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Chapter 1: The Suggestion
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The suggestion landed like a dead bird on the kitchen table between our half-eaten Thai food.

"What if," Ben said, not looking at me, chasing a rogue peanut around his cardboard container, "you let someone else... you know. See you."

My fork froze mid-noodle-scoop. "See me for what? See me how?"

"See you. Like I see you." He finally looked up. His eyes, usually the calm blue of a screened-in porch, had a weird, glittery intensity. "Desirable."

A laugh barked out of me, sharp and nervous. "Ben, I'm in sweatpants with yesterday's mascara under my eyes. You 'see me' through a filter of ten-year-old nostalgia and shared mortgage payments."

"That's not true." He put his fork down. The click was too loud. "Leda. I think about it. More than I should. Watching you... with someone else."

The air got thick. The smell of cold Pad Thai turned sour. My skin prickled, a flush creeping up from my collar. This wasn't drunk, birthday-sex talk. This was Tuesday. This was him, my Ben, who still used my toothbrush by accident sometimes, talking about sharing me like a Netflix password.

"You're serious," I said, my voice flat.

"It's a fantasy." He backpedaled, a familiar panic flitting across his face. "Just a thing I think about. When I'm... you know."

When he's jerking off. The unspoken words hung in the garlic-scented air. My own husband was aroused by the thought of me being with another man. A hot, strange little fracture opened up in the calm lake of our marriage. I felt off-balance. And, God help me, a dark, silky thread of something else uncurled in my belly. Curiosity. A vanity I thought I'd outgrown.

"Who?" I heard myself ask, the word barely a whisper.

He blinked, surprised I'd taken the hook. "I don't know. Someone... not me. Someone who wants you just for an hour. Who'd look at you and see..." He gestured at me with a helpless sweep of his hand. "All of this. And just take it."

Take it. The phrase was a spark on dry tinder. My breath hitched. The room seemed to tilt. This was a bad idea. A catastrophic, marriage-ending, terrible idea.

I swallowed. "And you'd... watch?"

He nodded, his throat working. "Or... wait. Hear about it after."

The fantasy had contours now, edges I could cut myself on. It wasn't abstract. It was me, in a room that wasn't ours, with a body that wasn't his. The silence stretched, taut and humming. The refrigerator kicked on with a groan.

Then my phone buzzed on the table, skittering toward a puddle of sweet chili sauce. A client cancellation. The mundane world crashing the party. The spell snapped.

"This is insane," I said, standing up too quickly, my chair screeching on the tile. I started clearing the plates, clattering them too loudly. "We're not those people."

But as I scrubbed the curry stain off the counter, my hands trembling slightly, all I could think was, "What if we were?"

I couldn't sleep. Ben snored softly beside me, his face slack and innocent in the moonlight—the man who'd dropped a grenade in my lap and then rolled over to dream. The grenade sat between us in the bed, ticking.

See you like I see you.

What did he see? When he looked at me now, did he see the girl he'd married or the potential vessel for his kink? The question coiled in my chest, a tight, anxious spring. I slipped out of bed, the floorboards cold under my feet, and padded to the living room.

I opened my laptop. The glow lit up the dark room. I typed it into the search bar, my fingers clumsy with shame and a furtive thrill: hotwife.

The internet unfurled a universe I never knew existed—forums, stories, and husbands with usernames like "SharingIsCaring23" waxing poetic about their wife's "first bull." The language was crude and transactional. My stomach twisted. But buried in the grossness were other stories: women writing halting, honest fragments about the dizzying power of it, the terrifying renewal, and the way it cracked open their marriages and let something new and raw breathe.

One line, from a woman named "MapleLeafWife," stuck in my head like a splinter: "It wasn't about him. It was about meeting the version of myself he'd been dreaming about all along."

I slammed the laptop shut. The room plunged back into darkness, my heart hammering against my ribs. This was a path, a real, paved path with other footprints on it. It wasn't just Ben's weird, secret brain anymore.

The next day was a fog. I mismatched a client's shoe organizer, putting ballet flats with garden clogs. I called Ben "sweetie" in a voice that sounded like it belonged to someone else. He watched me, a quiet, hopeful tension in his shoulders. He didn't mention it again. The ball was in my court.

That court, apparently, was the stark, echoing concrete of the Northview Parking Garage, Level B, at 4:15 PM on a Thursday.

I was returning a sample case to a downtown client. The garage smelled of damp concrete, exhaust, and loneliness. My heels clicked a frantic, too-loud rhythm as I hurried towards my car.

And then I saw him, leaning against a concrete pillar three cars down from my Prius. He was on the phone, one hand shoved in the pocket of a dark wool coat, his head bent. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a sharp jaw shadowed with stubble. He laughed at something the person on the line said, and the sound was low and warm, rolling through the empty garage like physical touch.

I fumbled with my keys. They slipped from my hand, skittering across the oil-stained floor with a horrible, jangling clatter.

He looked up.

Our eyes met. His were a dark, forest-floor brown, intelligent, and immediately present. He ended his call without another word, slipping the phone into his pocket. A slow, effortless smile touched his lips—not a leer, not
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