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The soft, rhythmic squeak of the floorboard under Jared’s foot was the only sound in the sun-drenched kitchen. Alyssa watched him from the table, a smile playing on her lips as he moved with a focused intensity, packing a wicker basket with meticulous care. He lined up two stainless-steel travel mugs of coffee next to a container of the strawberries she’d washed herself.

“You’re treating this picnic like a military operation,” she said, her voice warm and teasing.

He paused, a faint blush creeping up his neck. “I just want it to be perfect. It’s a beautiful morning.”

It was. The early Sunday light streamed through the bay window, catching the dust motes dancing in the air and setting Alyssa’s blonde hair ablaze. She stood and wrapped her arms around his waist from behind, pressing her cheek against the soft cotton of his t-shirt. She felt the steady, familiar thump of his heart. This. This was happiness. Simple, domestic, and complete.

“It already is perfect,” she murmured into his back.

The park was nearly deserted, just as Jared had predicted. They found their spot under the generous shade of an old oak tree, its branches a sprawling canopy against the brightening blue sky. A blanket worn soft from years of use was spread on the grass. They ate flaky croissants and fed each other strawberries, their fingers sticky with juice. It was idyllic, peaceful. But Alyssa sensed a tension in Jared, a slight stiffness in his posture that hadn’t been there in the kitchen.

He was unusually quiet, his gaze not on the scenery but firmly on her. It was a look of such deep, aching want, but it felt different from his usual desire.

“Okay,” she finally said, brushing crumbs from her linen shorts. “What’s going on in that head of yours? You’ve been quiet since we left the house.”

Jared took a deep breath, his fingers tracing the rim of his coffee mug. He couldn’t meet her eyes. “I... I have something I need to tell you. Something I’ve been thinking about. A lot.”

Alyssa’s playful mood shifted into something more cautious. “That sounds serious. You’re not having an affair, are you?” she asked, only half-joking.

“God, no. Alyssa, no.” His head snapped up, his eyes wide with sincerity. “It’s nothing like that. It’s... the opposite, actually.” He faltered, running a hand through his dark hair. “It’s a fantasy. One I’ve been too... too scared to tell you about.”

She remained silent, giving him the space to find the words. Her heart was beating a little faster now.

“It’s about you,” he continued, his voice dropping to a low, intimate murmur meant only for her. “It’s always about you. It’s about... seeing you. The way other men see you.” He finally looked at her, and the raw vulnerability in his gaze made her breath catch. “I was thinking, here, now... this park. It’s so public, but so private in this little corner. What if... what if you were here with someone else?”

Alyssa blinked. “Someone else? Jared, what are you talking about?”

“Another man,” he said, the words coming out in a rushed, nervous exhale. “A stranger. Someone who sees you, this incredible woman on a blanket, and can’t help himself. He comes over. He talks to you. And you... you let him.”

She stared at him, her mind scrambling to process it. The warmth of the sun suddenly felt oppressive. “You want to watch me with another man?” The question hung in the air, heavy and unbelievable.

“Not just watch,” he clarified, his voice gaining a sliver of confidence now that the secret was out. “I want to see you experience that thrill. The danger of it. The risk that someone might walk by and see you. That I’m watching. I want to see you get lost in it, to feel desired in that wild, illicit way. It would be for us. Something we share.”

Alyssa felt a jumble of emotions crash over her. Concern, first and foremost. “Are you... are you unhappy with me? With us? Is this because you’re bored?”

“No! God, no, Lys.” He reached out and took her hand, his grip firm and reassuring. “I have never been more happy or more in love. That’s why this is so powerful. Because I know you’re mine. This would just be... a game. The hottest, most intense game. It’s because I adore every inch of you that I want to see you worshipped, even if it’s by someone else’s hands for a little while. To see that look on your face...”

Her initial shock began to recede, replaced by a prickling, unsettling curiosity. She thought of the way men’s eyes sometimes lingered on her at the grocery store or the gym. A glance she’d always quickly dismissed, a sudden warmth in her cheeks she’d attribute to annoyance. But now, through Jared’s eyes, she tried to see it differently. Not as a threat, but as a... compliment. A testament.

“The risk of being seen...” she whispered, more to herself than to him. The idea sent an involuntary, shocking thrill straight down her spine, settling low in her belly. It was a feeling she immediately tried to quash. “Jared, that’s... I’d be so exposed. What if it was someone we know? The humiliation...”

“That’s part of it,” he admitted, his thumb stroking the inside of her wrist. “The fear, the adrenaline... it would all just make it more intense. For you. For me, watching you navigate that... it would be the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

She pulled her hand back, wrapping her arms around her knees. She looked out across the empty park, but she wasn’t seeing the green grass or the distant pond. She was seeing a strange, handsome face leaning close to hers. She was feeling a stranger’s hand, rougher than Jared’s, on her bare thigh. She was hearing the murmur of a voice that wasn’t her husband’s, saying things only a lover would say.

A hot flush spread across her chest. This is crazy. This is inappropriate. This is...

“...intriguing.”

The word was out of her mouth before she could stop it. She turned to look at Jared, her blue eyes wide with a mixture of trepidation and a dawning, undeniable interest.

“I... I don’t understand it,” she said, her voice hushed. “The why of it. But I can’t stop thinking about the... the how.” A shiver ran through her, and this time, she didn’t try to stop it. “What... what would it feel like? To have his eyes on me, knowing you were watching him watch me? To feel his hands...”

The silence that followed Jared’s confession was a living thing, humming between them on the park bench. Alyssa could still feel the ghost of his words on her skin, a phantom touch that made her nipples harden against the soft cotton of her sundress. The curious, traitorous part of her mind, the one that had whispered ‘intriguing’, was now shouting.

She stood abruptly, the wicker of the picnic basket creaking. “I’m... I’m just going to fill up my water bottle,” she said, her voice a little too high, a little too tight.

Jared simply nodded, his dark eyes fixed on her, burning with a mixture of hope and anxious desire. He didn’t need to say anything. The permission, the encouragement, was all right there in his gaze.

Her walk to the water fountain on the other side of the grassy clearing felt like a mile. Every step was amplified, her awareness of her own body hyper-focused. The swing of her hips, the way the breeze pressed her dress against the curve of her thighs, the sensation of the cool grass under her sandals. She felt like she was on a stage, and for the first time, she understood the thrilling, terrifying power of being the sole performer.

And she knew he was watching. The knowledge was a current of electricity under her skin.

She reached the vintage iron fountain, its steady stream of water glinting in the morning sun. She made a show of it, bending at the waist just enough to give any onlooker a tantalizing glimpse of her cleavage as she positioned her bottle under the stream. Her heart was a wild drum against her ribs.

That’s when she saw him. A man, maybe a few years older than Jared, sitting on a bench not twenty feet away. He was lean and tan, dressed in running shorts and a tight athletic shirt that showed off a well-defined chest and arms. Dark, curly hair. He wasn’t looking at his phone; he was just watching the world go by. And for a fleeting second, his eyes drifted over her.

It was now or never. The fantasy was no longer an abstract concept in Jared’s mind; it was a handsome, breathing man sitting right there.

Her bottle full, she straightened up. Instead of walking away, she turned towards him. She took a few steps, her pulse roaring in her ears. His gaze met hers again, and this time, he offered a small, casual smile.

“Hot morning for a run,” she said, her voice miraculously steady. God, was that the best I could do?

He shrugged, his smile widening slightly. “Better now that I’ve stopped.” His eyes didn’t stray from her face, but she felt them, like a physical caress, taking her in.

She took another step closer, closing the distance. Her mind was screaming, a jumble of what are you doing? and Jared is watching, Jared is watching, this is for him. That last thought was the one that pushed her over the edge. This daring act was, paradoxically, an act of devotion.

“My husband is watching us,” she blurted out, the words tasting strange and exhilarating.

The man’s eyebrows shot up. He didn’t look offended or alarmed. He looked... intrigued. His eyes flickered over her shoulder, no doubt finding Jared on the distant bench, before returning to her. “Is he now?”

“He has a... fantasy,” Alyssa continued, her confidence growing with his lack of rejection. “A fantasy about me. With a stranger. In public.” She
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