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The October night was crisp, the air sharp with woodsmoke and the faint sweetness of fallen leaves. Lanterns swung from the edges of the tractor wagon, casting golden light across the hay bales where families and couples squeezed together for the ride. The wagon creaked as it pulled away from the barn, straw rustling beneath them, laughter rising in little bursts as cider cups clinked in the dark.

She smoothed her thin autumn dress as she climbed aboard, searching for a place to sit, but the wagon was already crowded. Her husband stepped up behind her, scanning with the same disappointment. Every bale was packed.

A man already seated looked up at her with a polite smile. "You can sit here," he offered, patting his lap.

She hesitated, cheeks warming, but voices around her chimed in with good natured encouragement. "Go on, there's no room anyway." "Better than standing the whole ride." Laughter rippled across the wagon, cider cups lifting in cheer.

Her husband's eyes lingered on hers for a moment. He gave the faintest nod, his lips pressing into a thin line.

With no other choice, she eased herself down carefully, perching at the very edge of the man's knees. The warmth of his body reached her immediately, even through the fabric of her dress. She clasped her hands in her lap and fixed her gaze on the lanterns swinging ahead, pretending it was nothing unusual at all.
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For a while it was simply that, a seat on a crowded wagon. The tractor rumbled forward, the wagon swaying gently, straw rustling beneath them. Lanterns threw moving shadows across the faces around her. The scent of cider drifted in the cool air. Children's laughter rang from the back. Somewhere a girl squealed at the poke of a straw.

She told herself to relax, to treat it like nothing. But her body refused. Every nerve was aware of where she sat, of the steady warmth beneath her, of how little separated them. Her thighs pressed together, a nervous reflex she could not control.

Her husband's presence across from her weighed heavier than the lantern light. She dared not meet his eyes, but she could feel him watching, judging. His silence said more than words.

A jolt in the path made her slide back an inch, straw crunching beneath them. She straightened immediately, flustered, telling herself it was only the bump. Another bump rocked the wagon, and this time she nearly tipped sideways. The man's leg shifted under her, unsteady, and she caught herself at the last moment, heart racing.

She adjusted forward, but the straw was loose and the wagon swayed again. Each time she corrected, each time she found herself further back. Soon her lower back brushed faintly against his chest.

Her breath quickened. She froze, every excuse lined up in her head. The wagon was swaying. The straw was loose. His knee just was not stable enough. That was all. That was all.

And yet she knew how it must look. How it must feel. Her husband's silence pressed harder. Her cheeks warmed, and for just a moment she dared a glance at him. His jaw was rigid, his knuckles tight on the rail. She turned away quickly, her face burning.
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The wagon rocked on through the pumpkin fields, lanterns glowing against the night. She sat rigid in the man's lap, every shift of the wagon pulling her deeper into a place she told herself she did not belong.

Another bump jolted the wagon, harder this time. She tipped forward with a gasp, and his hands rose quickly to her waist to steady her. It felt natural, even necessary. Of course he would catch her. Of course he would help. But then the wagon settled and his hands did not leave.

Her breath stayed shallow as she stared ahead at the lanterns, every nerve alive beneath his palms. She told herself not to overthink it. He was simply making sure she did not slip again. That was all. Yet the longer they stayed there, the more the warmth of his hands seeped into her skin, and the more her body seemed to lean into it without asking her permission.

Another lurch rattled the wagon, sharper this time, and his grip slid lower, settling firmly at her hips. She froze. The excuse was ready at once. The jolt had shifted him. Anyone would have slipped. But then the wagon steadied and his hands stayed put. Firm. Certain. Too deliberate for an accident.

Her mind raced, building stories she did not believe even as she clung to them. Perhaps he had not noticed. Perhaps he thought he still held her waist. Perhaps...

The wagon rocked again, and his fingers slid further until they brushed the tops of her thighs. Her stomach tightened. She tried to swallow the gasp that threatened to rise. She wanted to tell herself it was still just the ride, still nothing intentional, but her pulse betrayed her. She knew he was not pulling away. He was waiting.

The next bump pressed him closer, so near her heat that her body trembled with the awareness of it. She felt the warmth of his hand like a secret brand, burning her through the thin fabric of her dress. There was no excuse left, no way to tell herself it was innocent.

Still she said nothing.

Her mind screamed at her to lean forward, to shift away, to stop it before it went further. But another voice whispered how good it felt, how much she wanted the hand to stay exactly where it was.

For the first time she dared to glance at her husband. His jaw was clenched, his fists tight on the rail, but she did not look away. Instead a flicker of something reckless moved through her, and she gave him the faintest, almost taunting smile before turning back, her pulse hammering.

The air seemed to grow thinner. Her chest rose and fell too quickly, her lips parted on shaky breaths she tried to disguise as laughter when the group around them erupted at some joke. But she could no longer hear what they were laughing at. All she could hear was her pulse in her ears and the rasp of the man's breathing against her shoulder.

Then she felt it.
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