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Birthdays between us have always been hers—quiet ceremonies where I laid offerings at the altar of her pleasure. I'd plan for weeks: the perfect restaurant, gifts wrapped in paper she’d admire before tearing open, a bottle of something we couldn’t afford. She’d receive it all with that slight smile—the one that said I’d done well enough, but never quite reached what she truly craved.

Mine were afterthoughts. A card. A kiss that lingered just long enough to be polite. Maybe sex, if the wine was good and the moon decided to bless us.

But this year, for my thirty-fourth, Elise promised something different.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said one night, three weeks before the date. Her fingers traced slow circles on my chest, her body still cooling beside mine after a routine Wednesday night session. “About your birthday.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said automatically.

Her fingers stopped. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? I never have to. But I want to.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, dark hair falling like a curtain between us, holding the heat in. The bedside lamp caught her angles—sharper now at thirty-six than when we met in grad school. Sharper, more intentional.

“I want to give you something you’ve always wanted but never asked for.”

My mouth dried. We’d tiptoed around fantasies before. Hints and hedges. But whenever I got close to what I really wanted, she’d pull back, redirect.

“I don’t—”

“Don’t lie to me, James.” Her voice stayed soft but firm. “I’ve seen how you look at me when other men notice. I know what you watch when you think I’m asleep.”

Heat climbed my neck. Shame. But also something else. Something charged.

“I’m giving you a gift,” she said, pressing a finger to my lips. “But there’s one rule.” Her eyes locked on mine. “You only get to watch.”

She didn’t elaborate in the days that followed. Just a quiet shift in her presence—kind, distant, as if bracing herself. I caught her examining herself in mirrors, practicing expressions I didn’t recognize. Twice, packages arrived that she took straight to the closet.

I pretended not to notice. But my body knew. I woke hard. Stayed hard. Caught between dread and something darker.

On the morning of my birthday, she kissed me before work. “Tonight,” she whispered. “Be home by eight. And James?” Her lips brushed my ear. “Don’t touch yourself today. Not even once.”

The hours dragged. Every client, every sketch, every construction detail faded beneath the pulse of anticipation. I couldn’t focus. My whole body buzzed with nerves and want.
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