on the towel his mother had brought, the one stitched with Proverbs 31:10. Her price is far above rubies.

"I like the volunteer work."

"I know. I'm just saying." He finished his scotch, set the glass in the sink I'd just emptied. "You don't have to do everything."

But I did, the doing was the point. If I stopped moving, stopped filling every hour with tasks and committees and obligations, I'd have to sit with the question that had been growing louder since the first time I'd walked into that shop and felt something press on my chest when Trent looked up from the seedlings he'd been repotting.

Joshua kissed the top of my head. "I'm going to finish the brief. Don't stay up too late."

He left. I heard his office door close, the familiar click that meant I wouldn't see him again until he came to bed sometime after midnight, smelling like coffee and aftershave. He'd kiss me without waking me, or try not to, and I'd pretend to stay asleep because it was easier than the alternative.

I washed his glass, wiped down the counters, took out the trash, checked the doors were locked. I moved through the house turning off lights, returning it to the pristine state it existed in most of the time, ready for photographs.

In the bedroom I changed into the nightgown Joshua had bought me for Christmas, pale blue cotton that covered everything and suggested nothing. I washed my face with the expensive cleanser his mother had recommended. Brushed my teeth, braided my hair, all the rituals of maintenance, the ones that kept me acceptable.

I got into bed and picked up my phone before I could think better of it.

The messages were still there. The tomato seedlings looked healthy even in the dim light of the shop. I could see the edge of the counter, the brass watering can I never bought, the window I'd stood by four Thursdays in a row pretending I had any legitimate reason to be there.

My fingers typed before my brain authorized them.

"Thank you. That's thoughtful."

I watched the words sit there on the screen. They looked innocent and harmless, the kind of thing you'd say to anyone who'd done you a small favor. I deleted them. Typed them again. Deleted them again.

Then I wrote: "I can't do this."

I sent it before I could stop myself.

The dots appeared immediately. He was awake as though he was waiting.

"Do what?"

My heart hammered against my ribs. I could hear Joshua's keyboard clicking in his office, the familiar rhythm of his two-finger typing. The house settled around me, all the expensive fixtures and carefully chosen furniture that added up to a life I'd agreed to without ever actually choosing it.

"You know what."

The dots appeared and disappeared three times. I watched them pulse, felt each pause like a hand against my throat.

"Yeah. I do."

I should have turned off the phone and deleted his number. I should have done any of the things a woman in my position was supposed to do when she found herself having charged conversations with a man who wasn't her husband.

Instead I wrote: "I'm married you know.”

"I noticed."

"Happily."

The dots took longer this time. I counted my heartbeats. Got to thirty-seven before his response came through.

"Are you?"

The question sat there between us, eight hundred miles of fiber optic cable carrying two words that contained everything I'd been trying not to examine for seven years. I could lie. I was good at lying. I'd built an entire existence on the foundation of things I didn't say, truths I'd learned to bury so deep I almost believed they'd never existed.

I turned off the phone without answering.


Chapter 3

I lay in the dark and listened to Joshua type. The clock on the nightstand glowed 10:47. In an hour and thirteen minutes it would be Friday. I had the women's Bible study to plan. On Saturday I'd promised to help set up for the church fundraiser. Sunday was brunch with my mother and then evening service. Monday the hospital auxiliary met. Tuesday I had the luncheon with Joshua's mother. Wednesday night small group. Thursday...

Thursday I could go back to the shop.

The realization moved through me like heat, dangerous and undeniable. I could go back and I knew I would go back. I'd been going back every Tuesday and Thursday for two weeks and I would continue going back until something stopped me or I stopped myself, and I didn't know which would come first.

I picked up my phone again and turned it on. I watched the screen that illuminated my face in the darkness.

His message was still there. "Are you?"

I typed: "I don't know."

This time the response was immediate.

"That's the first honest thing you've said to me."

I closed my eyes and felt tears press against my eyelids and refused to let them fall. Crying required a reason and I didn't have one. Nothing had happened. I'd bought some plants. I'd had some conversations. I'd exchanged a few text messages with a man whose last name I didn't even know.

Except I did know it. I'd looked at the business card he'd given me so many times the edges were soft. Trent Morrison. Owner and operator. The phone number I'd saved under "Garden Supply" like that would make it safe.

"I should go to bed," I typed.

"Probably."

"Goodnight."

The dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

"See you Thursday."

Not a question but a statement. He knew I'd come back. He knew it the way I knew Joshua would kiss my forehead tomorrow morning and ask about my day without listening to the answer, or the way I knew his mother would call this weekend to discuss casseroles and grandchildren. The way I knew I'd keep doing everything I was supposed to do right up until the moment I didn't.

I deleted the conversation. Then I went into settings and turned off message preview notifications. Then I put the phone in my nightstand drawer under the book I'd been pretending to read for three months, a Christian marriage guide someone had given me at a shower I'd hosted for someone whose name I could barely remember.

Joshua came to bed at 12:15. I kept my breathing steady, my body still. He kissed my shoulder through the nightgown and settled on his side of the bed, the eighteen inches of mattress between us a distance we'd established so gradually I couldn't remember when we'd stopped reaching for each other in the dark.

"Love you," he murmured, already half asleep.

I didn't answer but lay there and listened to his breathing even out, felt the bed shift as he rolled away from me, and counted the hours until Thursday.

Friday morning Joshua kissed my forehead at 6:45, exactly on schedule. I heard him move through the house in the pattern he followed every weekday, the coffee maker grinding, the shower running for exactly eight minutes, the closet door opening and closing as he selected one of the interchangeable suits that hung there in shades of gray and navy.

I stayed in bed until his car pulled out of the driveway. Then I got up and made myself coffee. I stood at the kitchen window and looked at the jade plant on the counter, its leaves thick and waxy in the morning light. I had nowhere I needed to be until Bible study prep at two. Four hours stretched ahead of me, empty except for the laundry I could do and the grocery shopping I could put off and the phone calls I could make to people who wouldn't notice if I never called them at all.

I picked up my phone ad put it down and pcked it up again.

No new messages.

I told myself I was relieved. I opened my Bible study notes and stared at them without reading. We were on Proverbs 31, the passage about the worthy woman, and I'd prepared discussion questions that felt like indictments. "How do we balance our own desires with our duties to our families?" I'd written that on Tuesday, before I'd stood in a garden shop and felt my entire careful life revealed as performance.

I deleted the question and wrote a new one. "What does it mean to bring our husbands good and not harm?" I deleted that too.

My phone buzzed and I grabbed it too quickly.

It was Sarah from church. "Can you make brownies for tomorrow? Lisa had to cancel."

I typed back yes. I was always saying yes. Yes to brownies, yes to committee meetings, yes to hosting small groups, yes to everything except the questions that would require me to examine why I was saying yes in the first place.

I put the phone face down on the counter and went upstairs to shower. The water ran hot enough to hurt. I stood under it and let it beat against my shoulders and thought about Thursday. Three days away. Seventy-two hours. I could fill them with enough obligations that I wouldn't have time to think about the way Trent had looked at me when he'd quoted Proverbs, like he could see through all the layers I'd wrapped around myself until I'd disappeared.

I got dressed in jeans and a sweater. My mother had taught me that even when no one was watching, you dressed like someone might be. I blow-dried my hair and put on minimal makeup and looked at myself in the mirror until the woman looking back appeared normal.

The doorbell rang at 10:30 but I wasn't expecting anyone. I went downstairs and looked through the peephole and my heart stopped.

Trent stood on my porch holding a flat of seedlings.

I opened the door before I could think about what I was going to do. He looked different in the daylight outside the shop, taller somehow, or maybe I was just more aware of how much space he took up.

"How did you get my address?" My voice came out steadier than I felt.

"You wrote a check three weeks ago." He held up the seedlings. "These are ready earlier than I thought."

I looked past him at the street. Mrs. Henderson walked her dog at this time every morning. The Johnsons' landscapers came on Fridays. Anyone could see him standing on my porch.

"My husband." The words came out automatically.

"At work?" He said it like a fact, not a question.

I nodded.

"Are you going to make me stand out here, or can I bring these inside before they wilt?"

I stepped aside. He walked past me and I caught the scent of potting soil. I closed the door and stood with my back against it.

He set the seedlings on the entry table next to the bowl where Joshua left his keys. Then he turned and looked at me. We were ten feet apart. The distance felt enormous and insufficient at the same time.

"Nice house." His eyes moved over the framed photos on the wall, the carefully arranged furniture, the vase of fresh flowers I replaced every Monday.

"Thank you." My voice sounded like it belonged to someone else.

He walked into the living room without asking. I followed. He stopped in front of the bookshelf, scanned the titles. Self-help books about marriage, devotionals, a few bestsellers Joshua's mother had given me. Nothing I'd actually chosen.

"Where are your books?" He pulled one out, flipped through it, put it back.

"These are my books."

"No." He turned to face me. " Where are the ones you actually read?"

I could’t answer. There was a box in the back of my closet, novels I'd bought in college before I'd learned what kind of reading material was appropriate for a pastor's daughter who'd married into a prominent family. I hadn't opened it in five years.

He crossed the room. Each step brought him closer and I pressed myself harder against the door like I could disappear into it. He stopped when he was near enough that I had to tilt my head back to look up at him.

"Your hands are shaking." He said it quietly.

They were. I'd been clenching them at my sides but now he'd pointed it out I couldn't hide it. I tucked them behind my back.

“I think you need to…”

"Probably." He reached out and took one of my hands, pulled it from behind my back. His fingers wrapped around mine, his thumb pressing into my palm. "Your pulse is racing."

I could feel it everywhere, in my throat and my wrists, and behind my eyes.

"I'm married." The words came out thin.

"I know." His other hand came up to my face. His palm cupped my jaw. His fingers slid into my hair at the base of my skull.

My breath caught. No one touched me like this. Joshua's touches were perfunctory, scheduled, the mechanics of a marriage that functioned according to expectations. This felt like Trent was trying to learn the shape of me through his hands.

"When does he come home?" His thumb brushed the corner of my mouth lightly.

"Six." I barely got the word out.

He checked his watch still holding my face. "That's seven hours."

I knew what he was offering. I knew what would happen if I didn't stop it. I opened my mouth to tell him to leave but what came out was his name.

He kissed me.

I'd forgotten such a thing existed, the kind of kiss that erased time. His mouth was warm and insistent and I kissed him back with a hunger I hadn't let myself feel before. My hands curled in his shirt. He backed me against the wall and his body pressed into mine and I felt the solid weight of him, and wanted more.

His phone rang in his pocket. The vibration against my hip pulled me back into reality.

But he ignored it. He kissed my neck, my jaw, my mouth again. The phone stopped ringing but started again immediately.

"You have to get that." I pushed at his chest but not hard enough to move him.

He pulled back just far enough to look at me. His pupils were dilated, his breathing uneven.

He kissed me again, softer this time, like he was memorizing the taste of me. Then he stepped back and the cold air rushed in where his body had been.

He pulled out his phone, looked at the screen, and frowned. "The delivery I've been waiting for. Big one, damn.” He typed out a quick response, shoved the phone back in his pocket.

We stood there looking at each other. I was still pressed back against the wall, my lips swollen. I could see where I'd wrinkled his shirt.

He walked to the door, put his hand on the knob and turned back.

“Tuesday. Two-thirty. Back greenhouse."

He left and I heard his truck start, heard it pull away. I stayed against the wall because I knew my legs wouldn't hold if I tried to move.


Chapter 4

The seedlings sat on the entry table. I walked over on unsteady legs and picked up the flat. Heirloom tomatoes, twelve of them, healthy and green, their leaves already showing the distinctive serrated edges. There was a care tag tucked into the soil. His handwriting with instructions for transplanting, watering schedules, optimal sun exposure.

At the bottom he'd written: "These need full sun. Don't keep them in the shade."

I carried them to the kitchen and set them on the counter next to the jade plant and stood staring at them until my coffee went cold.

My phone buzzed with a text from Joshua. "Lunch meeting ran long. Don't wait up for dinner. Love you."

I looked at the message for a long time and then at the plants. Then I went upstairs and found the box in the back of my closet, the one with the books I was supposed to have donated, and I carried it down to the living room and started unpacking it.

I spent the afternoon reading a novel I'd bought seven years ago and never opened. The pages still smelled new. The spine cracked when I opened it. I'd forgotten what it felt like to read something that had no moral lesson, no discussion questions, nothing except a story about people making complicated choices that didn't resolve neatly by the end.

At three o'clock I remembered the Bible study prep. I looked at my notes, at the questions I'd half-written about being a worthy woman, and I closed the notebook. I texted the group leader and told her I had a migraine. The lie came too easily. I'd been lying for so long that the truth felt like the foreign language.

Sarah texted back immediately with concern and offers of prayer. I thanked her and turned off my phone.

I made the brownies anyway because I said I would and I stood in my kitchen measuring flour and cocoa powder with the precision I'd learned from Joshua's mother, who believed that cooking was a moral act, that the care you put into feeding people reflected the care you felt for them. I folded in chocolate chips and poured the batter into a pan and slid it into the oven, but the whole time I felt Trent's mouth on mine, his hand in my hair, the weight of his body pressing me into the wall.

The brownies came out perfect and I let them cool and cut them into neat squares and packed them in the container I used for church functions. Then I sat at the kitchen table and put my face in my hands and tried to understand what I'd done.

I'd invited him into my house and kissed him, and wanted more. The wrongness of it sat in my chest like a stone, but underneath the guilt was relief so profound it frightened me. I'd felt alive for the first time in years. I'd felt like a person instead of a function.

Joshua came home at eight-thirty. I heard the garage door open and had five seconds to arrange my face into something that looked normal. He walked in carrying his briefcase and loosening his tie, moving through his end-of-day routine with the same efficiency he brought to everything.

"Hey." He kissed my forehead without really looking at me. "Sorry about dinner. Did you eat?"

"I had a salad." I hadn't eaten. My stomach had been in knots since Trent left.

"There's leftover roast, right?" He opened the refrigerator and peered inside. "I'm starving."

I got up and made him a plate. I heated it in the microwave and set it in front of him with a fork and a napkin. He smiled his thanks and started eating while scrolling through his phone.

"How was your day?" he asked without looking up.

"Fine. Quiet." The lie tasted like ash.

"Good. You needed a quiet day." He finished half the plate in the time it took me to pour him a glass of water. "What's with all the plants?"

I followed his gaze to the counter. The seedlings sat next to the jade plant, obvious and incriminating.

"The garden shop had a sale." Another lie. They were piling up.

“I swear you're going to turn us into a greenhouse." He said it fondly, the way he said everything, with mild affection and no real interest. "Your mom called me today. She wants to know if we're free for brunch Sunday."

"We have church."

"After church. She's worried about you."

My mother was always worried about me. She worried I wasn't volunteering enough, wasn't socializing enough, wasn't giving Joshua enough attention. She was worried I was too thin or too tired or too something she couldn't articulate but sensed anyway, the way mothers could sense when their daughters were failing at the lives they'd chosen.

"What did you tell her?" I asked.

"That you're fine. That we're fine." He finished his plate and stood up, brought it to the sink. "We are fine, right?"

The question caught me off guard. Joshua never asked questions like this. He existed in a world where everything was fine because we'd agreed it would be, because the alternative was too complicated to examine.

"Of course." I took the plate from him and rinsed it. "Why?"

"I don't know. You've seemed different lately." He leaned against the counter and actually looked at me, his full attention focused on me for the first time in weeks. "Distracted."

My heart slammed against my ribs. Somehow he knew. I could feel the guilt written all over my face, could feel the kiss still burning on my mouth.

"I'm just tired." I turned back to the sink so he couldn't see my expression. "The committee work has been a lot."

"You should cut back." He said it like he'd said it before, like this was an ongoing conversation we'd been having, even though we hadn't. "You don't have to say yes to everything."

"I like helping."

"I know. But you matter too." He put his hand on my shoulder, squeezed gently. "I worry about you burning out."

The tenderness surprised me. Joshua was capable of kindness, had always been kind in his distracted way, but this felt like actual concern. I turned to look at him and saw something in his face that might have been love or might have been the memory of love or might have been obligation dressed up to look like feeling.

"I'm okay." I said it as much to convince myself as him.

"Good." He kissed my forehead again and the tenderness evaporated as quickly as it had appeared. "I've got to finish some work before bed. Don't stay up too late."

I heard his office door close and I stood at the sink and looked at my reflection in the darkened window above it. The woman looking back at me had neat hair and clean skin and a mouth that had kissed another man six hours ago. She looked exactly like she always looked, the perfect wife, the good woman. The liar.

I pulled out my phone and turned it back on. Three missed calls from my mother, five texts from various church committees, one from Joshua's mother about Sunday dinner. Nothing from Trent.

I opened a new message and my thumbs hovered over the keyboard.

I typed: "I can't see you again."

I stared at the words ad they were the right words, the safe words, the words that would let me get back to my life and pretend the afternoon had been an aberration, a moment of weakness I could bury under enough good behavior that it would eventually disappear.

But I deleted them.

I typed: “Tuesday. Two-thirty,” and sent it before I could change my mind again.

The response came within seconds, just one word.

"Yes."

I deleted the conversation and put the phone face down on the counter. I went upstairs and took a shower hot enough to hurt, scrubbed my skin until it was red, washed my hair twice. I put on my nightgown and got into bed and lay there in the dark listening to Joshua type in his office.

At midnight he came to bed. He kissed my shoulder like he always did and settled into his side of the mattress. He fell asleep within minutes.

But I lay awake and counted the hours until Tuesday.

Saturday morning I woke up to Joshua's alarm at six. He had a golf game with clients and I stayed in bed after he left and stared at the ceiling and thought about all the ways this could go wrong. I could lose my marriage, my reputation, my place in the church community that had defined my entire adult life. I could become the woman people whispered about, the cautionary tale mothers told their daughters about the dangers of discontent.

But I was going to see him anyway.

I got up and made myself useful. I cleaned the house even though it was already clean. I did laundry even though we had barely worn anything. I organized the pantry and rearranged the linen closet and scrubbed the grout in the bathroom with a toothbrush. I moved through my house erasing any evidence of disorder, any sign that the people who lived here were real in the messy way real is.

At ten I drove to the church for the fundraiser setup. Sarah was already there with three other women from the committee. They greeted me with hugs and compliments about the brownies. We spent four hours arranging tables and hanging decorations and setting up the bake sale display. I smiled and chatted and made jokes and felt like I was watching myself from the outside, this woman who was so good at playing the part that no one questioned whether she was actually present.

"You okay?" Sarah asked when we were folding tablecloths. "You seem quiet."

"Just tired." The excuse was wearing thin but I didn't have another one.

"You work too hard." She said it with admiration. "I don't know how you do it all."

I didn't know either. I'd been doing it for so long I'd forgotten there was another way to exist.

Joshua came home from golf sunburned and pleased. He'd made good connections ad the clients were impressed. He talked about it over the dinner I'd made, chicken and roasted vegetables, healthy and bland. I listened and nodded and asked appropriate questions and felt nothing except the awareness that I had twenty-four hours until I would see Trent again.

That night Joshua reached for me. He kissed me the way he always kissed me, familiar and unsurprising. His hands moved over my body with the efficiency of someone who had mapped the territory years ago and no longer needed to explore. I closed my eyes and tried to respond the way I knew I should. I made the sounds he expected and moved the way he liked. The whole time I was thinking about Trent's mouth on mine, the way he'd touched me like I was new territory, like I was worth discovering.

Afterward Joshua fell asleep with his arm across my waist and I lay awake and felt the weight of his arm like an accusation.

Sunday we went to church. We sat in our usual pew, third row from the front on the right side. Joshua's parents joined us. We stood for hymns and sat for prayers and listened to a sermons about faithfulness that felt like it was directed specifically at me. I kept my face neutral and my hands folded in my lap and thought about the fact that in less than twenty-four hours I was going to betray every vow I'd made in this very same building seven years ago.


Chapter 5

After the service people clustered in the lobby. I made small talk about the fundraiser and the bake sale and someone's new grandbaby. Joshua's mother pulled me aside and asked if I'd thought about what we'd discussed. She meant children. She always meant children.

"We're praying about it." I used the phrase that ended conversations in our church, the one that made personal decisions sound spiritual and therefore unquestionable.

"Don't wait too long." She patted my arm. "You're not getting any younger."

I was thirty-two. In her world that was dangerously close to too old, too set in my ways, too used to freedom to adjust to the sacrifice of motherhood. She'd had Joshua at twenty-three. She'd never worked outside the home. She'd built her entire identity around being a wife and mother and she expected me to do the same.

Brunch with my mother was worse. She took one look at me and knew that I was lying about being fine. Mothers always knew. She asked careful questions about my marriage and my health and my spiritual life. I gave careful answers that revealed nothing. She wasn't satisfied but she didn't push. We ate eggs benedict and talked about safe topics and I felt the weight of her concern like a hand on my shoulder.

Monday I volunteered at the hospital auxiliary. I spent four hours in the gift shop selling flowers and magazines to visitors who looked more lost than the patients they'd come to see. I rang up purchases and made change and smiled until my face hurt. The whole time I was aware of every minute passing, every hour bringing me closer to Tuesday afternoon.

Tuesday morning I woke up before Joshua's alarm. I lay in bed and listened to him breathe and tried to convince myself not to go. I made a mental list of all the reasons this was wrong. The list was long and detailed, and completely useless, because underneath every logical argument was the truth that I was going anyway.

Joshua kissed me goodbye at seven. I watched him drive away and stood a my station, the kitchen sink, and drank coffee I couldn't taste. The morning stretched ahead of me with nothing scheduled until the luncheon with Joshua's mother at noon. I had two and a half hours to fill.

I went upstairs and opened my closet. I stood there looking at my clothes like they were costumes for a role I no longer wanted to play. Everything was modest and appropriate and chosen with someone else's approval in mind. I pushed past the dresses Joshua liked and found a shirt I'd bought years ago and never wore, navy blue with a neckline that showed my collarbone. I put it on with jeans that actually fit instead of the looser ones I usually wore. I looked at myself in the mirror and saw someone who looked almost like the person I used to be.

Then I changed back into safer clothes. The luncheon would be full of women who noticed everything.

The luncheon was at the country club. Joshua's mother had invited eight women from church and the firm. We sat at a round table by the windows and ordered salads and sparkling water. The conversation moved through someone's daughter's engagement, the new family who'd joined the church, plans for the Easter program. I participated in all the right ways but felt like I was underwater, everything muffled and distant.

Joshua's mother touched my hand during dessert. "You're pale, dear. Are you feeling well?"

"I'm fine." I said it automatically.

"You've barely touched your food." She looked at my plate with concern that felt like surveillance. "You need to take better care of yourself."

I forced down a bite of cheesecake that tasted like paste. She watched me eat it and nodded her approval. The other women at the table were discussing vacation plans. Someone was going to their beachouse, someone else was taking a cruise. They all sounded equally boring and equally desirable, lives so predictable that planning them months in advance made sense.

The luncheon ended at two. I had thirty minutes.

I drove home and changed into the blue shirt, brushed my teeth. I checked my reflection compulsively. I looked the same as I always looked except for the shirt and the fact that my hands were shaking again.

I got in my car at two-fifteen. The drive to the shop took eight minutes. I sat in the parking lot for three of them, my hands gripping the steering wheel, my heart doing violence against my ribs.

I could still turn around. I could drive home and text him some excuse and go back to my life and pretend this had never happened. In ten years I might not even remember his name.

But I got out of the car.

The shop was empty when I walked in. The bell above the door chimed and I stood just inside and waited for my eyes to adjust to the dimness after the bright afternoon outside.

"Back here." His voice came from the rear of the shop.

I walked through the main room, past the succulents and the brass watering can, past the counter where I'd bought four jade plants I didn't need. The back greenhouse was separated from the main shop by a glass door. I pushed it open and the humidity hit me immediately, thick and warm.

Trent was repotting orchids at a work bench. He looked up when I came in. His hands were covered in soil. He didn't smile but his eyes did something that made my stomach drop.

"You came." He said it like he'd doubted I would.

"I said I would." My voice came out steadier than I felt.

He set down the orchid and wiped his hands on his jeans. The gesture left streaks of dark soil on the denim. He walked toward me and I watched every step, counted them, five in total before he was close enough that I had to tilt my head back to look at him.

"I wasn't sure." He reached out and touched the collar of my shirt, the blue one I'd changed into. "This is new?”

"I've had it for years."

"But you've never worn it." His fingers slid along the edge of the fabric, not touching my skin but close enough that I felt the heat of his hand. "Why today?"

I didn't answer. We both knew why.

He pulled me to him by my shirt and kissed me like we already did this. Yet I'd thought about this kiss for four days. I'd remembered how he kissed me all wrong. My memory had softened it, made it safer. This was not safe. This was his mouth on mine and his hands in my hair and my back against his work bench. This was seven years of want I'd pretended didn't exist suddenly given breath.

I kissed him back with my hands curling up in his shirt. He tasted like coffee and I wondered if he'd been as nervous as I was. The thought made me want him more. He lifted me onto the work bench and stepped between my legs. I wrapped them around him without thinking. His hands slid under my shirt, his palms rough against my skin. I gasped into his mouth and he made a sound low in his throat that I felt everywhere.

"How much time do you have?" he said against my neck, his mouth hot on my pulse.

"An hour." My voice didn't sound like mine. "Maybe two."

"Not enough." He bit down gently where my neck met my shoulder and I arched into him. "Never going to be enough."

His hands moved up my ribs. I pulled at his shirt and he helped me get it over his head. I put my hands on his chest and felt his heart hammering under my palms. He was solid and warm and real in a way nothing in my life was real.

He kissed me again and I lost track of time, lost track of everything except his mouth and his hands and the way my body responded to him like it had been waiting. He pulled my shirt over my head and I let him. He unhooked my bra with practiced ease and I didn't let myself think about the other women who'd taught him how. Then I leaned back and let him look at me.

"God." He said it like a prayer or a curse. Then his mouth was on my breast and I forgot to care about the difference.

His phone rang. We both ignored it. It stopped and started again. He pulled back and checked the screen and swore.

"I have to take this." He kissed me hard and fast. "Don't move."

He stepped away and I sat there on the work bench half-naked and breathing hard. He walked to the far side of the greenhouse and answered his phone. I watched his back, the way his shoulders tensed, the way he ran his hand through his hair. He was talking to someone about a delivery. His voice was professional and calm like he hadn't been kissing me thirty seconds ago.

I looked down at myself. My bra was on the work bench next to a pot of soil. My shirt was on the floor. I could see the marks his mouth had left on my skin, red patches that would probably bruise. I touched one and felt the echo of his teeth.

He finished the call and turned back to me. His eyes moved over my body with an intensity that made me feel exposed in a way that had nothing to do with the fact that I was sitting there without my shirt or bra. He crossed the greenhouse in three strides and his hands were on me again, sliding up my thighs, his thumbs pressing into the soft skin above my knees.

"Where were we?" His voice was rough.

I didn't answer. I pulled him closer and kissed him like I could make up for seven years in one afternoon. His hands moved higher, fingers tracing the inseam of my jeans until I made a sound I didn't recognize. He smiled against my mouth and did it again.

"You're tense." He said it like an observation.

"I'm terrified."

"Of me?" His hands wen still on my thighs.

"Of this. Of what I'm doing." I looked at him and saw my own want reflected back at me. "Of how much I want it anyway."

He kissed me softer this time, his mouth gentle on mine, his hands coming up to frame my face. "We can stop."

"I don't want to." I said it clearly so there would be no question.

He kissed my jaw, my neck, the hollow of my throat. “I’ve been thinking about this since the first time you walked into my shop."

His mouth moved lower. He kissed the space between my breasts, then each one in turn, his tongue circling until I was gripping the edge of the work bench to stay upright. My head fell back and I looked up at the greenhouse ceiling, condensation beading on the glass panels, everything hazy and unreal.

His hands moved to the button of my jeans. He popped it open and I lifted my hips without thinking, helping him slide the zipper down. The sound of it seemed impossibly loud in the quiet greenhouse. He hooked his fingers in the waistband but didn't pull them down, just held them there while his mouth worked its way back up to mine.

"Tell me what you want." He said it against my lips.

"I don't know." It was true. I'd spent so long not wanting anything that I'd forgotten how to articulate desire.

"Yes, you do." He kissed the corner of my mouth. "You've been thinking about it too."


Chapter 6

I had. Late at night when Joshua was asleep beside me. In the shower. In my car in parking lots. Little flashes of what it might be like to be touched by someone who actually wanted to touch me.

"I want you to keep going." My voice shook.

He pulled my jeans down over my hips, down my thighs, leaving me in just my underwear, plain cotton, nothing special, the kind of thing I wore because no one saw it anyway. He looked at me like they were something precious.

"You're beautiful." He said it simply, stating a fact.

No one had called me beautiful quite like that. Joshua said I looked nice when I dressed up for events. His mother said I was well-groomed. But beautiful implied something beyond function, beyond appropriateness. Beautiful implied I was worth looking at just for the sake of it.

"Don't." I tried to cover myself with my hands.

He caught my wrists gently and held them. "Don't what?"

"Don't say things you don't mean."

"I mean everything I say to you." He kissed the inside of my wrist where my pulse jumped. "Every word."

He let go of my wrists and his hands moved up my legs again, slowly this time, his palms sliding over my calves, my knees, my thighs. His thumbs traced patterns on my inner thighs and I felt every nerve ending wake up and pay attention. He watched my face while he did it, reading my reactions, adjusting his pressure, his speed.

"You're thinking too much." His thumbs moved higher and I stopped breathing. "Stop thinking."

"I don't know how."

"Yes, you do." He pressed his thumb against the fabric of my underwear and I gasped. "There. Just like that."

He did it again and my hips lifted involuntarily. He made that sound again, low and appreciative, and I felt it vibrate through me. His other hand moved to my breast, his thumb circling while his mouth found my neck. I was surrounded by sensation, his hands and his mouth and the humid air and the smell of earth and growing things.

The bell above the shop door chimed.

We both froze.

"Trent?" A woman's voice called from the front. "You back there?"

He swore quietly and rested his forehead against my shoulder. I felt his breath hot on my skin, felt his hands tighten on my thighs like he was trying to memorize the shape of me.

"I have to go out there." He said it like an apology.

I nodded. My heart was racing so hard I thought I might be sick. He stepped back and I immediately felt cold. He handed me my shirt and I pulled it on with shaking hands. My bra was still on the work bench. I grabbed it and shoved it in my purse. He watched me fumble with my jeans and then reached out to help, his fingers steadying mine as I got the zipper up.

"Stay here." He kissed me once more, quick and hard. "I'll get rid of her."

He left and I sat on the work bench trying to get my breathing under control. I could hear voices from the front of the shop, muffled through the glass door. A woman asking about fertilizer. Trent's voice calm and professional, like he hadn't been between my legs two minutes ago.

I looked down at myself. My shirt was wrinkled. My hair was a mess. I had marks on my neck that I was going to have to hide somehow. I pulled out my phone to check the time and saw three missed texts from Joshua.

"How was lunch with Mom?"

"Can you pick up my dry cleaning?"

"Love you."

The guilt hit me like a physical blow. I was sitting half-dressed in another man's greenhouse while my husband sent me texts about dry cleaning. I was the worst kind of person, yhe kind who made vows and broke them. The kind who smiled and lied and pretended to be good while rotting from the inside.

I knew I should walk out the back door and never come back. I knew I should go home and confess to Joshua and accept whatever consequences came. I should do any number of things that would make me the person I was supposed to be.

Instead I sat there and waited for Trent to come back.

He returned five minutes later. The woman had left. He locked the front door and flipped the sign to closed even though it was only three-thirty. Then he came back to the greenhouse and looked at me with an expression I couldn't read.

"You're still here." He said it like he'd half expected me to run.

"I'm still here." I didn't know if I was confirming a fact or making a promise.

He crossed to me and pulled me off the work bench, guided me toward the back corner where there was a small office space, a desk covered in paperwork, a couch that looked like it had seen better days. He sat down on it and pulled me into his lap so I was straddling him.

"Better." He wrapped his arms around my waist. "I can look at you this way."

I put my hands on his shoulders. This position put us at eye level and I didn't know where to look. His face was too intense. His eyes saw too much.

"What are we doing?" I asked.

He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. "What do you want to be doing?"

"I want to stop thinking about what I should want and just want something." The confession came out raw.

"Then do that." His hands slid under my shirt again, his palms flat against my back. "Just for right now. Just with me."

I kissed him because talking was too hard and thinking was impossible. He kissed me back with his hands pulling me closer until I could feel every inch of him pressed against me. I rocked my hips experimentally and he groaned into my mouth.

"Ariana." The way he said my name made it sound like a different name, like I was a different person when I was with him. Not the good wife or the dutiful daughter or the perfect volunteer. Just a woman who wanted and was allowed to want.

His hands moved to my hips, guiding my movement. I could feel him hard beneath me through his jeans and I ground down against him. He broke the kiss and his head fell back against the couch, his eyes closed, his jaw tight.

"You're going to kill me." He said it through gritted teeth.

"Good” I said with a grin and I did it again and watched his face, learned what made him tense, what made him grip my hips harder.

He opened his eyes and looked at me with something that might have been admiration or might have been hunger. Then he flipped us so I was on my back on the couch and he was above me, his weight pressing me into the cushions.

"My turn." He kissed me hard and his hands went to my jeans again.

This time he pulled them all the way off. I helped him, lifting my hips, kicking them away impatiently when they got tangled around my ankles. He sat back and looked at me and I watched him look, watched his eyes move over every inch of exposed body.

"I thought about this too.” His hand traced up my leg from ankle to thigh. "About what you'd look like. What you'd feel like."

"And?" My voice came out breathless.

"Better than I imagined." He leaned down and kissed my knee. Then higher. His mouth moved up my inner thigh and I stopped breathing entirely.

He kissed me through my underwear and I arched high up off the couch. His tongue pressed against the fabric and I made a sound that would have embarrassed me if I'd had any capacity for embarrassment left. He hooked his fingers in the waistband and looked up at me, asking permission without words.

I nodded.

He pulled them down slowly, his eyes never leaving my face. The air felt cold against my skin. I was completely exposed now, more naked than I'd been even with Joshua, because Trent was looking at me like my body was worth his full attention.

He settled between my legs and his mouth found me and I forgot every reason why this was wrong. His tongue moved against me with purpose and skill and I gripped his hair and tried not to fall apart too quickly. He used his fingers too, one and then two, stretching me carefully while his mouth worked.

I was too close. Everything in me was tightening, building toward something that felt too big to contain. His free hand pressed down on my hip, holding me down and still while he increased the pressure, the speed.

He didn't stop. His phone rang from where he'd left it on the desk but he ignored it completely. His mouth stayed on me, his fingers moving inside me with steady rhythm. I tried to pull away, tried to say something, but he held me in place with his hand on my hip and looked up at me with eyes that said he wasn't stopping until he finished what he'd started.

The phone went silent. His tongue circled and pressed and I stopped caring about anything except the pressure building in my body. I'd forgotten this existed. Joshua touched me sometimes in the required ways but it was perfunctory, a box to check before he moved on to what he actually wanted. This was different. This was Trent's entire focus narrowed down to my pleasure like nothing else in the world mattered.

"Let go." He said it against me and the vibration pushed me closer.

I couldn't hold back anymore. The orgasm hit me like a physical blow, rolling through my body in waves that made me cry out. I clamped my hand over my mouth but the sound still escaped. He kept going, his mouth gentler now but still moving, drawing it out until I was shaking and pushing at his head because it was too much.

He pulled back and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked proud of himself, satisfied. He crawled up my body and kissed me and I could taste myself on his tongue.

"That was…” I couldn't finish the sentence. My brain wasn't working properly.

"Yeah." He kissed my neck. "It was."

Reality crashed back in. I'd just let another man make me come in the back of his shop on a Tuesday afternoon while my husband was at work expecting me home by dinner. I'd just committed adultery in the most explicit way possible. I'd just destroyed my marriage and my reputation and any claim I had to being a good person.

"I have to go." I pushed at his chest.

"Ariana." He tried to hold me but I was already moving, scrambling off the couch, looking for my clothes.

"I have to go right now." I found my underwear and pulled them on. My jeans were on the floor by the desk. I grabbed them and nearly fell trying to get them on standing up.

"Hey." He stood and reached for me. "It's okay."

"It's not okay." My voice came out too loud. "None of this is okay."

"Then why did you come here?" He said it gently but the question still landed like an accusation.

"I don't know." I zipped my jeans with shaking hands. "I don't know what I was thinking."

"You were thinking you wanted this." He picked up my shoe and handed it to me. "You were thinking you deserved to feel good."

"I don't deserve anything." I shoved my foot into the shoe and looked around for the other one. "I'm married. I made vows. I'm supposed to be better than this."

"Better than what? Better than wanting something for yourself?" He found my other shoe under the couch and held it out. "Better than being human?"

I snatched the shoe from him and put it on. My bra was still in my purse. My shirt was wrinkled beyond repair. I looked like exactly what I was, a woman who'd just been thoroughly undone by someone who wasn't her husband.

"I can't do this again." I said it to convince myself as much as him.

"Okay." He crossed his arms and leaned against the desk. "If that's what you want."

"It's what I need." I grabbed my purse and headed for the door.

"Ariana." His voice stopped me. "For what it's worth, I'm not sorry."


Chapter 7

I left without answering. I walked through the greenhouse and through the shop and out into the parking lot where the afternoon sun was too bright and the air was too thin. I got in my car and locked the doors and sat there gripping the steering wheel while my whole body continued to shake.

I'd just had the best orgasm of my life and I wanted to die.

I drove home on autopilot. Every stoplight felt like a judgment. Every other car on the road felt like it was full of people who could see what I'd done written all over my face. I kept checking my rearview mirror like someone might be following me, like there might be evidence trailing behind my car.

I pulled into my garage at four-fifteen. The house was empty. Joshua wouldn't be home for at least another hour. I went straight upstairs and got in the shower. I turned the water as hot as I could stand and scrubbed every inch of my body. I washed my hair twice. I used a washcloth on my face until my skin was raw.

When I got out I looked at myself in the mirror. The marks on my neck were visible, dark red patches where his mouth had been. I touched one and felt the memory of his teeth. I pulled my hair forward to cover them and tried three different scarves before I found one that hid them completely.

My phone buzzed on the bathroom counter. A text from Joshua.

"Got the dry cleaning. Home in thirty. Want to order Thai?"

I stared at the message. My husband was asking about dinner and thirty minutes ago another man had been between my legs making me come so hard I'd screamed. The disconnect was so profound I felt dizzy.

I typed back: "Thai sounds good."

I went downstairs and started cleaning even though the house was already clean. I wiped down counters. I straightened pillows. I moved through the rooms erasing any trace of disorder, any evidence that the woman who lived here was capable of chaos.

The tomato seedlings sat on the kitchen counter. I stared at them and felt Trent's hands on my thighs. I heard his voice in my ear telling me to let go. I felt the orgasm rolling through me again just from the memory.

I grabbed the seedlings and carried them to the garage. I shoved them on a shelf behind the paint cans where Joshua would never see them. Then I went back inside and washed my hands like I could wash away the whole afternoon.

Joshua came home at five. He kissed my forehead and asked about my day. I told him it was fine, quiet, nothing special. He showed me the dry cleaning and talked about a case at work. We ordered Thai food and ate it at the kitchen table while he scrolled through his phone and I pushed pad thai around my plate.

"You're not eating." He looked up from his phone. "Are you feeling okay?"

"Just not very hungry." I forced down a bite. "Long day."

“I keep telling you, you work too hard." He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "You should take a day off. Do something for yourself."

I almost laughed. I'd just done something for myself, I'd done exactly what I wanted, and now I was sitting across from my husband trying not to vomit from guilt.

"Maybe." I pulled my hand away and stood up to clear the plates.

That night Joshua wanted to have sex. He reached for me in bed and kissed me and I went through the motions because saying no would raise questions I couldn't answer. He moved on top of me and I closed my eyes and thought about Trent, about his mouth and his hands and the way he'd looked at me like I was the only thing that mattered. Joshua finished quickly and rolled off me and was asleep within minutes.

I lay there in the dark and hated myself.

Wednesday I woke up at five and couldn't go back to sleep. I got up and made coffee and sat at the kitchen table staring at nothing. Every time I closed my eyes I saw Trent, felt him, heard him telling me to let go.

I went through my day in a fog. I had a dentist appointment at nine. I stopped by the grocery store, picked up Joshua's mother's birthday present that I'd ordered weeks ago, and  moved through my errands like a robot programmed to complete tasks without understanding their purpose.

Sarah called at noon. "You sound weird. Are you okay?"

"Fine. Just tired." The excuse was automatic now.

"You're always tired lately." She said it with concern. "Maybe you should see a doctor."

"Maybe." I wouldn't see a doctor. Doctors asked questions and I needed people to stop asking questions.

Thursday morning I woke up and knew I wasn't going back to the shop. I'd made a mistake. I'd let my loneliness and my discontent turn into something ugly. I'd betrayed my husband and my vows and everything I claimed to believe in. The right thing to do was to never see Trent again, to bury this whole episode so deep that eventually it would feel like it had happened to someone else.

I got dressed and made breakfast and went about my morning with the determination of someone who had made a firm decision.

But at two o'clock I was in my car driving toward the shop. I told myself I was just going to tell him in person that this was over. That would be cleaner, more final. I couldn't just disappear. That would be cruel. I owed him an explanation at least.

I told myself these lies and drove and didn't examine them too closely because if I did I'd have to admit that I was going back because I wanted to go back, because Tuesday afternoon had woken up something in me that I couldn't put back to sleep no matter how hard I tried.

I parked in my usual spot on the south side of the lot and sat in my car for five minutes building up courage. Then I walked into the shop before I could change my mind.

The bell chimed. Trent looked up from the counter where he was ringing up an elderly woman buying a fern. His eyes met mine and something passed between us that made my stomach drop. He finished the transaction with his usual politeness, bagged the fern, held the door open for the woman as she left.

Then he locked it behind her and flipped the sign to closed and turned to face me.

"I came to tell you I can't do this anymore." The words I'd rehearsed in the car sounded hollow now that I was saying them.

"Okay." He still didn't move. "Tell me."

I opened my mouth but nothing came out. We stood there looking at each other across the shop and I felt everything I'd buried in the last two days rising up in my throat.

"I thought about you." The confession escaped before I could stop it. "I haven't been able to stop thinking about you."

He crossed the shop in four strides and pulled me against him. "I haven't stopped thinking about you either."

He kissed me and I kissed him back with two days of want compressed into the pressure of my mouth on his. His hands went to my hips and pulled me closer and I felt him hard against me already. The knowledge that he wanted me this much, that my presence alone could do this to him, made me reckless.

"Upstairs." He said it against my mouth. "I have an apartment upstairs."

I should have pulled away and left and never come back. Instead I nodded.

He took my hand and led me through the shop to a door I'd never noticed before leading to a narrow staircase. We climbed it and he unlocked the door at the top and we stepped into a small studio apartment, one room with a kitchenette, a couch, a bed against the far wall. It was neat and sparse, nothing on the walls, nothing personal except a stack of books on the nightstand.

"I live here." He said it like he needed to explain. "Above the shop. Easier."

I didn't care about easier. I didn't care about anything except the fact that we were alone and there was a bed and I wanted him so badly I couldn't think straight.

I kissed him before he could say anything else. He responded immediately, his hands going to the buttons of my shirt. I helped him, my fingers fumbling with the fabric. He pushed it off my shoulders and it fell to the floor. My bra followed. Then my jeans. He walked me backward toward the bed and I let him, let myself be guided because thinking about what I was doing would mean stopping and I couldn't stop.

We fell onto the bed together. He pulled off his own shirt and I put my hands on his chest, felt the muscle and warmth of him. He was solid and real and I wanted to crawl inside his skin. He kissed my neck, my collarbone, my breasts. His mouth moved over me with close attention and I arched into him.

"I need you to tell me this is what you want." He said it between kisses. "I need to hear you say it."

"I want this." My voice shook but the words were clear. "I want you."

He kissed me again and his hand slid between my legs. I was already wet. I'd been wet since I walked into the shop, since I'd gotten in my car, since I'd woken up that morning knowing I was going to come back despite every reason not to.

His fingers moved against me and I gasped. He watched my face while he touched me, reading my reactions, adjusting his rhythm. When he pushed two fingers inside me I grabbed his shoulders and held on.

"You're so responsive." He said it with something like wonder. "Does your husband know how responsive you are?"

"Don't." I didn't want to think about Joshua, didn't want him in this room with us.

"Does he make you come like this?" He curved his fingers and hit something inside me that made me cry out.

"No." The admission felt like betrayal but I couldn't lie. "Never like this."

"He kissed me hard. "I want to be the only one who makes you feel like this."

He pulled his fingers out and I made a sound of protest. He smiled and kissed my hip, then lower. His mouth found me again and I remembered Tuesday afternoon, remembered coming apart under his tongue. But this time felt different. This time I wasn't fighting it. I let myself fall.

The orgasm built slower but hit harder. I came with his name in my mouth and my hands in his hair and my whole body shaking. He didn't stop until I pushed him away, too sensitive to take any more.

He moved back up my body and kissed me and I tasted myself on his lips again. The intimacy of it should have embarrassed me but I was past embarrassment this time, past shame, past everything except want.

"I need to be inside you." He said it like he was asking permission even though we both knew I was going to say yes.

“Yes.” I reached for his belt.

He helped me get his jeans off. He wasn't wearing anything underneath. He was hard and bigger than Joshua and for a moment I felt nervous. But then he was kissing me again and his hand was between my legs preparing me and the nervousness dissolved into pure need.

He reached for the nightstand and pulled out a condom. The sight of it made everything suddenly, brutally real. This wasn't just fooling around anymore. This was actual adultery, the kind that broke marriages irreparably, the kind that made you someone's ex-wife instead of someone's wife.

"Wait." I put my hand on his chest.

"We can stop." he said immediately. "If you're not sure."

But I was sure. That was the problem. I was more sure about this than I'd been about anything in seven years.

"I'm sure." I took the condom from him and opened it. "I want to do it.”

I rolled it onto him and he groaned at my touch. Then he positioned himself between my legs and looked at me one more time, checking, giving me a chance to change my mind.


Chapter 8

But my mind wasn’t going to change. I pulled him down to me and kissed him and he pushed inside me slowly. The stretch was intense. I tensed up and he stopped.

"Breathe." He kissed my jaw, my neck.

I breathed and he moved deeper, inch by inch, until he was fully inside me and we were pressed together completely. He held still and let me adjust to him. I wrapped my legs around him and felt how completely he filled me, how different this was from Joshua's quick efficient sex that was over before I'd really registered it was happening.

"Okay?" He asked.

"More than okay." I moved my hips and he swore under his breath.

He pulled back and thrust into me again, finding a rhythm that built gradually. Each stroke hit something deep inside me that made me dig my nails into his back. He changed angles and I cried out.

"There?" He did it again.

"Yes. There. Don't stop." I was babbling now, past words that made sense.

He didn't stop. He kept the same angle, the same rhythm, his hand between us rubbing circles that made everything tighter, closer. I was going to come again, I could feel it building, bigger than before, more consuming.

"Look at me." He said it and I opened my eyes.

The eye contact undid me. I came looking into his eyes and felt like he could see straight through me, could see every lie I'd told and every truth I'd hidden. He followed seconds later, his rhythm breaking, his body going rigid above me. He said my name like a prayer or a plea and then collapsed beside me.

We lay there breathing hard. His arm was across my waist. My head was on his shoulder. This was the dangerous part, the afterword, when reality seeped back in and I had to face what I'd done.

“You okay?" He asked quietly.

I wasn't okay. I'd just had sex with a man who wasn't my husband in an apartment above a garden shop on a Thursday afternoon.and I'd enjoyed it. I'd come twice. I'd cried out his name and meant it. I was the furthest thing from okay.

"I'm fine." I said because lying was easier than the truth.

He turned his head to look at me. "You're a terrible liar."

"I've actually gotten pretty good at it." The bitterness in my voice surprised me.

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "Do you regret it?"

I should have gotten dressed and left and never spoken to him again. But I was tired of should, tired of doing what I was supposed to do and being who I was supposed to be.

"No." I said it clearly. "I don't regret it."

"Good." He pulled me closer. "Because I want to do it again."

"Now?" I looked at him.

"Maybe in a few minutes." He smiled. "I'm not twenty anymore."

I laughed and it felt so strange, this easy moment between us, like we were normal people having a normal affair instead of two people destroying multiple lives for the sake of feeling something real.

I checked the time on my phone. Four-thirty. Joshua wouldn't be home until after six.

"I certainly have time." I said it before I could think better of it.

"How much time?" His hand moved down my stomach.

"An hour. Maybe ninety minutes if traffic isn’t bad." I felt his hand move lower and my breath caught.

"I can work with that." He kissed my shoulder. "I can work with that very well."

And he proved it, too. He took his time the second round, mapping my body with his hands and mouth like he was memorizing me. He found places that made me gasp and places that made me beg and places I didn't know existed until he showed me. When he finally entered me again I was so ready I came within minutes. He followed soon after and we lay tangled together again in his  thoroughly messed bed while the afternoon light shifted across the room.

I knew I needed to leave but I couldn't make myself move. His bed was warm, his arm around me felt safe. For the first time in years I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

"I should go." I said it without conviction.

"Probably." But he didn't let go of me.

"Joshua will be home soon." Saying his name felt like bringing poison into the room.

"I know." His hand traced patterns on my shoulder. "Come back next week."

"I don't think that's a good idea." But even as I said it I knew I would. We were just playing with saying the right things we didn’t mean.

"Tuesday or Thursday?" He asked like it was already decided.

"This is insane." I sat up and looked for my clothes. "What we're doing is completely insane."

"Probably." He sat up too, unashamed of his nakedness. "But you're going to do it anyway."

He was right. I'd already crossed every line that mattered. I'd already committed the sin. The only difference between doing it once and doing it multiple times was the number, and numbers didn't make the wrongness more or less wrong. The marriage was already broken. I'd already destroyed it. What was the point of stopping now?

"Tuesday." I said while pulling on my underwear, also now unashamed of my nakedness. “Two-thirty."

"I'll be here." He watched me get dressed. "Actually, I'll be downstairs. In the back greenhouse. Less conspicuous."

I laughed and nodded, put on my jeans, my shirt. I found my shoes under his bed and caught sight of myself in the mirror by the door. My hair was a mess. My lips were red. I looked exactly like someone who'd just had sex with someone who wasn't her husband.

I tried to fix my hair. Trent came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist.

"You're so beautiful."

"I'm a mess." I met his eyes in the mirror.

"Same thing." He kissed my neck.

I turned in his arms and kissed him one more time. Then I left before I could talk myself into staying longer.

The drive home felt different than it had on Tuesday. The guilt was there but underneath it was satisfaction and relief. I felt that I'd finally done exactly what I wanted without apology. I'd had the best sex of my life and felt desired and seen and totally real. And yes, I'd betrayed my husband and my vows and everything I was supposed to stand for. But maybe those things had been lies anyway. Maybe I'd been lying since the moment I'd said yes to Joshua's proposal. Maybe the only honest thing I'd done in seven years was walk into that shop and let myself want Trent. Isn’t that what the whole message is? Be hones?

I pulled into my driveway at five forty-five and went straight upstairs and took another shower. I washed away the evidence and put on clean clothes and looked at myself in the mirror until I saw the woman Joshua expected to see.

He came home at six-fifteen, kissed my forehead, asked about my day.

"Fine." I said. "Quiet. Nothing special."

This time when I said it, I felt something shift inside me, some last piece of guilt or shame that had been holding me back finally letting go. I'd done it. I'd cheated on my husband. And I was going to do it again on Tuesday.

Friday morning I woke up before Joshua's alarm and lay in bed feeling the soreness between my legs. The ache was proof, evidence of what I'd done. I pressed my thighs together and felt it sharpen and smiled to myself in the dark.

Joshua's alarm went off. He kissed my forehead and went through his morning routine. I stayed in bed and thought about Tuesday. Five days away. I could already feel the anticipation building, the knowledge that in five days I would be back in Trent's bed doing things I'd never let myself imagine.

I got up and made coffee. I made Joshua breakfast, packed his lunch the way his mother had taught me, with a note tucked inside that said "Have a great day!" with a heart drawn next to it. He kissed me goodbye at the door and told me he loved me and I said it back and felt nothing except mild affection for someone who'd become a stranger I happened to live with.

I spent Friday cleaning the house that was already clean. But this time the ritual felt different. I wasn't erasing evidence of chaos. I was creating perfect order so that when I disrupted it, the disruption would be invisible. I was building the alibi of my good life.

Sarah called at noon to confirm I was still coming to Bible study prep that afternoon.

"Of course." I said it cheerfully. "I wouldn't miss it."

I went to the church at two and sat with five other women discussing Proverbs 31. We talked about the virtuous woman and her worth and her devotion to her household. I took notes and made suggestions, and the whole time I was thinking about Trent's mouth between my legs.

"Ariana, what do you think?" Sarah was looking at me expectantly.

I'd missed the question entirely. I smiled and said something about balance and priorities and serving from a place of love. The other women nodded approvingly. I was good at this. I'd always been good at saying what people wanted to hear.

That night Joshua wanted to watch a movie. We sat on the couch together and he put his arm around me and I leaned into him like I was supposed to. The movie was something with explosions. I didn't follow the plot. I was thinking about how different Joshua's body felt from Trent's. Joshua was soft where Trent was hard. Joshua smelled like expensive cologne and Trent smelled like earth and soap. Joshua touched me like he owned me and Trent touched me like he wanted to know me.

Saturday we went to brunch with Joshua's parents. His mother asked again about grandchildren. Joshua deflected with his usual ease. I smiled and ate my eggs benedict and thought about the fact that I was taking birth control pills I'd hidden in a tampon box in the back of my bathroom cabinet. Joshua didn't know. He thought we were "letting nature take its course." I let him think that because having his child would mean being tied to this life forever, and I was starting to realize I might not want this life at all.

Sunday we went to church. I wore a dress Joshua's mother had complimented once, pale pink with a high neckline. I put my hair in a low bun and looked like every other wife in the congregation, modest and appropriate and empty.

The sermon was about faithfulness. I sat in the pew and listened to the pastor talk about keeping your vows and honoring your commitments and thought about Trent inside me, about the way I'd said his name when I came. I wondered if anyone could see the truth on my face, if my sin was visible to people who knew how to look for it.

No one seemed to notice anything different. Everyone smiled and hugged me and told me I looked lovely. I accepted their compliments and made plans to volunteer for the Easter program and felt like I was watching myself from outside my body, this perfect performance of goodness while inside I was counting down the hours until Tuesday with Trent.

Monday morning I woke up with my hand between my legs. I'd been dreaming about Trent, about his hands and his mouth and the way he'd looked at me when he'd told me I was beautiful. I finished myself quickly and quietly while Joshua slept beside me, my face pressed into my pillow to muffle the sound.

Afterward I felt powerful, like I'd stolen something and gotten away with it.

I went to the hospital auxiliary in the afternoon. I smiled at patients and restocked magazines and helped a man buy flowers for his wife who was recovering from surgery. He told me I was an angel. I thanked him and thought about the fact that angels didn't fuck men who weren't their husbands in apartments above garden shops, but all the same, I thanked him and smiled.

That night I tried on three different outfits for Tuesday. I told Joshua I was organizing my closet but I stood in front of the mirror and evaluated each option. The blue shirt from last time. A green dress that buttoned down the front. Jeans and a white t-shirt. I settled on the dress. Easy access. Trent would appreciate that.

I caught myself smiling at my reflection and felt a rush of something that wasn't guilt. It was excitement and anticipation. It was the thrill of having a secret that was entirely my own.


Chapter 9

Tuesday morning I woke up at five and couldn't go back to sleep. I was impatient for my lover. I got up and showered and shaved everywhere even though I'd shaved the night before. I moisturized my entire body with lotion that smelled like vanilla. I put on the green dress and matching underwear I'd bought at the mall last week, lace and silk instead of the cotton I usually wore. I looked at myself in the mirror and barely recognized the woman looking back.

She looked alive. That was the only word for it. Her eyes were bright. Her skin was flushed. She looked like someone who was about to do exactly what she wanted.

Joshua left for work at seven. I had seven and a half hours to fill before two-thirty. I cleaned and did laundry. I made cookies for the church bake sale even though it wasn't until next week. I needed to keep my hands busy or I was going to get in my car and drive to the shop hours early.

At noon I ate lunch I didn't taste. At one I checked my appearance compulsively. At one-thirty I got in my car.

I arrived at two-fifteen and sat in the parking lot and watched the clock. At exactly two-thirty I walked into the shop.

Trent was helping a customer, an older man buying potting soil. He glanced up when the bell chimed and our eyes met for half a second. Nothing on his face changed but I felt the acknowledgment like a touch.

I pretended to browse the succulents. I picked up a small aloe plant and examined it like I cared about its welfare. The old man paid and left and the shop was empty.

"Back greenhouse." Trent said without looking at me, already moving toward the back.

I followed. My heart was racing. We'd done this before but somehow it felt new every time, this crossing of the threshold from the person I was supposed to be to the person I actually was.

He was waiting for me when I came through the glass door. He pulled me to him immediately and kissed me hard. I kissed him back with four days of want bursting out of my mouth.

"I thought about you." He said it against my lips. "Constantly. Couldn't stop thinking about you."

I pulled frantically at his shirt. "I thought about you too."

"Yeah?" He walked me backward toward the office. "What did you think about?"

"Everything." I pushed his door open with my back. "All of it."

We made it to the couch. He had my dress unbuttoned before we sat down. I was wearing a pretty lace balconette bra. His hands went to my breasts immediately and I arched into his touch.

"You wore this for me." He said it like he was confirming a fact.

"Yes." I unzipped his jeans. "Everything I'm wearing is for you, you know that.”

He groaned and kissed me harder. We pulled at each other's clothes with urgency that bordered on violence. His jeans. My underwear. His shirt. Within minutes we were both naked and I was on his lap straddling him.

"Condom." I managed to get the word out between kisses.

He reached for the side table and pulled one out. I took it from him and rolled it on while he watched. Then I positioned myself over him and sank down slowly on him. The stretch made me gasp. He filled me completely and I sat there for a moment adjusting to the feeling.

"God, you feel good." His hands gripped my hips. "So fucking good."

I started to move. Slow at first, learning the angle, finding what worked. He helped me, guiding my movements, his hands firm on my waist. When I found the right rhythm his head fell back against the couch.

His voice was rough. "Just like that."

I rode him with increasing confidence. The position gave me control and I used it, experimenting with speed and depth until I found what made him grip me harder, what made him swear under his breath. I felt powerful, sexy. Like my body was something to be celebrated instead of merely maintained.

"Touch yourself." He said it watching my face.

I'd never done that in front of anyone. Joshua would have been horrified. But Trent was looking at me like it was the most natural thing in the world, like my pleasure was as important as his.

I moved one hand between my legs and touched myself while I rode him. The combination made everything tighter, more intense. He watched my face the whole time, his eyes dark and focused.

"You're so beautiful like this." He said it reverently. "So fucking beautiful when you let go."

The orgasm hit me suddenly. I came crying out and didn't care who might hear. He followed immediately after, his hands bruising on my hips, my name in his mouth like something sacred.

I collapsed against his chest. We sat there breathing hard, still connected, his arms around me.

"Hi there” he said and I felt his smile against my hair.

I laughed. When was the last time I'd laughed during sex? I couldn't remember. Sex with Joshua was silent and serious and over quickly. This felt like playing, like joy.

"Hi." I pulled back to look at him. "That was…”

"Yeah." He tucked my hair behind my ear. "It really was."

We moved to his bed upstairs. We had time. I'd told Joshua I had committee meetings all afternoon. We weren't expected anywhere until I went home to make dinner for my husband.

Trent took his time with me this round. He explored every inch of my body like he was making a map. He found spots that made me squirm and spots that made me beg. He used his mouth and his hands and when he finally entered me again I was so ready I came almost immediately.

We lay tangled in his sheets afterward and I felt more myself than I had in a decade. His hand traced lazy patterns on my hip. I ran my fingers through his hair and marveled at the fact that I was allowed to touch him, that this was somehow my life now, all tangled up in the limbs of a lover spread naked together over his messed up bed across a long afternoon.

"What are you thinking?" he asked.

"That I should feel worse about this than I do." I said it honestly. "That I should be consumed with guilt."

"But you're not." Not a question.

"No." I turned to look at him. "I feel alive.”

He kissed me softly. “As a horticulturalist I can assure you feeling alive is good.”

I laughed and made circles on his chest. “Tell me about you." I realized I knew almost nothing about the man beyond what his hands felt like on my body. "Tell me anything.”

"What do you want to know?" His fingers continued their patterns on my skin.

"Everything. Anything. Why plants? Why this shop?" I settled more comfortably against him, lazily kissing his skin.

"My grandmother." He smiled at some memory. "She had this garden, huge thing, took up her whole backyard. She'd spend hours out there. When I was a kid I'd help her. She taught me that growing things was the closest you could get to magic. Creating life from seeds and soil and patience."

"That's beautiful." I traced the line of his jaw. "Is she still around?"

"No. She died when I was nineteen." His voice softened. "Left me some money. Enough to start this place once I thought of it.”

"She'd be proud." I said with certainty.

"Maybe. She'd definitely have opinions about me sleeping with a married woman in the apartment she helped me afford." He said it lightly but I heard the question underneath.

"Do you judge me for it? For being here?" I needed to know.

"No." He turned his head to look at me directly. "I judge you for staying in a marriage that's killing you. But I don't judge you for this."

The words should have stung but they felt like relief. Someone finally saying out loud what I'd been thinking for years.

"It's not killing me." I said it automatically, the defense I'd been trained to give.

"Isn't it?" He rolled toward me, propping himself up on his elbow. "You walk around like a ghost, like you've forgotten you're allowed to want things. To feel things."

"I feel things." But even as I said it I knew he was right. I'd been numb for so long I'd forgotten what the alternative felt like.

"Do you love him?" The question was gentle but direct.

I thought about Joshua. About the man I'd married at twenty-five because he was stable and successful and wanted me in the uncomplicated way of someone who needed a wife to complete his picture. I'd loved him once, in the easy way you love someone who treats you well and wants the same acceptable life you've been taught to want.

"I did once." I said finally. "Or I thought I did. Now I don't know if I loved him or if I loved the idea of him. The safety. The approval. The fact that everyone said we were perfect together."

"And now?" His hand moved to my face, his thumb brushing my cheek.

"Now I feel nothing when I look at him. Nothing when he touches me. Nothing when he tells me he loves me." The confession poured out. "I'm just going through motions. Playing a part. And I'm so tired of it I could scream."

"So scream." He said it simply. "Leave him. Stop pretending."

"I can't." The words came automatically. "My whole life is built around this marriage. My reputation. My place in the church. My family. His family. Everything."

"So you're going to spend the rest of your life performing for people who don't actually know you?" He wasn't judging, just asking.

I didn't have an answer. We lay there in silence for a moment.

Then he kissed me and I stopped thinking about the future. His mouth moved down my neck, across my collarbone, to my breasts. His tongue circled my nipple until I arched off his bed. His hand slid between my legs and found me wet again.

"Already?" he said with astonishment.

I grew shy. “You do this to me." I spread my legs wider. "Constantly. It’s not my fault.”

He moved down my body, kissing my stomach, my hip bones, my inner thighs. When his mouth found me I grabbed the sheets and held on. He was learning what I liked, what made me gasp versus what made me moan and he used that knowledge ruthlessly.

I came with my hand over my mouth trying to muffle the sound. He climbed back up my body and kissed me and I tasted myself on his lips for the third time. The intimacy of it no longer shocked me. I'd stopped being shocked by anything we did together.

"I want you inside me again." I reached between us and stroked him until he was fully hard.

"Greedy." he said approvingly and reached for another condom.

This time he took me from behind. He put me on my hands and knees and he entered me slowly, letting me feel every inch of him. The angle was deeper than before, almost too much. I buried my face in the pillow and he gripped my hips and set a rhythm that made me forget my own name. It wasn’t making love, it was fucking.

"You feel incredible." His voice was strained. "So tight. So perfect."

He reached around and touched me while he moved and I came again, my third orgasm of the afternoon. He followed right after, collapsing over my back, both of us breathing like we'd run miles.

We lay there recovering and I looked at the clock. Four-thirty. I needed to leave soon. The thought made me want to cry.

"I don't want to go." I said it into his shoulder.

"Then don't." He pulled me closer.

“But I have to." I sat up reluctantly. "Joshua will be home by six-thirty. I need to be there."

"Right." Something in his voice had changed. "Back to the performance."


Chapter 10

I started gathering my clothes. I found my underwear tangled in the sheets, my dress on the floor. I got dressed while he watched from the bed, still naked, completely comfortable in his skin in a way I envied.

"Thursday?" He asked as I buttoned my dress.

"Thursday." I came back to the bed and kissed him. "Same time."

"I'll be here." He pulled me down for another kiss, deeper this time. "I'm always here."

I left before I could change my mind ad drove home with my body still humming, still feeling him inside me. I got home at five-fifteen and went straight to the shower. This was becoming the routine. The evidence removal, the transformation back into the acceptable wife.

But this time I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror before I got in the shower and I smiled. My hair was a mess. My lips were swollen. I had a mark on my neck I'd have to cover. I looked thoroughly used and I loved it.

I loved having this secret. I loved that no one knew. I loved that I could sit at church on Sunday and lead Bible study on Wednesday and go to committee meetings and luncheons and volunteer shifts, and the whole time I'd be thinking about Trent's mouth between my legs, about how he fucked me from behind and jolted my body, about the way he made me come over and over, about the fact that I had another person inside me, a wild person who took what she wanted without apology.

Joshua came home at six-thirty like clockwork. I'd made his favorite dinner, pot roast with roasted vegetables. I'd set the table ad put on clean clothes and fixed my hair and looked exactly like the wife he expected.

"Smells amazing." He kissed my forehead. "How was your day?"

"Good. Productive." I served him a generous portion. "The committee meetings ran long but we got a lot done."

"You work too hard." He said it like he always did, not actually concerned enough to suggest I stop.

We ate dinner and he told me about a case. I asked appropriate questions and we moved through the familiar choreography of our marriage. I felt nothing except satisfaction at how well I could lie.

That night he reached for me in bed. I let him. His hands moved over my body and I closed my eyes and pretended they were Trent's hands. When Joshua entered me I thought about Trent entering me earlier, about how different it felt, how much better. I made the sounds Joshua expected but the whole time I was somewhere else entirely.

He finished and rolled off me. "I love you."

"I love you too." The lies came so easily now. I'd said it so many times it was just a reflex, words that meant nothing.

Wednesday I led Bible study. We discussed the worthy woman and her devotion to her household. I facilitated discussion about serving from a place of joy rather than obligation. The women nodded and took notes but none of them knew that less than twenty-four hours ago I'd been in another man's bed begging him to fuck me harder.

The duality thrilled me. I was living two lives and excelling at both. Perfect wife by day, wanton lover on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. I was getting away with it completely.

Thursday I wore the jeans and white t-shirt. Simple and easy to remove. I arrived at two-thirty exactly. Trent locked the door behind me and we barely made it to the greenhouse before he had my shirt off.

"I've been thinking about you since Tuesday." He said it against my neck. "Can't focus on anything else."

"Good." I pulled at his belt. "I like you distracted."

We had sex against the potting bench first, fast and urgent. He lifted me onto it and entered me standing up, his jeans around his ankles, my jeans on the floor. We moved together with desperate efficiency and I came quickly, crying out into his shoulder.

Then we went upstairs and took our time. He laid me out on his bed and spent an hour exploring every inch of my body. He found spots behind my knee that made me shiver. He discovered I was sensitive along my ribs. He learned that if he bit my hip bone gently I'd arch off the bed.

"You're mapping me." I said it watching him work.

"I want to know everything." He kissed my inner thigh. "Every spot. Every response. I want to know what makes you come apart."

“I think you already know that.”

He proved it by making me come three times with just his mouth. By the third one I was begging him to stop, too sensitive, too overwhelmed. He moved up my body and entered me slowly and I wrapped around him completely.

"I could stay here forever." he said moving inside me. "Just this. Just you."

I didn't answer because I couldn't. Because the idea of forever with him was too dangerous to entertain. This had to stay contained to Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, a secret life that didn't interfere with my real one.

Except I was starting to realize this felt more real than anything else in my life and it was the fake life as a trad wife that was the interference.

We lay tangled together afterward and he asked me questions. What did I study in college? Psychology. What had I wanted to be? A therapist, maybe. A researcher. Why hadn't I? Because Joshua's career came first. Because his mother thought working wives were selfish. Because somewhere along the way I'd stopped believing my wants mattered.

The weeks blurred together into a pattern that felt sustainable. Tuesday and Thursday afternoons belonged to Trent. The rest of the week I belonged to Joshua and the church and the endless committees that kept me busy enough that no one asked too many questions.

I got better at the lying. I stopped flinching when Joshua kissed me. I stopped feeling guilty when I looked at wedding photos on the wall. I compartmentalized beautifully, splitting myself into two women who barely acknowledged each other's existence.

The wife went to brunch with Joshua's mother and smiled through discussions about grandchildren. She volunteered at the hospital and baked for church functions and hosted small group at her house every other Wednesday. She kept the house immaculate and made dinner every night and listened to Joshua talk about work with appropriate interest.

The lover showed up at the garden shop with increasingly daring underwear hidden beneath modest dresses. She learned what Trent liked and gave it to him enthusiastically. She discovered she loved being on top, loved watching his face when she took control. She learned to ask for what she wanted instead of waiting to be asked.

Three weeks into the affair I arrived at the shop wearing a skirt with nothing underneath. Trent discovered this fact when he slid his hand up my thigh in the greenhouse and found bare skin.

"Jesus Christ." He said it against my mouth. "You're trying to kill me."

"Is it working?" I pulled him closer.

He pushed me against the wall and lifted my skirt and took me right there, standing up, my legs wrapped around his waist. It was fast and rough and when I came I had to bite his shoulder to keep from screaming.

"You're getting bold,” he said afterward, both of us still breathing hard.

"I like bold." I straightened my skirt. "I like this version of me."

"I like her too." He kissed me softly. "She's honest."

The compliment sat warm in my chest for the rest of the day.

I started laughing during sex, real laughter, the kind that came from joy instead of performance. Trent had done something with his tongue that surprised me and I'd giggled.

"Sorry." I said, embarrassed.

"Don't apologize." He grinned up at me from between my legs. "I love hearing you laugh."

"Joshua hates it when I laugh during sex." The words came out before I could stop them. "Says it ruins the mood."

"Joshua's an idiot." Trent went back to what he was doing and made me laugh and come at the same time.

I drove home still smiling. still feeling light. I made dinner and set the table and hummed while I worked. Joshua looked up from his phone.

"You're in a good mood." He said it like he was suspicious.

"Just a good day." I served him pot roast. "The committee meeting went very well."

He accepted this without question like he always did. I could have told him I'd spent the afternoon getting fucked six ways to Sunday and he probably would have nodded and gone back to his phone as long as dinner was on time.

Five weeks in Sarah cornered me after Bible study.

"Okay, what's going on with you?" She had that look mothers get when they know something's different.

"What do you mean?" I kept my voice casual.

"You're different. Happier. Lighter somehow." She studied my face. "Did something happen?"

"Nothing happened." The lie came easily. "I just feel good lately. More rested maybe."

"Well whatever it is, keep doing it." She hugged me. "You seem more like yourself."

The irony was exquisite. I seemed more like myself because I was actively being someone else, because twice a week I got to stop performing and just exist.

Six weeks in Trent started leaving marks, hickeys on my inner thighs where no one would see them, bite marks on my hip bones, evidence of his claim to my body that only I would know about.

I loved them. I loved looking at them in the mirror after my shower. I loved the secret proof that I belonged to someone who actually wanted me. I'd take photos sometimes, just for myself, images I'd look at late at night when Joshua was asleep beside me.

Seven weeks in I had my first close call. I'd been at Trent's and lost track of time. I rushed home and pulled into the garage at six forty-five to find Joshua's car already there.

I walked in trying to appear calm. He was in the kitchen pouring scotch.

"Hey." I set down my purse. "Sorry I'm late. The meetings ran over."

"It's fine." He barely looked at me. "I ordered pizza. Should be here in twenty minutes."

I went upstairs to change and caught sight of myself in the mirror. My hair was a mess. My shirt was buttoned wrong. I had a visible red mark on my neck I'd forgotten to check for.

I fixed everything quickly and a changed into a high-necked sweater. I brushed my hair and checked and rechecked myself until I looked like someone who'd been in boring committee meetings all afternoon instead of getting thoroughly fucked in a bed above a garden shop.

When I came back downstairs Joshua was on the couch scrolling through his phone. He didn't notice anything different and he never did.

The close call made me more careful but not more cautious. If anything it heightened the thrill. I was playing a dangerous game now and winning.

Eight weeks in I started texting Trent between our afternoons. Nothing explicit, just small things. "Thinking about Tuesday" with a winking emoji. "Can't wait to see you" with a heart. He'd respond immediately, matching my energy, building the anticipation.

I saved his contact under "Garden Supply" and deleted our conversations after every exchange. I was meticulous about covering my tracks. I'd learned to clear my browser history, to use private browsing, to never save anything that could be used as evidence.


Chapter 11

Nine weeks in Trent told me he was falling for me.

We were lying in his bed afterward, both of us spent and satisfied. His hand was drawing patterns on my back.

"I'm falling for you." He said it quietly. "I know I shouldn't. I know this is supposed to be just physical. But I can't help it."

My heart did something complicated in my chest. Part of me wanted to say it back but part of me was terrified about it.

"Trent…” I didn't know how to finish the sentence.

"You don't have to say anything." He kissed my shoulder. "I just wanted you to know."

I left earlier than usual that day and drove home with his words echoing in my head. I didn't know what I felt, didn't know if I was capable of love anymore or if I'd killed that part of myself years ago when I'd married Joshua for all the wrong reasons.

That night Joshua reached for me and for the first time I couldn't pretend. I couldn't close my eyes and think of Trent. I couldn't perform the role convincingly anymore. I lay there stiff and unresponsive until Joshua gave up.

"Are you okay?" He asked in the dark.

"Just tired." I turned away from him. "Long day."

He accepted this and fell asleep. But I lay awake and thought about Trent saying he was falling for me, thought about the fact that I looked forward to Tuesday and Thursday like they were lifelines. I thought about how much easier it was to breathe in his apartment than in this house with its perfect furniture and perfect life.

Ten weeks in I realized I was falling for him too.

The realization came during sex with him. He was inside me and I was looking into his eyes and suddenly I knew. I knew that this had stopped being just physical weeks ago, that somewhere along the way I'd started caring about him, about his thoughts and his stories and the way he looked at me like I mattered.

"What?" He asked, catching the shift in my expression.

"Nothing." I kissed him instead of answering. "Don't stop."

But after, when we were tangled together and he was half asleep, I whispered it. "I'm falling for you too."

His eyes shot ope. "What did you say?"

"Nothing. Go to sleep." I tried to turn away but he held me in place.

"Say it again." His voice was urgent now.

"I'm falling for you." I said it clearly this time. "I didn't mean to. But I am."

He kissed me with an intensity that made my chest hurt. "We're so fucked."

"I know." I kissed him back. "Completely fucked."

But I was smiling when I said it. We were fucked but I didn't care. For the first time in years I was feeling something real and I wasn't going to apologize for it.

Eleven weeks in I started fantasizing about leaving Joshua, about packing a bag and walking out and starting over with Trent. I'd catch myself doing it at random moments, while folding Joshua's laundry, while making dinner, while sitting in church listening to sermons about faithfulness and commitment.

I didn't say any of this out loud. I didn't tell Trent because saying it would make it real, would require decisions I wasn't ready to make. But the fantasies grew more detailed. More concrete. More possible.

Twelve weeks in everything changed.

I was at Trent's on a Thursday afternoon. We'd just finished round two and were lying in bed talking about nothing important. His phone rang and he checked it and frowned.

"I should take this." He kissed me and got up. "Two minutes."

He walked to the kitchen area and I heard his voice go professional. A delivery issue. I stopped paying attention and reached for my own phone to check the time.

Three missed calls from Joshua, all within the last twenty minutes. My stomach dropped. He never called during the day.

I called him back immediately. "Hey." I kept my voice casual. "Sorry, I had my phone on silent for the meeting. What's up?"

"Where are you?" His voice was strange and tight.

"At the church." The lie came automatically. "Working on the Easter program setup. Why?"

"I'm at the church." He said it flatly. "You're not here."

My blood turned to ice. "What?"

"I'm at the church." He repeated. "I had a break between meetings and thought I'd surprise you. Help with the setup. But you're not here. No one's seen you."

I sat up in bed, my mind racing. Trent had turned around and was watching me, his expression concerned. I held up a hand to keep him quiet.

"Oh god." I forced a laugh. "I'm so sorry. Change of plans. We moved the setup to Saturday because half the committee couldn't make it today. I completely forgot to text you." I was improvising wildly now. "I'm at Sarah's house. We're working on the discussion questions for next week instead."

The silence stretched and I could hear him breathing on the other end.

"You're at Sarah's." He said it like he was testing the words.

"Yes. I can put her on if you want." I was gambling now, praying he wouldn't call my bluff.

There was another pause. Then, "No. It's fine. I'll see you at home."

He hung up.

I sat there staring at my phone, my heart hammering so hard I thought I might pass out.

"What happened?" Trent sat down next to me.

"He went to the church looking for me." My voice shook. "He knows I lied about where I was."

"Does he suspect?" Trent's hand found mine.

"I don't know." I stood up and started getting dressed with shaking hands. "I have to go. I have to fix this."

"Ariana, wait." He grabbed my arm gently. "Think this through."

"There's nothing to think through." I pulled on my jeans. "I need to go home and convince my husband I'm not cheating on him."

"Are you going to stop seeing me?" He asked it quietly.

I looked at him, at his face that I'd learned to read, at the bed we'd just been in, at the life I'd built in this small apartment that felt more real than anything waiting for me at home.

"No." I said it with certainty. "I just need to be more careful."

I drove straight to Sarah's house and knocked on her door with my heart in my throat.

She opened it looking surprised. "Ariana? What are you doing here?"

"I need a huge favor." I said it quickly. "If Joshua asks, I've been here for the last two hours working on Bible study questions. Can you please back me up?"

She stared at me. "What's going on?"

"Please." I grabbed her hand. "I'll explain later. I just really need you to say I was here."

She studied my face for a long moment then nodded slowly. "Okay. You've been here since two-thirty."

"Thank you." I hugged her hard. "Thank you so much."

I got home at five-forty-five. Joshua's car was in the driveway and I found him in his office, staring at his computer screen without really seeing it.

"Hey." I came up behind him and kissed his cheek. "Sorry about the confusion earlier."

"It's fine." He didn't look at me.

"Are you sure?" I perched on the edge of his desk. "You seem upset."

"I'm not upset." He finally turned to face me. "Just confused about why you didn't text me about the change of plans."

"I should have." I met his eyes directly. "I'm sorry. It was last minute and I just completely forgot. You know how scattered I get when I'm busy."

He looked at me for a long moment and I held his gaze, didn't flinch, didn't look away. I'd gotten so good at lying that I almost believed myself.

"Okay." He said finally. "I believe you."

But I wasn't sure he did. That night I lay awake long after Joshua fell asleep. The close call should have scared me, it should have made me want to end things with Trent, to go back to my safe boring life where the biggest risk I took was trying out a new recipe.

Instead it made me want to see him more. I texted him at midnight. "I think I’m addicted to you."

He responded immediately. "Come over tomorrow. I'll close the shop early."

"I can't. Joshua's working from home."

"Saturday then. Tell him you have errands."

"Saturday." I confirmed. Then I added, "I miss you already."

"Miss you too. Can't stop thinking about this afternoon."

"What part?" I was smiling in the dark.

"All of it. But especially the part where you were on your knees."

Heat flooded through me at the memory. I'd gone down on him for the first time that afternoon, something I'd never enjoyed with Joshua but with Trent it had felt powerful. He'd gripped my hair and said my name like a prayer and when he'd come I'd felt victorious.

"I liked that part too." I typed back. "Want to do it again."

"Saturday. My bed. Bring that green dress."

"The one that buttons down the front?"

"That's the one. Makes it easy for me to get to you."

I deleted the conversation and put my phone away. I lay there thinking about Saturday, about the risk, about the fact that I was playing with fire and loving every second of the burn.

Friday Joshua watched me more carefully than usual. He asked where I was going when I left for the grocery store. He called to check on me during my hospital volunteer shift. He came home early from work.

"I thought we could have dinner together,” he said casually. "Just the two of us."

"That sounds nice." I smiled even though I felt trapped. “Just let me just change."

I went upstairs and checked my phone. There were three texts from Trent.

"Thinking about you."

"Can't wait for tomorrow."

"I'm going to make you come so many times you forget your own name."

I typed back quickly. "Joshua's being weird. He’s watching me. I think he suspects something."

"Do you want to stop?" Trent asked.

I stared at the question. The answer should have been yes. The smart thing, the safe thing, would be to end this before it destroyed everything.

"No." I typed. “But I want to be more careful. I don't want to stop."

"Then we'll be more careful. I'll follow your lead."

I deleted the conversation and went back downstairs.

Dinner with Joshua was excruciating. He asked me questions about my day, about my committees, about my volunteer work. They were all normal questions but felt like an interrogation. I answered smoothly, giving details, making my lies convincing.

"You seem happy lately." He said over dessert. "Different."

"Different how?" I kept my voice light.

"I don't know. More energetic. More present." He studied me. "It's nice. I feel like I'm seeing more of the woman I married."

The irony was devastating. He thought I was becoming more like myself when in reality I was splitting into two completely separate people. The woman he'd married had been a performance. The woman I was with Trent was the real one. He was confusing the glow of an affair with me finally being authentic.

"I've been trying to take better care of myself." I said. "More time for things I enjoy."

"Good." He reached across the table and took my hand. "I want you to be happy."

I squeezed his hand back and felt nothing but a vague guilt that I was supposed to feel more, that a good person would feel more.

Saturday morning I told Joshua I had errands. Target, the dry cleaners, maybe the garden center for some new plants for the front beds…

"More plants?" He smiled. "You really have gotten into gardening."

"It's therapeutic." I said truthfully. "Helps me relax."

Don’t they all say the best lies are mostly true?


Chapter 12

I left at one-thirty. Trent texted that morning that the shop was closed, he'd be waiting upstairs. I drove with my windows down, wind whipping my hair, music playing, feeling reckless and free.

I parked behind the building this time, out of sight from the main road. I went up the back stairs directly to his apartment. He opened the door before I could knock.

"Hi." He pulled me inside immediately.

"Hi." I kissed him hard.

We didn't make it to the bed. He pushed me against the door and I wrapped my legs around him and we had fast urgent sex right there, both of us too impatient for anything slower. I came quickly, biting his shoulder to muffle my cries. My body responded to quickly to him, it amazed me.

"Missed you,” he said against my neck afterward, both of us still breathing hard.

"It's been two days,” I laughed breathlessly.

"Two days too long." He carried me to the bed. "I want you here all the time."

"That would be nice." I said it wistfully. "Wake up here. Go to sleep here. Just exist here without pretending."

"You could." He laid me down gently. "You could leave him."

"Trent." I didn't want to have this conversation.

"I know. I know." He kissed me softly. "But I had to say it. Because I want you to know it's an option. If you wanted to leave, you'd have somewhere to go."

The offer made my chest hurt. "It's not that simple."

"It could be." He started unbuttoning my dress, the green one like he'd asked. "But I'm not going to push.”

He proved it by spending the next two hours focused entirely on my pleasure. He used his mouth and his hands and toys I didn't know he had. He made me come four times before he even entered me. By the time he finally did I was so sensitive I came again almost immediately.

"You're trying to kill me." I said it weakly afterward, completely spent.

"Just making up for lost time." He grinned and kissed my shoulder. "We only get a few hours. Need to make them count."

We lay together talking. He told me about a wholesale supplier who was trying to rip him off. I told him about Joshua's mother and her increasingly pointed comments about grandchildren. We talked about normal things, boring things, and it felt even more intimate than the sex.

"I need to tell you something." I said it before I could chicken out.

"Okay." He turned to look at me.

"I think about leaving him. About just walking away and starting over." The confession poured out. "I fantasize about it constantly. What it would feel like to not have to pretend anymore."

"But?" He prompted gently.

"But I'm scared." I admitted. "Scared of what people will think. Of losing everything I've built. My reputation, my community, my family. Joshua's family. Everything."

"So you'd rather be miserable and respectable than happy and judged?" He wasn't being mean, just honest.

"I don't know." I turned my face into his chest. "Maybe."

He held me tighter. "I'm not going anywhere. Whenever you're ready, if you're ever ready, I'll be here."

I left at four-thirty. I stopped at Target and bought random things so I'd have bags to show Joshua. Went to the dry cleaners ad made sure my alibi was solid.

When I got home Joshua was in the garage looking at something on his workbench. I came in through the garage door with my shopping bags.

"Hey." I held up the bags. "Got everything on my list."

He turned to look at me but his expression was strange.

"What?" I asked, suddenly nervous.

"There's dirt on your dress." He said it flatly. "On the back."

I looked down. He was right. There was potting soil on the green dress, on the back where I'd been pressed against the door of Trent's apartment, against the rough wood that apparently had remnants of the shop below, where he fucked me so good I came hard and fast clenched around his cock.

My mind raced. "Oh." I laughed lightly. "I stopped at that garden shop. You know, he one I like. Must have gotten it there. The place is always so dirty.”

"Right." He didn't look convinced. "The garden shop."

"I got some fertilizer." I said quickly. "For the front beds. Left it in the car."

"Let me help you bring it in." He moved toward the garage door.

"It's fine." I said too quickly. "I can get it later. I need to start dinner."

I went inside before he could argue. My heart was racing. That was too close.

I needed to be more careful. But even as I thought it, I was already planning my next visit to Trent. Tuesday couldn't come fast enough.

Sunday at church I sat in the pew next to Joshua and thought about Trent's hands on my body. The pastor was talking about purity and I was remembering Friday afternoon when Trent had bent me over his kitchen counter and taken me from behind while I'd gripped the edge and tried not to scream. And we’d only got there thirsty for water from fucking so hard in his bed for so long.

Joshua's mother leaned over during the closing hymn. "You're glowing, dear. Positively radiant."

"Thank you." I smiled serenely while remembering how Trent had made me beg for it, had made me say please over and over until he'd finally given me what I wanted, the teaser. He let me make him come in my throat and over my chest.

After the service I stood in the lobby making small talk with the other wives. We discussed the Easter program and someone's daughter's engagement and I nodded in all the right places while mentally counting the hours until Tuesday. Forty-one hours. Less than two days until I could stop being this perfect performing wife and become the woman who existed only in Trent's apartment.

Monday morning I was doing laundry and found Joshua's dry cleaning receipt in his pocket. It was dated from two weeks ago, the same day I'd told him I was picking up his dry cleaning when I'd actually been at Trent's getting thoroughly fucked deep down into his mattress.

He hadn't mentioned it. Hadn't asked why his clothes weren't there. He'd just gone and gotten them himself.

He knew, sme part of him had to know. But he wasn't confronting me, maybe because confronting me would require dealing with it, would require disrupting the comfortable life we'd built. Maybe it was easier to pretend everything was fine than to admit his wife was stepping out on him twice a week.

I shoved the receipt back in his pocket and finished the laundry. If he wanted to pretend, I could pretend better.

Tuesday morning I woke up aroused, my body already anticipating the afternoon. I took a long shower and shaved everywhere. I put on matching black underwear I'd bought specifically for Trent to remove. Over it I wore a modest navy dress with pearl buttons down the front, the kind of thing a pastor's wife might wear to a committee meeting.

The contrast thrilled me. Looking like this, so proper and buttoned up, while knowing what was underneath, knowing what I was going to let Trent do to me in a few hours.

Joshua kissed my forehead on his way out. "Love you."

"Love you too." I said it automatically while thinking about how I was going to tell Trent to be rougher with me today, how I wanted him to leave marks where Joshua might actually see them, how I was tired of being careful.

I arrived at the shop at two-thirty exactly. The door was locked, the closed sign already up. I used the key Trent had given me last week and let myself in and locked it behind me. I went straight upstairs.

He was waiting for me, sitting on the edge of the bed. He looked at me in my conservative dress and smiled slowly.

"You look like you're about to lead a prayer meeting,” he said with appreciation.

"I have one at six." I walked toward him unbuttoning myself. "But right now I'm all yours."

"Come here." He pulled me between his legs and took over unbuttoning my dress. "I've been thinking about you all morning. About all the things I want to do to you."

"Tell me." I wanted to hear it.

"I want to fuck you so hard you can't walk straight." He pushed my dress off my shoulders. "Want to make you come until you cry. I want to hear you scream my name and not care who hears."

"Yes." The word came out breathless. "All of that."

He saw my black underwear and groaned. "You wore this for me."

"Everything I do is for you, silly,” I said, and meant it. "I get dressed in the morning thinking about you taking it off."

He pulled me onto the bed and kissed me with bruising intensity. His hands were rougher than usual, less careful, and I loved it. I wanted him to handle me like I was his, like he owned me in a way Joshua never had.

"I need to tell you something." I said between kisses. "I want you to be rougher with me. I want you to stop being so careful with me. I don’t break you know.”

"How rough?" He pulled back to look at me.

"However you want to do it.” I met his eyes. "I trust you. I want to feel it tomorrow. I want to sit in my perfect house with my perfect husband and feel sore and know it's because of you."

Something dark and pleased flashed in his eyes. "You sure about that?"

"Completely sure." I pulled him back down to me. "I want you to ruin me,” I whispered against his ear.

And so he did. He flipped me onto my stomach and took me from behind with a force that made me grip the sheets and cry out. He held my hips hard enough to bruise and I loved every second of it. When I came I screamed into the pillow and he didn't stop, he just kept going until I came again.

Then he pulled out and flipped me over. "On your knees."

I slid off the bed onto my knees in front of him. He was still hard, still wearing the condom. He rolled it off and threw it aside.

"Open your mouth." His voice was rough.

I opened and he pushed inside. We’d done this before but never like this, never with him standing over me using my mouth with clear intent. He gripped my hair and set the pace and I let him, submitting completely, loving the loss of control.

"Fuck." He groaned. "You look so perfect like this. On your knees in your prayer meeting dress."

The contrast sent a thrill through me. I was the good wife, the dutiful Christian, the woman everyone held up as an example. And here I was on my knees with another man's cock fucking my drooling mouth.

"I'm going to come,” he warned me. "Where do you want it?"

I pulled back just enough to speak. "On me. All over me.” I laughed deliciously.

He stroked himself fast and came across my chest, on my neck, some of it hitting my face. I watched him and felt something wild and free explode in my chest. This was so far beyond anything I'd ever allowed myself to want, so beyond the boundaries of who I was supposed to be.

I loved it. I. loved the mess. I loved the evidence of what we'd done. I loved that I was covered in him.

He looked down at me and the expression on his face was almost reverent. "You're incredible."

"I feel incredible." I said truthfully, and I licked his come that landed at the corner of my mouth, scooped it where it hung from my chin and tits, swallowed that, and laughed.


Chapter 13

He helped me up and we got in the shower together. He washed me, his hands gentle now, the roughness gone. The contrast of that tenderness after the intensity made my throat tight.

"Was that too much?" he asked, soaping my back.

"No." I turned to face him. "It was perfect. I want more of that. I want you to stop pretending I'm fragile."

"You're not fragile." He kissed me softly. "You're the strongest person I know. Living this double life, keeping everything together. That takes strength."

"Or insanity." I laughed.

"Maybe both." He smiled against my mouth.

We got out and dried off. I checked my phone. Four-forty-five. I had time before I needed to leave.

We lay in his bed and I told him the truth. "I get more turned on thinking about being your secret than I ever got from actually being with my husband. The fact that I look like this perfect wife and underneath I'm completely yours. The fact that I go to church and lead Bible studies and volunteer and the whole time I'm thinking about you inside me. It's addictive."

"The forbidden aspect." He understood immediately.

"Yes. But more than that." I tried to find the words. "It's that I get to be two people. The acceptable one who everyone approves of. And the real one who wants and takes and doesn't apologize. And somehow being both makes me feel complete in a way I never have before."

"What happens when you can't be both anymore?" He asked quietly. "When the two versions of you can't coexist?"

"I don't know." I admitted. "But I'm not there yet. Right now I can have both. And I'm going to take everything I can while I can."

He kissed my forehead. "Just promise me you'll be careful."

"Always." I lied. Because I was done being careful. Being careful was boring. Being reckless felt like living.

I left at five-fifteen and went straight home and changed into clothes that didn't smell like sex. I put on a cardigan that covered the marks on my hips. I fixed my hair and makeup until I looked like someone who'd spent the afternoon planning church programs instead of being defiled in every way possible.

The prayer meeting was at six. I led it with calm competence, my voice steady as I guided eight women through a discussion about grace and forgiveness. The entire time I could feel the soreness between my legs, could feel the tenderness where Trent had gripped me, could still taste him in my mouth.

Mrs. Patterson asked me to lead us in closing prayer. I bowed my head and spoke words about faithfulness and devotion while remembering Trent coming on my face. The contradiction made me feel powerful. Invincible. Like I was getting away with the greatest trick ever played.

Joshua came home at seven. I was in the kitchen making dinner, moving carefully because I was sore in the best way.

"How was the prayer meeting?" He asked.

"Good. Covered lots of ground.” I stirred pasta sauce. "We're making good progress on the Easter devotional."

"And your afternoon? Committee work?"

"Yes." I didn't elaborate. I didn't offer details that could be checked. "The usual."

He came up behind me and put his arms around my waist. I tensed before I could stop myself. His touch felt wrong now, invasive, like he had no right to touch me when just hours ago I'd belonged to someone else so completely.

"You okay?" He felt me tense.

"Fine. Just sore. I think I pulled something at the gym yesterday." The lie came easily.

He let go and stepped back. "You should ice it."

"I will." I turned back to the stove, relieved he couldn't see my face.

We ate dinner and talked about a case. We moved through the choreography of our marriage and I felt nothing except anticipation for Thursday.

That night in bed Joshua came for me and I flinched away from him.

"What's wrong?" He sounded hurt.

"Nothing. Just really sore still." I kept my voice apologetic. "Maybe tomorrow?"

He rolled away from me without argument. I lay there in the dark and felt relieved. I didn't want him touching me. Didn't want anyone except Trent touching me.

I was his now. Completely. And Joshua was becoming increasingly irrelevant to my actual life.

Wednesday I had lunch with Joshua's mother. She asked about grandchildren again and I smiled and said we were praying about it. She looked at me strangely.

"You seem different lately, dear." She said it carefully. "Distracted."

"Just busy." I cut into my salad. "You know how it is with all the committees."

"Yes. Joshua mentioned you've been very busy with committees." The way she said it made me look up. "Gone quite a lot on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons."

My blood went cold. "The Easter program requires a lot of coordination."

"I'm sure it does." She patted my hand. "I just worry you're taking on too much. Getting yourself stretched too thin."

"I'm fine." I pulled my hand away. "Really. I appreciate your concern but I have everything under control."

She looked like she wanted to say more but didn't. We finished lunch making strained small talk. When I got home I texted Trent immediately.

"Joshua's mother suspects something."

"What did she say?" He responded instantly.

"Just that I've been gone a lot Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. I think Joshua mentioned it to her."

"Do you want to stop?"

I stared at the question. The smart answer was yes. But smart had nothing to do with what I wanted.

"No. We just need to vary the schedule. Maybe meet at different times. Different days."

"Whatever you need. Just tell me when and I'll be there."

I loved that about him, his flexibility, his willingness to work around my complicated life. Joshua would have demanded explanations, schedules, detailed accounts. Trent just adapted.

Thursday I told Joshua I had a dentist appointment at three. He accepted this without question. I drove to Trent's and parked two blocks away, walking the rest, an extra precaution.

He was waiting for me and pulled me inside immediately.

"I've been going crazy." He said against my mouth. "Two days feels like forever."

"I know." I pulled at his clothes. "I need you."

We had frantic sex against the wall just inside the door. Neither of us could wait long enough to make it to the bed. He lifted me and I wrapped my legs around him and we moved together with desperate urgency.

After, we made it to the bed and he took his time with me the way I was craving him. He mapped my body with his mouth, finding the bruises he'd left on Tuesday and kissing them gently before creating new ones.

"I love marking you." He said it against my hip. "Love knowing you walk around with these under your perfect wife clothes."

"I love it too." I arched into him. "I look at them in the mirror and touch them and remember."

He moved lower and used his mouth until I was gripping his hair and begging. When I came I didn't bother trying to be quiet. No one could hear us up here. I could scream if I wanted to.

"I want to try something,” I said when I could speak again.

"What?" He crawled back up to look at me.

"I want you to…” I hesitated, embarrassed. "I want to try anal."

His eyebrows went up. "Have you ever?"

"No. Joshua would never." I felt my face heat. "But I think about it. About giving you something I've never given him."

"We'd need to go slow." He stroked my face. "Use lube. Work up to it."

"I don't want slow." I pulled him down to me. "I want to feel it. Want it to be intense."

"Ariana." He said my name like a warning. "I don't want to hurt you."

"Then don't hurt me. But don't treat me like I'm breakable either." I kissed him hard. "I trust you. Please."

He did it carefully despite what I'd said, taking time to prepare me, using his fingers first while his mouth worked between my legs to keep me relaxed and aroused. When he finally pushed inside it burned and I gasped.

"Okay?" He held completely still.

"Yes. Keep going,” I breathed through it.

He moved slowly, giving me time to adjust. The fullness was overwhelming, the stretch bordering on painful but not quite. It felt transgressive in a way that made my whole body light up. This was so far beyond what the good wife would ever allow, so beyond the boundaries of acceptable sex.

"Touch yourself." He said it roughly. “I need you to come."

I reached between my legs and touched myself while he moved inside me and the combination pushed me over the edge instantly. I came harder than I ever had, my whole body convulsing. He followed seconds later, gripping my hips hard enough that I knew there would be more marks.

We lay there afterward and I felt completely undone, completely his.

"That was…” I couldn't finish the sentence.

"Intense." He finished for me. "Are you okay?"

"Better than okay." I turned to look at him. "I want to do it again."

He laughed. "Not today. You'll be too sore."

He was right, I could already feel it. But I loved the soreness. I loved the physical reminder of what we'd done.

I left at five and went home walking in carefully. I made dinner and set the table and moved through my evening routine while feeling thoroughly used in the best possible way.

That night I came up with a plan.

Friday morning over breakfast I mentioned it casually. "The church women's retreat is in three weeks."

Joshua looked up from his phone. "Okay?"

"It's in the mountains. Friday night through Sunday afternoon." I buttered my toast like this was no big deal. "I signed up to help lead it."

"That sounds nice." He was already looking back at his phone. "Good for you to get away."

I filed that away. He'd accepted it without question.

Over the next two weeks I mentioned the retreat constantly. I told Joshua's mother about it. I told Sarah and the other committee women. I made it real in everyone's minds and I got myself added to the planning committee so my name was on the official roster.

And then I texted Trent. "I'm going to tell Joshua I have a women's retreat. Three days, Friday through Sunday. Can I stay with you?"

His response was immediate. "Are you serious?"

"Completely serious. I want to wake up with you. Go to sleep with you. Have you for more than just a few hours."

"What if someone finds out?"

"No one will. Everyone thinks I'll be at this retreat in the mountains with thirty other church women. No cell service. Perfect cover."

"When?"

"Two weeks from today."

"I'll tell everyone the shop is closed for inventory. We'll have the whole weekend."

The anticipation built over those two weeks. Every time I saw Joshua I thought about how I was going to spend an entire weekend with another man. Every time I went to a church function I smiled and talked about the retreat while planning how thoroughly I was going to let Trent defile me for three straight days.

Tuesday and Thursday I went to Trent's and we planned it, what we'd eat, what we'd do, how many times he could make me come in seventy-two hours.

"I want to do everything." I told him on the Thursday before. "Everything we haven't had time for. Everything that's too risky during our afternoons.”

"Like what?" His hand slid up my thigh.

"I want you to tie me up." The confession tumbled out. "I want to give you complete control. Want you to use me however you want."

"Ariana." He groaned and pulled me onto his lap. "You're going to kill me before the weekend even starts."

"I want you to take pictures,” I continued, emboldened. "Nothing with my face. But pictures of your marks on me. Of me tied up. Of evidence of what we do."

"That's dangerous." But his pupils were dilated.

"I know. That's why I want it." I kissed him. "I want proof that this is real. That I'm capable of being this person."


Chapter 14

Friday morning I packed my overnight bag while Joshua was in the shower. Conservative clothes on top in case he looked, while underneath, lingerie I'd bought specifically for this weekend. Black lace and red silk and things that left nothing to the imagination.

I kissed Joshua goodbye at the door. "I'll see you Sunday evening."

"Have fun at your retreat." He barely looked up from his phone. "Tell me all about it when you get back."

"I will." I smiled. But I absolutely would not.

I drove to Trent's and parked behind the building. I went up the back stairs with my bag and my heart racing. This was it. Three days of being completely myself.

He opened the door before I could knock and pulled me inside and kissed me like he'd been starving for it.

"You're really here." He said it against my mouth. "For the whole weekend."

"The whole weekend." I dropped my bag. "No rushing home. No watching the clock. Just us."

We didn't make it to the bed initially. He took me right there against the door, both of us too impatient to wait. It was fast and rough and when I came I screamed his name loud enough that it echoed in the apartment.

"God, I love that I can make you scream." He said afterward. "Love that you don't have to be quiet here."

We took a shower together and then he made me dinner. We ate it almost naked at his small kitchen table and talked about nothing and everything. It felt domestic in a way my actual marriage never had. With Joshua everything was scheduled and appropriate. With Trent we were just two people who wanted each other.

After dinner he led me to the bedroom. He pulled out silk scarves. "Lie down."

I lay on my back and let him tie my wrists to the headboard, not too tight, but secure enough that I couldn't easily free myself. The vulnerability of it made my breath catch.

"Okay?" He asked.

"More than okay." I tested the restraints. "I love it."

He blindfolded me next, took away my sight so all I could do was feel. Then he spent what felt like hours touching me everywhere except where I needed it most, teasing me until I was begging.

"Please." I pulled against the restraints. "Please, Trent."

"What do you want?" His mouth was near my ear. "Tell me."

"I want you inside me. Want you to fuck me. I want you to make me come." I was past shame, past everything except need.

He finally gave me what I wanted and entered me in one hard thrust that made me cry out. The angle with my hands tied above my head made everything more intense. I came twice before he did, my whole body arching off the bed.

After he untied me and removed the blindfold. I blinked in the dim light and saw him looking at me like I was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

"That was incredible." I said when I could speak.

“And we're just getting started." He smiled and kissed me. "We have all weekend."

Saturday morning I woke up in his arms. It was real waking up, to, not the rushed conscious return of knowing I had to leave soon. The sun was coming through the window. His arm was around my waist. I felt completely at peace.

"Morning." He mumbled, still half asleep.

"Morning." I turned to face him. "I could get used to this." I stretched.

"Me too." He pulled me closer.

We had lazy morning sex, slow and sweet. Then he made me breakfast and we ate it in bed. We talked about his grandmother and my college years and all the things we never had time for during our stolen afternoons.

"What do you want?" He asked me while we were lying tangled together afterward. "Long term. If you could have anything."

"This." I said honestly. "But without the lying. Without having to sneak around. Just this but real."

"You could have that." He stroked my hair. "If you left him."

"It's not that simple." But for the first time I was starting to wonder if maybe it could be.

We spent Saturday afternoon exploring every fantasy I'd been too afraid to voice. He took pictures like I'd asked, careful shots that showed his marks on my body but never my face. Images of me tied up, of me on my knees, of evidence of what he did to me.

"These are just for us,” he promised. "I won't share them. Won't save them anywhere they could be found."

"I trust you,” I said, and I meant it.

That night we ordered takeout and ate it by candlelight. He'd made the apartment nice, had bought wine and flowers. It felt like a real date except better because we were already naked and could touch each other whenever we wanted.

"I love you." He said it suddenly, seriously. "I know this is complicated and messy but I love you."

My heart stopped. "Trent."

"You don't have to say it back." He took my hand. "I just needed you to know."

But I did want to say it back. I did love him. Somewhere between the first time he'd kissed me and now I'd fallen completely in love with him.

"I love you too." I said it clearly. "I love you and I don't know what to do about it."

He pulled me onto his lap and kissed me deeply. "We'll figure it out."

We made love slowly that night, not fucking but actual lovemaking, looking into each other's eyes, saying things with our bodies we couldn't quite say with words. When I came I cried, overwhelmed by the emotion of it.

Sunday morning we stayed in bed late. I should have been feeling anxious about going back but I felt calm. I was certain about something I hadn't been certain about before.

"I'm going to leave him." I said it out loud for the first time.

Trent went very still. "What?"

"I'm going to leave Joshua." I sat up to look at him. "I don't know when or how but I'm going to do it. Because this weekend proved that I can't keep living a lie. I can't keep being her when I'm actually this."

"Are you sure?" He searched my face. "Because that's not something you can take back."

"I'm sure." And I was, I was completely sure. "I'll lose everything. My reputation, my community, probably my family."

He kissed me hard. "I'll help you. Whatever you need."

We spent the rest of Sunday wrapped up in each other, memorizing every detail, storing up memories for the difficult weeks ahead.

At four-thirty I finally made myself get dressed. I put on my conservative retreat clothes and packed my bag with the lingerie hidden at the bottom.

"Text me when you're home safe." He held me at the door.

"I will." I kissed him one more time. "I love you."

"I love you too." He watched me walk down the stairs.

I drove home in a daze. The weekend had changed everything. I'd crossed a line I couldn't uncross, not just physically but emotionally. I'd committed myself to Trent in a way that made my marriage truly over regardless of whether I'd officially ended it yet.

I pulled into my driveway at five-fifteen ad took a deep breath. I grabbed my bag and went inside.

Joshua was in the living room watching TV. He looked up when I came in.

"Hey. How was the retreat?"

"Good. Productive." The lies came automatically. "Very restorative."

"Good." He went back to the TV. "I ordered pizza for dinner. Should be here soon."

I went upstairs and unpacked my bag. I hid the lingerie in the back of my closet ad took a shower to wash away the evidence of the weekend ad I put on my wife costume.

When I came back downstairs Joshua was scrolling through his phone. The pizza had arrived and we ate it in front of the TV watching a show I'd never seen before. He made occasional comments and I responded appropriately.

Monday morning I woke up with perfect clarity. I'd been looking at this all wrong. Leaving Joshua would mean losing everything I'd built, my reputation, my standing in the community, the comfortable life I'd grown accustomed to. And for what? To live openly with Trent in a scandal that would follow me forever?

Realism entered my mind. It was psychical with Trent. What we had was only ever stolen. If it became the norm, I’d simply fall into the same pattern I had with Joshua. The sex was fabulous, there was no denying that. But we couldn’t live there and he wasn’t going to leave his shop. It could only ever work with Trent as an affair.

No. There was a better way.

I could have both. I could be the perfect tradcon wife everyone admired while also having the passionate secret life that made me feel alive. The trick was keeping them completely separate. Not letting one contaminate the other.

I'd been sloppy before. The close calls with Joshua had been warnings. I needed to be smarter. More disciplined. Treat this like the strategic operation it was.

I got up and made Joshua breakfast. I kissed him goodbye and went about my Monday routine of cleaning and errands. But now I was thinking about logistics, about how to make this sustainable long term.

That afternoon I called Trent from a burner phone I'd bought that morning. I paid cash registered under a fake name at a store two towns over.

"I've been thinking." I said when he answered. "About what I said yesterday."

"About leaving him?" I could hear the hope in his voice.

"I'm not going to leave him." I said it clearly. "But that doesn't change how I feel about you."

There was silence, and then, "I don't understand."

"I want to have both. You and him. The respectable life and the real one." I paced my bedroom. "I just need to be smarter about keeping them separate."

"So what, I'm just your dirty secret forever?" He sounded hurt.

"You're not dirty." I softened my voice. "I love you. I want to be with you. But I also love the life I have. The security, the status. Why should I have to choose?"

"Because that's how it works." He said it flatly. "You can't have both forever."

"Watch me." I was smiling now, feeling the power of it. "I can pull this off. I just need you to trust me."

He was quiet for a long moment. "What exactly are you proposing?"

"We keep seeing each other. But we get more careful. Different days each week so there's no pattern. I'll use this phone only. You never call my regular number. I'll always have a solid alibi. And we never, ever get sloppy again."

"And Joshua? You just keep lying to him indefinitely?"

"He doesn't want to know the truth." I said it with certainty. "He's happier not knowing. His life is exactly how he wants it. I'm the perfect wife in every way that matters to him. Why disrupt that?"

"This is insane." But I could hear him wavering.

"It's practical." I countered. "I get you. He gets the wife he married. Everyone gets what they want."

"What about what I want?" His voice was quiet. "I want all of you. Not just the stolen hours."

“But you don’t, Trent. I could see it in your eyes, I’m only interesting to you because I show up twice a week. You don’t want to live with me, we live totally opposite lives.” 

There was another long silence. Then he said, "I can't believe I'm agreeing with you.”

“Because I’m right, the weekend showed that. It’s exciting because we have to sneak around.”

"I do love you." He said it like a confession. “You’re right. But Ariana, this can't last forever. Eventually something will give."

"Then we deal with it when it does." I was confident now. "But until then, we have this."

"Yeah." He sighed. “We do.”

“Stealing me is what you want, owning me, not so much.”

We made a plan. I would call him on the burner phone to set up meetings, never more than twice a week, but the days would vary. I'd create alibis that were harder to check. I’d volunteer work at different organizations, errands in different towns, committee meetings that were actually happening but that I wouldn't actually attend.

“It actually sounds more exciting,” he said.

“See baby?”


Chapter 15

I became meticulous. I kept a separate calendar on the burner phone tracking my lies, making sure they stayed consistent. I varied my routes to Trent's apartment. I started parking in different locations and walking. I bought separate clothes that I kept in a storage unit I'd rented under a fake name.

I threw myself into being the perfect tradcon wife role with renewed energy. I was sweeter to Joshua, more attentive to his needs. I organized dinner parties and invited his colleagues. I volunteered for every church committee. I had lunch with his mother weekly and endured her questions about grandchildren with patience.

The better I performed as the wife, the more freedom I had to be the lover. No one suspected a thing. And why would they? I was beyond reproach.

Tuesday afternoon I met Trent at a hotel an hour away. I'd told Joshua I was helping with a church outreach program in the next county.

Trent opened the hotel room door and pulled me inside. "This is new."

"More secure than your apartment." I kissed him. "Different hotels each time. Pay cash. No trail."

"You've thought this through." He started unbuttoning my dress.

"I've thought about nothing else." I pushed him toward the bed. "I'm going to make this work. Make it so we can keep doing this for as long as we want."

We christened the hotel room thoroughly. I was louder than I could be at his apartment, less worried about neighbors hearing. When I came the third time I laughed with pure joy at getting away with it.

"You love this." Trent said afterward, both of us tangled in the sheets. "The secret of it."

"I love you." I corrected. "But yes, I love having this secret. Love that I'm the last person anyone would suspect. Love that I can sit in church on Sunday and know what I was doing on Tuesday."

"You're diabolical." But he said it with admiration.

"I'm practical." I kissed his chest. "I'm keeping what's mine."

Over the next few weeks I perfected the system. I set up separate email for the hotel confirmations that came from booking online. I bought gift cards with cash to pay for rooms. I created an elaborate web of alibis that overlapped and supported each other.

And I became more daring in my actual marriage. I started suggesting things to Joshua in bed, pushing boundaries to see what he'd accept. Not because I wanted to do them with him, but because I wanted to see how much control I really had.

He accepted everything. The man who'd once been scandalized by anything beyond missionary position now let me direct our encounters completely. I was reshaping him without him even realizing it.

With Trent I continued to explore every edge. We tried things in hotel rooms that I would never risk at his apartment, role play where I'd dress up as the faithful wife being corrupted, scenarios where he'd pretend to blackmail me with photos. We pushed every boundary and I loved all of it.

"I've created a monster." Trent said one afternoon after particularly intense sex. "You're insatiable."

"I'm alive." I corrected him. "For the first time in my life I'm actually living instead of just existing."

"And you're okay with lying to him indefinitely?" He asked it carefully, not for the first time.

"I'm not lying." I said. "I'm protecting him. He doesn't want the truth. The truth would destroy the life he's comfortable in. This way everyone gets what they want."

"That's some impressive rationalization." But he was smiling.

"It's not rationalization. It's reality." I straddled him. "I'm the perfect wife. I do everything he expects and more. The fact that I also have this doesn't diminish what I give him." I stroked him, pressed him against my stomach.

"You really believe that." He looked amazed.

"I know it." I leaned down and kissed him. "And you benefit from it. Would you rather I left him and we had to actually deal with reality? Build a real relationship with all the boring parts? Or would you rather have this? Pure desire without any of the mundane?"

He pulled me down to him. "When you put it that way…”

"Exactly." I started moving against him. "This is perfect. For all of us." I reached down and held him up to sink down on him.

Three months into my new system I was operating at peak efficiency. I had color-coded calendars for my two lives. I had a storage unit with clothes and shoes for my alter ego. I had relationships with hotel clerks at four different properties who thought I was a traveling sales consultant.

I volunteered more at church and took on leadership roles. I became the woman other wives looked to as an example. I hosted Bible studies in my home and spoke about marriage and faithfulness with conviction born from knowing exactly how to appear faithful while being anything but. I was a trad wife extraordinaire.

Joshua's career flourished. His partners commented on how supportive I was, how gracious. His mother finally stopped asking about grandchildren and started bragging about me to her friends. I was the daughter-in-law every mother wanted.

And twice a week I met Trent in hotel rooms or occasionally at his apartment and let him have me like I was his personal fuck toy. I gave him complete control over my body while maintaining complete control over the situation. I had him exactly where I needed him, in love with me but unable to demand more than I was willing to give. He blind folded me, tied me up, took me every way there was, and when I was bent ad wasted, he helped me clean and dress and sent me, waddling and sore, home to my husband.

"I should hate this." Trent said one evening. We were lying in a hotel bed after hours of increasingly adventurous sex. "I should hate that I'm your secret. That I can't have you completely."

"But you don't hate it." I traced patterns on his chest. "Because you have the parts of me that you want, the real parts. He gets the costume. You get the woman."

"You're manipulative." He said it without heat.

"I'm honest about what I want and how to get it." I said. "That's not manipulation. That's just clarity. You’re just as bad.”

"And what if someday I do want more?" He turned to look at me. "What if I want you to leave him anyway?"

"Then you'd be asking me to destroy everything I've built. You'd be asking me to give up security and status and comfort so that we could be poor and judged. Why would I do that when we can have both?"

He didn't have an answer for that.

I kissed him deeply. "I love you. I'm here with you. I give you everything that matters. Isn't that enough?"

"It is enough." He said finally. "It has to be."

I climbed on top of him. "Now let me show you exactly how this arrangement benefits you."

I proved my point thoroughly. By the time I left he was completely satisfied.

I drove home singing along to the radio. I stopped to pick up Joshua's favorite takeout for dinner and came home and kissed him and told him about my completely fictional volunteer work.

"You do so much for others." He said it with genuine appreciation. "I'm lucky to have you."

"I'm lucky to have you too." And I was luck, lucky that he was content with the performance, lucky that he never looked deeper, lucky that I could keep both worlds perfectly separated.

That night in bed I let him have me and thought about Trent's hands on my body hours earlier. The contrast made everything better. The boring predictable sex with Joshua made the wild experimental sex with Trent more thrilling. And the wild sex with Trent made me capable of enduring the boring sex with Joshua with patience and even affection.

I had achieved perfect balance. I was the ultimate tradcon wife, beyond suspicion, beyond reproach. And underneath that perfect exterior was a woman who took everything she wanted without apology or shame.

I could do this forever and no one would ever know the truth except Trent, who loved me too much to expose me, and myself, who was far too smart to ever get caught.

I won. I was the woman who had it all. I was the ultimate culmination of the tradcon wife ideal, an emotional support to my husband, and a purely sexual being to my lover, used in both ways, but controlling all the levers all the same.
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