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My name is Natalie Whitaker. Thirty-four, married, mother of two. PTA president, weekly wine club hostess, the picture-perfect suburban wife. And yet, here I was, heart pounding like I was a goddamn twenty year old again, stuffing a rolled-up lace thong into the bottom of my Michael Kors handbag like some cheap little thief.

The department store was buzzing with lazy jazz overhead, women drifting through racks of summer sales and pastel sundresses. I walked with purpose, heels clacking, hips swaying in that little white dress my husband called "dangerous." Funny—he had no idea just how dangerous I could be.

I didn’t even need to do this. We had money. I could’ve bought ten pairs of the panties I "stole." But that wasn’t the point. It wasn’t about taking something I couldn’t afford.

It was about-well-.

Like clockwork, I felt it—eyes on me. A heavy presence. A shadow.

"Ma'am."

His voice was deep, gruff, and not asking.

I turned slowly, letting my lashes flutter. He was tall. Broad. Chocolate-dark skin stretching over thick arms beneath the tight black polo that read "Store Security." His name tag said DeShawn.

"Yes?" I blinked innocently.

"I need you to come with me."

I played it well. Confused. Flustered. "I... what? Did I do something wrong?"

He didn’t answer. Just nodded toward the back. And my stomach flipped—not with fear. With heat.

The backroom was cold and quiet, filled with cardboard boxes and that sterile, over-sanitized department store scent. He shut the door behind us with a heavy thud.

"You know why you're here," he said. Not a question. "Empty your bag, ma'am."

I widened my eyes, pulling out the performance of a lifetime. "Wait—oh god, is this about the... I didn’t mean to... I must’ve—"

"Cut the shit." His eyes flicked to my purse. "Empty it."

My fingers trembled as I unzipped it, but not because I was scared. I wanted him to see. I wanted him to react.

And when the panties spilled out onto the table—my panties, barely rolled, still warm from my body—I looked up at him, breathing hard.

Then, with practiced hesitation, I held them up. Not toward him. Toward me.

"Those don't look like they're from this store," he muttered.

I brought the damp lace near my face, feigning shock. "Oh god," I gasped, voice breathy. "I-yeah, these are mine-."

He leaned in. His eyes flicked between the panties and my face. His nose twitched.

“Let me see that,” he muttered.

I handed them over, letting my fingers linger a little too long. His brow furrowed as he turned them over.

“No tag,” he said. “No brand stitching. These aren't off any of our racks.”

He looked at me hard now, suspicion in his eyes.

“You came in here wearing those?”

I nodded, slowly. DeShawn stepped closer. I didn’t flinch.

"You think I'm stupid?" He took another step closer, towering over me, voice dropping to a low, dangerous growl. "I saw you put something in your bag. Maybe you're still hiding it somewhere." His eyes moved slowly down my body, lingering pointedly. "You want to explain yourself, or am I going to have to search you?"

My lips parted in mock surprise.
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