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      I joined the wine club because I was bored.

      That’s the polite answer. The one I told Mark while I stood at the kitchen counter pretending to read an email. The one I told myself when I clicked ‘yes’ on the neighborhood group invite.

      The truth sat a little deeper.

      I was lonely in a way that didn’t sound dramatic enough to complain about, but felt heavy nonetheless. The kind of loneliness that settles into routines and makes them feel airtight. Grocery lists. Laundry cycles. Evenings on opposite ends of the couch, not disconnected, just… comfortable. Too comfortable.

      Mark noticed before I did.

      “You should go,” he said casually, scrolling through his phone while I hovered in the doorway with my purse half-zipped. “You need friends who don’t live inside this house.”

      I smiled at that. “I have friends.”

      “Not ones who bring wine.”

      That earned him a look, but he grinned right back at me, unbothered. He kissed my cheek as I passed him, his hand warm and familiar on my lower back. I didn’t know then how much I would replay that small touch later.

      The wine club met at Charlene’s house, two streets over. It had big windows, soft lighting, and the faint smell of candles and money. When I stepped inside, the noise washed over me first: laughter, music, and voices layered together. It all contributed to me feeling relaxed and loose in a way I hadn’t been in a long time.

      Charlene greeted me with an enthusiastic hug and immediately pressed a glass into my hand. Red wine. I took a sip - bold, too bold for my usual taste, but I continued to sip anyway.

      The women looked like they belonged here. Confident and comfortable. They leaned into each other when they laughed, their bodies relaxed, their movements practiced. .

      I felt like a guest.

      Then I noticed the men.

      They weren’t officially part of the club, not really. They hovered at the edges, leaning against doorframes, lingering near the kitchen island. They must have been husbands, partners, and friends. Some of them were talking among themselves, others watched the room with lazy curiosity.

      I tried not to look.

      I failed.

      That’s when I felt a sensation that crawled up my spine and settled between my shoulder blades. I had a sudden awareness that someone was watching me.

      It didn’t feel casual. or even polite. It felt quite intentional.

      I turned my head slowly, wine glass lifted halfway to my lips, and found his eyes.

      He was leaning against the far counter, one ankle crossed over the other, his posture loose and unhurried. He had dark hair, broad shoulders, and I took note that he wasn’t smiling. There was something amused in his expression, like he was waiting to see what I would do next.

      Our eyes held. It wasn’t aggressive or crude. It was worse than both of those… It was pure interest.

      Heat bloomed low in my stomach, surprising in its immediacy. I broke eye contact first, suddenly aware of my breathing, the way my dress clung to my waist, the faint pulse in my throat.

      Get a grip, Olivia.

      I focused on the women around me,  their conversations, and. the wine. I laughed when I was supposed to, nodded when it seemed appropriate. But I could still feel him, like a presence just outside my peripheral vision.

      Every time I shifted my weight, I felt it. Every time I reached for my glass, I wondered if he was watching my hand. My fingers. The way my lips closed around the rim.

      At some point, Charlene clinked her glass to get everyone’s attention.

      “Okay, everyone,” she called out. “We have a new member tonight.”

      A few cheers went up, and I felt my cheeks warm as several heads turned my way.

      “This is Olivia,” Charlene continued. “She’s Mark’s wife.”

      There was a murmur of recognition. A few smiles. A few curious looks.

      And his gaze sharpened.

      Mark’s wife.

      The phrase landed differently than it ever had before.

      The man pushed off the counter and walked toward the group, moving with an easy confidence that made my stomach flip. When he stopped beside me, I caught a hint of his cologne. Clean. Warm. Something subtle that made me inhale without meaning to.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said, holding out his hand.

      His voice was low and steady, familiar in a way that unsettled me.

      I placed my hand in his. His grip was firm but not tight, his thumb brushing the inside of my wrist just briefly enough to feel deliberate.

      “Olivia,” I said, my voice softer than I intended.

      He smiled slowly. and knowing as he shared his name

      “I’m Daniel.”

      Of course you are, I thought stupidly.

      We didn’t talk long. Just about small things: where we lived, how long we’d been in the neighborhood. He didn’t crowd me or linger too close, but every time he looked at me, it felt like he was taking his time. Like he was memorizing something.

      When he finally stepped away, I felt it like the absence of pressure.

      The rest of the night passed in a blur. More wine. More laughter. More warmth in my veins than I was used to. I didn’t see Daniel much after that, but I felt his presence like a current under the surface.

      When I left, my cheeks were flushed and my head light. The air outside felt cool against my skin as I walked home, my heels clicking softly against the sidewalk.

      Mark was waiting for me.

      “How was it?” he asked, looking up from the couch as I slipped my shoes off.

      “Fun,” I said quickly.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Just fun?”

      I hesitated, the image of Daniel’s eyes flashing through my mind uninvited.

      “Yes,” I said. “Just… nice.”

      Mark studied me for a moment, his gaze lingering on my face and posture. He smiled slowly, a spark of something unreadable crossing his expression.

      “You seem flushed,” he said lightly. “Good wine?”

      I laughed, but it sounded thin even to my own ears. “Something like that.”

      Later, lying in bed beside him, I stared at the ceiling while Mark slept. My body hummed with leftover energy, my skin too aware of the sheets and the brush of his arm against mine.

      Daniel’s voice replayed in my head. His smile. The way his thumb had brushed my wrist like it was nothing and everything at once.

      I rolled onto my side, pressing my thighs together, trying to quiet the sensation blooming between them. This was nothing, I told myself.

      Just a wine club.

      Just a look by a man who noticed me.

      But somewhere deep inside, something had already shifted. I knew, with a clarity that made my breath catch, that the next time I walked into that house, it would be different.
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