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      Just a couple things before we head to the river.

      

      Thing One: There is no rape in this book. None.

      

      Thing Two: There is a great deal of sexual interaction between men in this book. Plenty between men and a woman, too, as it happens.

      

      Some readers take issue when cuckold tales venture beyond pure wife-sharing or girl-stealing and into territory where the unfortunate cuckold becomes the sexual plaything of another dude. If you are such a reader, I hope you made a pitstop here before racing into Chapter One.

      

      Let me just add that this book was written with nothing but the deepest respect for James Dickey’s novel and John Boorman’s film. The movie in particular is one I revisit frequently; it’s a powerful story that remains relevant as the decades pass. When you see those Paddle faster, I hear banjo music bumperstickers, you know it’s a story that’s seeped into the popular consciousness. After so many viewings, as a writer I can’t help asking: What if …?

      

      On a final note, it didn’t fully occur to me until the first draft was complete that the present book and the earlier works that inspired it really do have the same themes—most notably a challenge to the concept of masculinity, as well as the hubris of Man in thinking that he can casually conquer a force of nature over a weekend. In the Dickey novel, that force of nature is the wild river and the backward inhabitants of the surrounding area; in the present book, that force is dark sexual energy. But notice the overlap: Dark sexual energy makes an appearance in the Dickey novel; likewise, you can expect some fish-out-of-water/Man versus Nature stuff in the pages that follow. Does that make Cuckold Deliverance something more than just a dirty book?

      

      No. In fact, I can’t help but think of James Dickey as that banjo-wielding country boy perched above a gas station. I come along with my guitar and start to pick out a tune, goading him into playing along. As the pickin’ and grinnin’ pick up steam, it quickly becomes clear which of us is the savant and which the amateur. He eventually loses me completely, and I’m left shaking my head in amazement as his music echoes across the ages.

      

      Sometimes the best you can do is play along. You may not hit all the notes, but it’s still a lot of fun.

      

      Time to play.

      

      
        
        Parker Pascal

        28 February 2019
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      “Shhh … Did you hear that?”

      The look on Bobby’s face when he said it, and the jerky placement of a single finger over his lips, got his wife’s attention. Her eyes widened and she became instantly still, shifting into high alert.

      “Hear what?” Carrie Ann whispered. She put on a look of concern to match her husband’s.

      “Listen,” said Bobby. He raised his finger away from his mouth, slowly, let it hover in the air for a moment, then pointed off to his left—there!

      The silence between them was charged with that undercurrent of stimulation that accompanies every possibility, however slim, of danger. That feeling, that sharpening of the senses that follows fear through the door, was just what Bobby was looking for. He saw it now on Carrie Ann’s face, in her wide-eyed look of wonder that said I can do this, too.

      Her excitement was real enough, though one corner of her mouth eventually curled upward and conveyed a different message: What are you up to? After all, they hadn’t come to this place with any expectation of actual danger.

      “Maybe you should check it out,” she said. She sat back on her legs and the back of her head scraped the canvas. The resulting noise was like a hastily dropped phonograph needle, and Bobby brought his finger back to his lips, his face a mask of wariness. Carrie Ann looked annoyed, then giggled and bent forward to fit the arch of her back against the curve of the tent.

      “Okay,” said Bobby. He got up and, crouched on his feet, duck-walked toward the zippered entry. Carrie Ann stretched her legs out flat in front of her and smoothed her plaid skirt over her knees, blocking him. “But you gotta get out of the way.” His insistence on whispering made her giggle again. She couldn’t help it. “And you shouldn’t wear that kind of thing when we go camping.”

      “Why?” she said. “You afraid some sexy mountain man will see and drag me off to have his way with me?” She folded up her legs to let him scoot by, watching him for a reaction.

      “It’s just there’s, you know … bugs … and things,” he said. Bobby succeeded at keeping any visible reaction in check, but couldn’t help getting a little hard at the mention of the mountain man. Though mild by her standard, the provocation was at least arousing as it was irritating. He had his own agenda here, just needed to make sure they really had some privacy, and here she was taking the ball away from him and running off in her own direction. He took a deep breath, let the arousal pass, and tried again to get past her.

      “Long pants won’t keep the bears away,” she said. “Or the mountain men.”

      “Just move back. I can’t … shit, I told you this tent’s not big enough.”

      “There’s plenty of room in here,” she said. She leaned forward and kissed his cheek and added, “… for two.” He moved around her, bouncing on his toes, knees up under his arms, then ran up the zipper and stepped out.

      It felt good to stand up. He looked around, scanning for the source of the sound he’d heard. He saw nothing he didn’t expect to see, and certainly didn’t see any people.

      Not a soul.

      Carrie Ann stuck her head out of the tent behind him and struck the back of his leg. “Do you see any—ow!” Bobby buckled a little but kept his balance. “Get back in here.”

      He looked around one more time. They were alone, at least for now. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled back inside.

      The tent was small, which was his only real complaint about it. There was enough room to sleep, side by side, but Bobby had planned this little getaway with something more than sleep on his mind. So maybe Carrie Ann was right—smaller tent, closer quarters. Plenty of room. For two.

      He pulled the flaps together, brought the zipper back down, and looked at his wife in the hazy half-dark. She was sitting on her legs with her skirt bunched up around her thighs. The column of light coming through the open six-inch skylight fell directly on her face and down the front of her body. If she moved she’d be a ghost again, her details lost to him. She was barefoot, and he could see her bra through her silky sleeveless blouse. She looked almost indecent this way, half illuminated. The light caught the hazel in her eyes, showing her excitement hadn’t dimmed. Her brown hair was coming loose from the conservative bun at the back of her head, probably from when she’d rammed it into his trousers, and if Bobby harbored any fantasies of his wife as a naughty schoolgirl the image was ruined by the few stray wisps that now stood straight up, clinging to the tent.

      “What?” she said. Carrie Ann ran the tips of her fingers across her face, like maybe there was a stray booger, which only made Bobby’s grin widen. He folded his lips into his mouth in an effort to hold bald laughter inside, but his danger-face was completely lost. When Carrie Ann lowered her head and looked down to smooth her hands over her skirt, those loose hairs between her head and the tent above her were stretched out to their full length, and Bobby couldn’t hold it in any longer. He laughed and told her to hold still, then moved one flattened hand in a slow rotation through the static field above her head, like a magician preparing to make her disappear. He pulled her wild hairs away from the tent, but so strong was the static that every hair he freed immediately leapt back up and clung to the canvas again.

      “What … Oh, I get it.” She smiled, laughed, and strained her eyes to look directly above herself, her mouth hanging open with the effort. Then she raised her arms over her head, gathered her hair in both hands, and pulled out the pin, letting her amber locks spill down over her shoulders. She shook it out, making her breasts jostle behind her blouse, and Bobby couldn’t help himself. He leaned in and kissed her, put an arm around her, and pulled her close in the tight space.

      Carrie Ann took his kiss, chuckling into his mouth. “Do you think there … are really … bears?”

      “I’m sure,” he said. “They have to live somewhere. But I don’t … don’t think we’ll see any.” He worked a hand in between them and pawed at one of her small breasts. He squeezed it and made a little growling sound in the back of his throat.

      “And what … what about those mountain men?” she asked. Her own hand wandered down toward his waist, and she slid her fingers behind his belt buckle.

      “Do you want there to be mountain men?” He raised up on his knees to give her access as he kissed along her cheek, making his way to her neck. He brushed his lips along her jaw, feeling her nipple stiffen through her bra.

      “Oh, yes,” she said, her breath warm in his ear. “Two or three of them, big and beefy.”

      “With dirty feet, bad teeth … and overalls?” he said, filling in the details of her vision of so-called mountain men. Along with her big heart, Carrie Ann had a tendency to think in stereotypes. Hell, who was he kidding? So did he. Maybe they’d watched too many movies.

      “Ooh, in nothing but overalls.” She gave a little shiver and nibbled at his earlobe.

      “You might be disappointed, babe.” He found her mouth and kissed her some more.

      She pulled back and looked at him. “What? You don’t think there are feral males crawling through the mountains, looking for unsuspecting virgins who’ve wandered in from the city?”

      “I’ve no doubt there are some strange people living isolated lives along the river. But even they have Netflix nowadays, so probably have better things to do than creep around the woods.” He swept her hair behind her ears. “Besides, you’re no virgin.”

      “Yeah, but you are,” she said. She raised one eyebrow and palmed his crotch.

      There was no way for Bobby to mute his arousal. Seeing that spark of naughtiness in her eyes only made him harder, so he played along. Hey, if it got her engine revving, he was on board.

      Carrie Ann’s warm lips kissed his neck, moved across the pulse in his throat. She made her way to his ear, then filled his head with dark murmurings: “Those big boys might not want me at all. You might be more their type, Bobby.” She stroked him through his pants. His cock was like a steel rod, and he felt his heart stutter in his chest as she kept talking. “They might pull you of out the tent feet first, baby. Take you right away from me.”

      “You think so?” he said. “Don’t think they’d rather have a go at you?”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes,” he said, unsure which of the scenarios he was affirming.

      “When they see your little tush, why would they want me?” She reached around Bobby with her other hand and grabbed a handful of his bottom. “They’ll just bend you over a tree—”

      “Really?”

      “—pull down your little blue jeans—”

      “C’mon, Carrie Ann—”

      “—and make you go weeeeeeeeeeee …” She tapped a finger on his neck as she made the high-pitched noise. She blew the sound softly into his ear, but it was magnified to a scream in his imagination. His own scream.

      They’d definitely seen too many movies.

      Bobby cringed and pulled her tightly into his neck to keep her from seeing his face. “Oh God, now that … that is just disgusting, baby,” he said over her muffled laughter.

      “Is it?” she said into his collar. Her hand was still on his cock, and he was still hard.

      “It’s … a little much.” He didn’t really feel disgusted. Not entirely. He knew how much these little fantasies turned his wife on, and that’s the thing that aroused him, why he entertained these tangent scenarios whenever she started in on them. A public relations specialist who spent most of her days talking to hospital patients, family members of patients, and local media, Carrie Ann never cursed in public. Didn’t curse in private very often, either. But when the lights went out and they started in with the dirty talk about her being with another man while Bobby watched, all bets were off. Sometimes she would play it out a little further, teasing that her big studly stranger with the world-class penis would, after having his way with Carrie Ann, turn to Bobby when he was ready for seconds. Her turn to watch, his turn to be taken. She didn’t go down that road too often, but when she did it put her over the moon. So he didn’t spoil it for her. Wouldn’t dream of it. He said everything he thought she’d want to hear, said it like he meant it, and was happy to do it. He’d gotten pretty good at it.

      But this wasn’t the time or the place.

      “Come on, let’s get the stuff we need,” he said.

      “Aww, you said there was no one around,” she pleaded. She started unbuttoning her blouse. He swallowed, unable to take his eyes away as her navy blue bra was exposed. The pillar of light coming in from above shone directly between her breasts, making a little runway there, illuminating the freckles over her breastbone. She was such a perfect creature. She—

      “Shit.” Carrie Ann’s eyes went wide again, this time with real alarm. Startled, she fell back onto her bottom in the rear half of the tent. She pulled her blouse together and fumbled blindly with the buttons, looking back over her husband’s shoulder all the while.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” Bobby turned around and saw a shape that could only be a man, standing just outside the tent. Judging by the silhouette coming through the thin nylon, he was a very big man. Huge.

      Before he could think of what to do, or how to explain what was going on, the man spoke. His voice was a deep drone.

      “Can I help you folks?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The man’s name was LONNIE H.—so declared the Everything Outdoors name badge pinned on his orange and brown smock. And he was huge, but not in the way Bobby had first perceived. Once he and Carrie Ann were out of the tent, he could see how the light and shadow had played tricks on him. The man was only broad around the middle, with thick red hair up and down his arms that matched his bushy eyebrows.

      Bobby stood sideways, hoping the man wouldn’t notice the erection that persisted at the front of his chinos. Carrie Ann crawled out of the tent backwards, still fumbling with the buttons of her blouse. When she turned around to face the two men Bobby saw that she hadn’t matched up all the buttons with the right holes, rendering the whole works lopsided. The telltale extra button weighted down a flap of fabric below her neckline.

      “Awfully quiet in here today,” said Bobby, looking once again up and down the camping gear aisle. Lonnie was the only other person they’d seen since they passed the two girls stationed at the checkout registers on the way in.

      Lonnie looked around, his head turning atop his thick neck, as if to confirm Bobby’s impression. “Thursday’s our slow day. All the action’s out on the lot.” His spoke in a slow monotone.

      “The lot?”

      “Yessir. We have a full three-acre lot of RVs and boats for all your outdoor needs. And we provide interest-free financing for qualified buyers.” He shrugged, like he was a little embarrassed to be assigned indoor duty. “All the commission on those, that’s where the sales guys hang out. Too hot out there for me. What can I help you with?”

      “This tent,” said Bobby. “What do you have that’s bigger?”

      “Everything,” said Lonnie. “You going camping?”

      “What do you mean, everything?”

      “I mean everything we have is bigger. This is the smallest we carry.” He waved his fat arm, indicating the selection available. The farther Bobby looked up the aisle, the tents got bigger and bigger. The models on display at the far end, near the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the mall parking lot, appeared to lack nothing but a two-car garage and a mailbox. “It’s mostly Scouts that get these here.”

      Carrie Ann, who was holding one hand over her chest to conceal her mismatched button job, said, “I’m sure this one’s fine.”

      Bobby persisted. “I realize you have much larger tents. What I mean is, do you have anything like this, but bigger?”

      Lonnie lowered his eyebrows, looked at Carrie Ann, then back at Bobby. “You mean … small, but big.”

      “Yes, exactly. We thought we might need a little more space.”

      “Where is it you’re planning on setting up, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “He’s taking me camping,” said Carrie Ann. “For the weekend.”

      “Uh-huh,” said Lonnie. “First time?”

      Carrie Ann said yes, nodding, at the same time Bobby said no. The couple looked at each other.

      “Well, I went a few times when I was a kid. So it’s been a while,” said Bobby.

      “Uh-huh.” He drew out the syllables this time. “And where did you say you were going?”

      “Same place my dad and my uncle took me. The Coosawatee River,” said Bobby, beaming as if he’d just informed Lonnie that he was taking his wife to the French Riviera.

      “You’re going camping in the river?”

      “Not in the river, obviously. Might do some canoeing, though, if we can find a rental.”

      Lonnie’s heavy brow crinkled and he crossed his arms over his wide chest. “Son, that river is no place for watercraft.”

      Now it was Bobby’s turn to look concerned. “We canoed all the time there when I was a kid.” Which was possibly not true. He did remember camping along the Coosawatee, and distinctly remembered canoeing with his dad and his Uncle Theo, his nine- or ten-year-old self seated between the two older men, waiting to take his turn with a paddle. Now that he thought about it, though, he was less sure that that particular activity had taken place during one of those camping trips. Had they canoed somewhere else, perhaps? No way to know. It had been more than twenty-five years ago. His father had passed away from kidney disease four years ago and his Uncle Theo, though still holding on, was these days as apt to tell him they’d gone canoeing on one of Saturn’s moons as he was to recount any given body of water in Tennessee. So no help there. He asked Lonnie, “So, you’re familiar with the area?”

      “Got a brother lives near Happy Valley, about two miles off the river up there. Don’t see him much,” said Lonnie.

      Carrie Ann perked up. “Does your brother have Netflix?”

      Bobby didn’t know why she’d ask such a thing. Maybe she was hoping the overweight salesman could confirm the existence of the modern day mountain man. After all, if you didn’t have WiFi and 4G wireless, you were practically a neanderthal, right? Probably wore animal pelts and dragged your womenfolk around by the hair.

      “Yes. I think so. Why?”

      Bobby shot his wife a told you look.

      “No reason,” said Carrie Ann, smiling.

      “About that tent,” said Bobby.

      Lonnie turned and walked the couple to the other side of the aisle, drawing their attention to a pop-up that looked almost identical to the one they’d been crawling around in. “This one here has a few more square feet, plus this roll-down mosquito net tucked under here.” Lonnie pulled on a pouch hanging above the tent’s entry. “Just unzip and pull ‘er down. Buttons along the bottom. You might find you need it up by that river this time of year.”

      The tent, as it happened, was on sale for the same price as the model below. Lonnie produced one for them, a beige rectangle with straps allowing it to be worn as a backpack. Before they reached the checkout counter, they added on two down-filled sleeping bags, a gas cooktop, a gas lantern, a two-pack of flashlights, and a pair of hiking boots for Carrie Ann. Old Lonnie turned out to be a pretty good salesman.

      The big man accompanied them to the register, carrying their sleeping bags for them. “So, you’re not going to a state park or anything?” he asked.

      “Nope,” said Bobby. “Just a couple of nights under the stars, out by the river.”

      “They have stars at the state park, too, you know,” he said, more to Carrie Ann than to Bobby, as if he hoped the wife might talk some sense into the husband.

      Carrie Ann smiled, still holding on to her top button while Bobby paid for their purchases. “Lonnie, are there bears up there along that river, do you think?”

      Lonnie set their sleeping bags on the rolling belt at the counter. “Well, there’s only black bears in Tennessee. And they do like the water. Hugh’s never mentioned coming across one, and he’s lived up there some thirty years now. You folks should be careful all the same. But I’d say a bear’s not the thing I’d worry about running up on up there.”

      Bobby was surprised. “What would you worry about?”

      “People,” said Lonnie.
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      “Camping, huh?”

      Bobby didn’t care for Shawn’s tone. The youngest sales associate in the office, who had only been on the team for four months, habitually made the rounds every Friday afternoon. He went desk to desk striking up conversation, always asking about the weekend. Bobby didn’t know if the guy was trying to make friends or just see how everyone else’s sales were stacking up against his own. Probably a little of both. Which was fine by Bobby. He liked the guy.

      “Why do you say it like that?” said Bobby, looking up from the purchase order on his desk. He caught Shawn’s eyes wandering over the order. It was a big one, a thousand feet of copper tubing and two-hundred capacitors for Kohlman Heating and Air in Knoxville, but nothing unusual.

      “Like what?” said Shawn. The new guy, who favored drinking hot tea all day, was always dressed to impress—silk shirts, pleated trousers, gleaming loafers. And a tie. Always a tie. Usually solid colors that leapt out against his shirt, but today a two-tone pastel that complimented his button-down. He looked at Bobby, his dark eyes peering over his teacup.

      “Like … camping, huh.” He did his best to imitate the way Shawn sounded, then immediately wished he could take it back. Did he sound racist? God, he hoped not. That was all he needed—a confrontation at the end of the week, something to hang over his head the whole weekend.

      Shawn lowered his cup and Bobby was relieved to see the smile there. “I just mean … you just don’t seem like the camping type. Is all.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment while he jittered his head. The gesture included raised shoulders, like Shawn had a sudden case of the willies.

      “Still don’t know what you mean, Shawn.” He was pretty sure he did know what Shawn meant—that he didn’t seem like the outdoorsy type. Didn’t seem rugged. Looked like the kind of guy who might prefer a nice flaky coffeeshop pastry handed to him in a paper wrapper by a barista with a mild case of acne instead of a stick of venison roasted over a spit beneath the open sky. The kind of guy who’d rather order up a filet on a bun than catch and debone a fish.

      Bobby sat back in his chair, put his hands behind his head. His feet came off the floor and the chair swiveled a little. “What about you? Are you the camping type?”

      “Shit no. Black men don’t camp,” Shawn said, his brows arching like he was shocked Bobby would even suggest such a thing. “Think about it, man. You ever seen a black man in the woods? I mean, outside of a horror movie?”

      Bobby only stared at him. Shawn stared back, teacup poised at his chin. They looked at each other that way in silence for a moment, then both broke into laughter.

      “I mean shit, man, damn rednecks used to string my people up from trees out in the woods. Why the hell would we want to go camping?” said Shawn, laughing so hard he had to balance his teacup in both hands to prevent spilling. “You goin’ with some bros, or what?” he asked.

      “Nope, just me and Carrie Ann,” said Bobby.

      “Ooh, now I get it. Now for some of that even I might spend the night in the woods.”

      What the hell did that mean? Did he mean some of that as in Carrie Ann, his wife? Or some of that as in piece of ass in general? Shawn seemed to detect that he might’ve made a faux pas of his own. He kept smiling, but looked around and pulled at his collar, then cleared his throat a little.

      But the thought was so arousing, Bobby couldn’t force away the image it produced—Shawn, naked, his muscles shining in the moonlight, on his knees behind his wife, pumping his big black cock into Carrie Ann while her tits swayed beneath her, the rush of the wild river providing a backdrop to the sounds of his thrusting and her grunting.

      It was out of his mouth before he knew what he was saying. “You could always come along. Plenty of that to go around.”

      That.

      Shawn looked as if he’d been smacked. His mouth hung open, he said nothing, but Bobby could almost read his thoughts. What was meant by that? Plenty of my wife to go around? Or just plenty of ass, once again, in general? Bobby knew what he meant, naturally, though would never admit it if Shawn chose to call him out. Which Shawn was in no way going to do. But if he did, Bobby would just hem and haw like it was all a joke. Funny guy, that Bobby. Says outlandish things.

      What the hell was wrong with him? Was the idea of watching his wife fuck some other man so enticing that he couldn’t keep it to himself? That was the conundrum, though: If you want your fantasy to become reality, sooner or later you have to let someone else in. Give up your privacy. Problem being, of course, that as soon as one person is through the door, what’s to stop a hundred more from barging in on his heels?

      On the other hand, the thirty-nine miles of Tennessee woods along both sides of the Coosawatee were pretty darn private.

      Bobby looked up at Shawn, hoped he wasn’t blushing, and steered the subject. “But you probably have weekend plans, young single guy like you.”

      Shawn was visibly relieved, became animated again, happy to talk about himself. He told Bobby about a girl he’d been seeing for a couple weeks, someone he’d met at his dentist’s office while getting his teeth cleaned. Told Bobby the whole funny story of how he’d asked her out for coffee while she had her hands in his mouth doing his cleaning. Shawn replayed his erstwhile performance—wuh oo ikah go ow wi ee is eeken?—and they had another good laugh. Bobby added that it would be a great story for their kids someday, if they ended up together.

      That’s what they were laughing about when Bobby spotted Lewis’s shiny black coif bounding along the tops of the cubicles, headed in their direction.

      “Shit. Mayhorn,” said Shawn. He’d spotted Lewis too. Shawn shifted and stepped to the left, then immediately took two steps back to the right. It looked like a funny little dance, but Bobby knew what he was doing: trying to choose a way out. Bobby’s desk at the the northeast corner of the sales floor faced a blue-gray partition that you had to walk around. Lewis was approaching from the other side, was closing in, and might come around on either end. There was no escape for Bobby, but if Shawn chose the correct path and timed it right he could be on his way back to his desk and avoid Lewis. He made the wrong choice, played his sidestepping game a second too long, and came face to face with Lewis in front of Bobby’s desk.

      “Whoa, hoss,” said Lewis, stopping short just in front of Shawn. He put his hands up, palms facing out, and leaned backward. Shawn shuffled back and managed to hold on to his teacup, again without spilling. “Almost wet yourself there, Winston.” Winston—It was Shawn’s last name, but Lewis was always making cracks and dropping lines as if Shawn was Winston Zeddemore, the fourth Ghostbuster: The new guy, no experience, different from the others, late to join the party. And needless to say, black. Lewis really seemed to enjoy this, but Bobby wasn’t sure Shawn even got the references.

      Lewis turned to face Bobby’s desk, slapping Shawn on the back hard enough that his cup tilted forward and this time did spill onto the carpet. “What’s up, crew?”

      “What can we do for you, Lewis?” said Bobby. He had put his feet back on the ground, casually letting one arm fall strategically over the sales data on his desk.

      “Question is, Roberto, what can I do for you?” said Lewis. He stood front and center of Bobby’s desk, hands on hips, legs parted just a little too wide, as if he were about to start some warmup exercises.

      “Well, Lewis, what can you do for me, then?” said Bobby. God, he just wanted to get out of there. Wanted to rush home, load up the Outback, get Carrie Ann in the passenger seat, and head east.

      “I had dinner with the major last night.” Lewis stood there, eyebrows raised, head tilted forward, like he was waiting for Bobby to be impressed.

      “Lewis, what … who is the major?”

      Lewis deflated a little, like he was disappointed not in himself but in Bobby. “Come on, Bobby. Major Bermann … Hank? Bermann Refrigeration?”

      “Oh,” said Bobby. Now he got it. Hank Bermann was a retired Army major who’d started his own refrigeration company in the past year. Strictly local, he had started out on small cooling systems—specifically, the cooling room of his brother-in-law’s mortuary. Bobby knew Bermann was vying for grocery store contracts, but thus far his operation was pretty small ball. Didn’t mean it wouldn’t go anywhere, though. The major, as Lewis called him, as if he belonged somewhere in the same chain of command, was a determined man. A real go-getter. He didn’t order a lot, but Lewis handled the account, such as it was.

      “So what did you and the major talk about over dinner?” said Bobby. Lewis made it sound like they’d had a sit-down meal at a white-tablecloth establishment. Maybe Burberry Mills or the local Ruth’s Criss. More likely, he had just run into the man while standing in line at Burger King.

      “Well, mostly about the new lake house he’s building up in the Ozarks,” said Lewis. “He’s pretty excited about it.”

      A lake house? Major Bermann must be doing awfully well all of a sudden. As hard as the man worked, where did he find the time to manage construction for a vacation home?

      Lewis rocked on his heels, waiting for Bobby to ask.

      “And?”

      “And he’s moving there, soon as it’s finished.”

      Bobby glanced at the time on his computer screen. It was four-forty. And here he’d been hoping to leave an hour early. He sighed. “Lewis, just spell it out for me.”

      “Well, turns out, business has been pretty good for Bermann. The account has tripled in the past two quarters,” said Lewis. “And now … he has an offer on the table.”

      “Okay. You gonna tell me who?” Bobby had a feeling he already knew.

      “Landon,” said Lewis, punctuating with a point of his finger.

      Landon Refrigeration was Bobby’s flagship account, probably the second or third biggest in the whole firm. At one time, back when Jerry Landon ran a four-man operation, it had been Lewis’s account. Landon had gone through a huge expansion, really investing in equipment, incorporating himself, pursuing industrial clients. That had all happened during a period two years ago when Lewis Mayhorn, account manager, had been in the hospital with a knee injury. Lewis had asked Bobby to service the account while he was out. It had taken Lewis weeks to fully recuperate, and by the time he was back at his desk Landon had become a multimillion dollar account and had been reassigned to Bobby Ambaugh. Permanently.

      Lewis had never gotten over it. To add insult to injury, Bobby was soon promoted to executive sales manager as a result of the increased revenue. Lewis could glad-hand and back-pat all he liked, but Bobby knew: Lewis hated him.

      It was mutual.

      “So Landon’s buying out Bermann. What do you want me to say, Lewis?”

      “What do I want you to say? Now Bobby, is that any way to talk to a colleague who’s putting new business right on your plate?”

      “Lewis, Landon’s my account. If he buys out Bermann, well …” Bobby shrugged, hoped the implication was clear without having to spell it out.

      Shawn was still hanging around, leaning up against the partition, pretending to read on his cell phone but likely wanting to see how this all played out. Lewis brushed him aside—scoot for me, Winston—and grabbed one of the chairs at the far end of the partition. He planted it in front of Bobby’s desk, back of the chair facing forward, and sat on it that way. He folded his big, muscled arms across the back of the chair.

      “Listen, Bobby. Bermann is big. That new grocery warehouse they’re clearing land for out in Murfreesboro? The major signed them. The whole thing. The HVAC and the coolers.”

      “Really?” Bobby was getting a little interested now, but didn’t want to be. He looked at his screen. Four forty-five. Carrie Ann probably already had the car packed.

      “And you know what means.”

      “It means Bermann—Landon, whoever—stand a shot at getting the whole chain of retail stores as well,” said Bobby.

      Lewis was talking with his hands now, getting animated. “Bobby, if that happens, the Landon account could double in the next few years. It’s not going to be a one-man account anymore.” Lewis smiled like he was delivering great news. Bobby just looked at him blankly. Lewis turned back to Shawn, said, “And that is one big Twinkie, am I right Winston?”

      “What?” said Shawn. “I don’t—”

      Lewis had already turned back to Bobby. “Bobby, I told the major we’d meet him and Jerry for dinner this weekend, you and me, to talk about their needs.”

      “What?” Bobby had no intention of sitting down for a business dinner with Lewis Mayhorn, even if circumstances would allow it. Which they most certainly did not. Not this weekend.

      “Yeah, tomorrow. Saturday. At Marbury’s. Drinks at four. You should bring Carrie Ann,” said Lewis.

      The mention of his wife only intensified Bobby’s revulsion with the whole idea. The thought of Carrie Ann seated at the same table as this creep, after what had happened at the office’s Summer Jubilee at Cranston Park the previous year, made Bobby’s ears turn red. Mostly from anger, but was there something else there, too? Maybe, but his anger melted into self-loathing whenever he tried to acknowledge it. He could feel the heat spreading down into his cheeks.

      Lewis just sat there, his face alight with expectation, waiting for Bobby to jump all over this, as if he were really doing Bobby some kind of favor.

      Did Bobby feel guilty about the way he had gotten the Landon account? Maybe a little, at one time. But time marched on, and the business world waited for no one. Not even for someone with a bum knee. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t worked his ass off, handling his own day to day plus the exploding Landon orders while Lewis was laid up. There had been lots of twelve-hour days back then, even a few sixteen-hour days. And if Martin and the guys upstairs had recognized the hard work he put in, and if that had also led to a promotion, how was that Bobby’s fault?

      He swallowed and leaned forward on his elbows. He glanced at his monitor again—four fifty-one. He didn’t have time for an argument, for any followup discussion. He had to let Lewis down easy, get him to tell Hank Bermann—the major—that they’d have to reschedule.

      “Lewis, I’m afraid I’m going out of town this weekend. I can’t do it.”

      “Cancel. C’mon, Bobby, this is a big deal.” Lewis was still grinning, but Bobby was pretty sure he saw a vein stand up and begin to jitter over his temple on one side.

      “No can do, Lewis. I couldn’t do that to Carrie Ann.”

      Lines appeared in Lewis’s forehead. He lifted his head from the edge of the chair and sat back. His smile was starting to look forced, a salesman’s plastered-on grin. “Okay. Well, we can’t let the pretty lady down now, can we?”

      We. What the hell was with the we? By what law of transference did Lewis have anything to do with pleasing or failing to please Carrie Ann? And then there was the tone in which Lewis had said it. Can’t let the pretty lady down now, can we? The same way a kindergarten teacher would say We don’t go in the girls’ bathroom, now do we, Bobby? It was so … patronizing. Not at all the way a senior sales rep should talk to an executive account manager; even if Bobby wasn’t technically Lewis’s boss, he was still his superior. Hierarchies existed for a reason.

      “No, I don’t want to let her down,” said Bobby, with emphasis on the singular pronoun. He had already slipped his forms into a folder, added that folder to the top of a stack, and now he picked up the whole stack and moved them to his desk drawer where he kept them locked. He had already entered the Kohlman order into the computer. It would be filled. He could catch up the paperwork next week. He stood and picked up his satchel, tucked his cell phone into his pocket, and looked across his desk at Lewis. “Tell the major we’ll have to reschedule.”

      “What day next week is good?” said Lewis.

      Bobby didn’t want to commit to a day. Frankly, he hoped to head this whole thing off and obviate the need for any dinner involving himself seated around a table with Lewis Mayhorn. On the other hand, if Lewis took it upon himself to move the date into next week Bobby might be faced with a situation in which he’d have to cancel a second time on his biggest client. “I … I can’t say for sure, Lewis. I have to be in Memphis some next week.” True. “I’m just not sure what days.” Not true. He didn’t have to go until Thursday, and would be back by mid afternoon on Friday. “Just tell him you’ll be in touch. Now guys, I’ve really got to go. Carrie Ann’ll be waiting.” He came around the desk and stepped toward Shawn, hoping that would be the end of it for now.

      Behind him, Lewis said, “So, where you two going anyway?”

      Bobby stopped, looking directly at Shawn. The two men locked eyes as Lewis spoke, and Bobby tried to send Shawn a signal. He mouthed no and gave a little shake of his head, trying to be subtle about it.

      “Going camping,” said Shawn, who only then seemed to notice Bobby’s weird gesturing. “What?” Damn kid had a lot to learn.

      “No shit?” said Lewis.

      Bobby heard Lewis rise out of the chair behind him. He mouthed fuck at Shawn, who suddenly looked a little uneasy, like a guy being introduced to the boss’s obese wife immediately after telling a fat joke. Shawn turned on his heels and made himself scarce, leaving Bobby alone with Lewis.

      “No shit, Lewis. Now I’ve really got to—”

      “So you got an RV now?” Lewis still had that smile on his face, with a little extra curl at one side of his mouth. Bobby couldn’t help but pick up the subtext: So you stole my client out from under me, parlayed that into a promotion, and made fat stacks, so much that you can afford an RV. And now, instead of helping me to earn back just a little piece of the client that should be mine anyway, you’re choosing to go camping with your hot little wife. Probably fuck her all weekend, too. Great guy, Ambaugh. A real piece of fuckin’ work.

      “No, Lewis. We don’t have an RV. We bought a tent, sleeping bags. That kind of camping.”

      “Uh-huh,” said Lewis, his shoulders rising with a little chuckle.

      Just walk away, Bobby. Let it go.

      “What is it?” he said.

      Lewis looked away, mouth open, eyebrows tented, and took a deep breath. When he exhaled, another chuckle came out with his breath. “Nothing … it’s just … Tent camping, huh? I don’t know. I guess I’d have thought Carrie Ann might prefer a nice cabin. You know, bottle of champagne waiting when you get there. That kinda thing. Or hell, a nice hotel. You guys ever been to Gatlinburg?”

      The association of his wife and a hotel room coming out of Lewis’s mouth was where Bobby had to draw the line. The thought filled him with a kind of dreadful disgust. It was definitely after five now. Had to be. And now he had to take a leak.

      A little spark of devilry overcame him. He stepped toward Lewis and put his free hand on the man’s shoulder. “Look, Lewis, what can I say? Carrie Ann likes to camp. And I like to give her what she wants. Listen, great work on the Bermann account. We really appreciate it. What’s good for the company is good for us all, right? We’ll talk Monday.” He patted Lewis’s shoulder a couple times, nice and firm (the guy was solid, didn’t even budge), hoped he sounded as condescending as he felt, and walked away.

      He heard Lewis call from behind him: “Right. Okay. So where you going camping?”

      “River,” said Bobby, without turning or stopping.

      “Oh yeah? Cumberland?”

      “Yep.”

      He went the long way around the office so he could make his exit without passing Janice. Didn’t want her trying to give him any last-minute messages. He could still hear Lewis shouting after him: “There he goes, folks. Grizzly Adams, man of the woods. Grizzly fuckin’ Ambaugh …”

      He’d gotten to him, gotten under his skin. Good.

      He strode around the perimeter, ducking behind partitions and picking up his step a little as he passed anyone with a chatty tendency. He nodded to Kevin at the south corner by the window and told him to have a good weekend, slapped Kim a high-five as he passed her desk (she’d just closed her biggest sale yet), and turned for the exit. It beckoned up ahead on the left.

      At the double doors that led from the sales floor to the hallway and the elevators, he stopped and looked down the main aisle. He could see Shawn back at his desk, up the middle in one of the small cubicles where they put the newer people. Standing in front of Shawn, leaning on his desk with both hands, was Lewis. The two were engaged in some kind of conversation, though it looked like Lewis was doing most of the talking. Shawn was nodding, probably wishing the guy would buzz off.

      Oh well. He was Shawn’s problem now. Served him right for blurting out Bobby’s weekend plans.

      He took the elevator down one floor, went into the restroom, and left his satchel on the counter at the end of three sinks while he took a leak. As he emptied his bladder, he congratulated himself on how he’d handled Lewis. He’d shown real managerial skill, he thought. He’d praised Lewis’s work, had let him know that we appreciated it (implying that upper management, a group that now included Bobby but not Lewis, wouldn’t overlook his efforts), and told him they’d follow up next week. Most important of all, he’d hinted that Lewis might not be helping him handle the Landon account if Landon did indeed buy out Bermann. And he’d put a positive spin on that with the whole good for us all bromide, reminding Lewis they were all on the same team.

      He smiled in the mirror as he washed his hands. The boys upstairs were right to bump him up. He really was management material, and he’d shown it today. He felt even better when he considered that Lewis would probably stew over it all weekend long.

      Good. Asshole.

      He dried his hands, grabbed his satchel, and tossed the wad of wet paper towels into the wastebasket by the door. Left the restroom brimming with confidence and headed across the lot toward his Honda. It was going to be a great weekend. Just him, Carrie Ann, the stars, the smells of the woods and the sounds of the river. They’d make love. They’d make s’mores. They’d roast weenies. They’d—

      “There you are.” Bobby looked up to see Lewis leaning against his CR-V. “Didn’t think I’d catch you. Thought you were in some big hurry.” His arms were crossed and his ass was right up against the driver’s door.

      Shit. I was so close, he thought. “Lewis, I had to—”

      “What was that bullshit about in there? ‘What’s good for the company is good for all.’ Why’d you say that?” Bobby took his keys out, but Lewis didn’t budge.

      “It isn’t bullshit, Lewis. Everyone benefits when—”

      “You have no intention at all of splitting Landon with me, do you?”

      Bobby, who just moments ago had been patting himself on the back for his fluidity with managerial lingo, now found himself at a loss for words. What could he say? Lewis was, after all, right.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “We’ll have to look at the numbers after the merger. I mean, if there even is a merger.”

      “There will be,” said Lewis. He regarded Bobby for a moment. “You know, this could be … should be … my way back into Landon. We’re still friends, you know, Jerry and me.”

      Bobby doubted whether Jerry Landon considered himself and Lewis to be quite as chummy as Lewis would like to believe. A hustling hulk was how Landon had referred to Lewis once, shortly after Bobby had taken over the account—when Lewis wasn’t around, of course.

      Bobby just wanted to go home, just wanted to see Carrie Ann and get on the road. “Lewis, what happened with the Landon account wasn’t my doing. I don’t know that Martin will want two people on it. More likely, if Landon grows as much as you’re thinking after merging with Bermann, I’ll offload a few of my other accounts. I’m sure you’ll be consid—”

      “I don’t want the fucking crumbs.” Lewis came away from the car. Bobby instinctively took a step back, hating himself for it. Lewis had a few inches on him and was using every one of them. He glowered at Bobby.

      “All I can tell you right now, Lewis, is that we’ll talk next week.”

      “Why did you tell me you were going to the Cumberland?”

      “What?”

      “Your trip. You said you were going to the river. I said ‘Cumberland,’ and you said ‘yeah.’ Winston said you told him you were going to the Coosawatee.”

      “I … I don’t know, Lewis. I guess I wasn’t really listening. I’m just trying to get home.” He raised his keys again, pointing the Honda key at the vehicle on the other side of Lewis. The tip of the key hovered an inch from the man’s flat belly. Please fucking move.

      Lewis looked away then, back toward the office. He sighed and closed his eyes, like he was trying to get himself under control. He turned toward the street, watched a few cars pass on Sherwood, then turned back to Bobby and smiled. “All right,” he said. “Next week. I’m gonna hold you to it.” Much to Bobby’s relief, he stepped aside.

      Bobby pressed a button on his fob and the driver’s door unlocked. “You have a good weekend, Lewis,” he said, opening the door and tossing his satchel inside.

      “You know,” said Lewis, “I grew up outside Happy Valley. My dad’s family is from there.”

      “No kidding. He still live up there?”

      “Naw, man. He died in oh-seven. Cancer.”

      “I’m sorry, Lewis. I didn’t know.”

      “I’ve just got a cousin up there now. My aunt Tabby’s son. Tabby’s been dead … shit, I don’t know. Ten years? More, I think. Fuckin’ weird lady, really. But yeah, I’ve spent lots of time up there. Fishing’s good, or was when I was a kid, anyway. You fish?”

      “Not really.” Bobby was behind the wheel, slipping the key into the ignition. Is this guy ever going to shut up?

      “That’s too bad. Guess you and Carrie Ann’ll have other things to do.” Lewis actually grinned and punched Bobby on the shoulder. Bobby turned away and pretended to be interested in something in the passenger seat so Lewis wouldn’t see the revulsion on his face. “But you should’ve told me you were going up there. My cousin still runs the outfitters up there.”

      Bobby rolled down his window. Lewis stepped back and let him close the door. “Outfitters?”

      “Yeah. It’s on the access road up to the river there. You’ll see it. Only place to buy beer for miles. Camping stuff, bait and tackle. Used to rent kayaks and shit. Hey, you tell ’em you know me, he’ll probably set you up. Whatever you need.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” Bobby wasn’t really listening. In his head, he was already in the mountains. But as he started the car, the next thing Lewis said, obscured by the cranking of the engine, brought him back. “Wait, what did you say?”

      Lewis bent down, put his hands on the window ledge, and looked Bobby in the eye. “Yeah, if you see one, just stand still and growl back. If you can roar louder than it does, it’ll leave you alone. You give Carrie Ann a kiss for me now.” Lewis turned to go back inside.

      “Lewis, are you talking about bears?”

      Lewis turned but continued walking away backwards. “That’s what my dad always said. But I wouldn’t worry. You know what I watch out for?”

      “What?”

      “Weasels.”
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      Bobby let Carrie Ann be in charge of the music for the drive up. Here was one area where their tastes couldn’t be more different, but for his wife he would tolerate the R&B station on Sirius. Besides, it was the kind of music that was easy for him to tune out, like the piped-in background of a department store.

      They took the I-40 east as far as Knoxville, then headed south on state road 33 through Maryville. Traffic was light, and by eight PM they were on the 336 passing a sign that said SIXMILE 6 MI, which Carrie Ann thought was a little funny. Sixmile was the last outpost before eastbound travelers wandered into the Tennessee wilderness, where places with names like Happy Valley and Chilhowee weren’t much more than two churches and a post office. Places where it was easier to pull food out of the river or the woods, or grow it in the side lot, than to drive to the nearest grocer. That was fine by Bobby. He’d packed enough sandwich fixings, canned goods, and bottled water and soda to get them through the weekend.

      Carrie Ann shut off the music in the middle of a Babyface tune. In its absence, the sound of the Outback’s tires on the two-lane seemed very loud.

      “Okay, what is it?” she said.

      “What is what?”

      “You haven’t said ten words since we left Nashville. And you were late getting home. So what is it?”

      “Nothing. You know, that fucking guy called me a weasel. He actually called me a goddamn weasel.”

      “Okay. What fucking guy are we talking about?”

      “Lewis fucking Mayhorn. Fucking whiny bitch-ass cocksucker—”

      “Ooh, I like him already,” said Carrie Ann. If she was trying to get him to smile, it worked. Bobby laughed a little as his tirade petered out. “Seriously, baby, why do you let Lewis get to you?”

      “I don’t. Ordinarily, I don’t. He just can’t let go of the Landon thing. He was really laying it on thick today, right as I was trying to leave. Trying to sell me on splitting the account.”

      “Normal behavior for his type, babe,” said Carrie Ann. “You have something he wants.”

      His type? What did she mean by that? Carrie Ann knew Lewis well enough—too well for Bobby’s liking. She’d even seen parts of the man Bobby would prefer she hadn’t. Is that what she meant by type? Is that how she knew his type? And what type, precisely? Overbearing type? Confident type? Persistent salesman type? Or just plain old big-dick type? He wanted to ask but knew Carrie Ann would just turn it around on him, tease him and probe for soft spots. Next thing he knew she’d make it part of their sex play. She might even bring it up tonight, and Bobby wanted to go all weekend without thinking of Lewis Mayhorn.

      He just had to close this loop first.

      “What do you mean, when you say ‘something he wants’?”

      She smiled at him, using one side of her mouth more than the other. “Well, that account you stole from him. What did you—”

      “Hey, hey, I didn’t steal it, Carrie Ann.” Bobby leaned into the steering wheel, gripping it with both hands. “Don’t say that. I absolutely did not steal it. Why would you say that?”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” she said, raising her voice above his. She had her palms out to him, gesturing to keep the peace, acknowledging her mistake. “I meant from his perspective. From Lewis’s point of view, you stole it, is what I meant. Jesus, Bobby.”

      He regretted yelling. Maybe he’d been a little quick to react. Even though she’d mentioned the Landon account, and done it in the way she had, it made him feel better. For a minute there Bobby thought she’d meant herself, that she—Carrie Ann—was the something he wants. It was the kind of thing she would say, if only to get a rise out of him. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t mind. Ordinarily, a rise was precisely the thing bound to happen. That was the goal. Now that they were getting away, temporarily leaving their highly structured lives behind, it was playtime, and he knew she’d be in full-on role-playing mode tonight. While he looked forward to it, he didn’t want Lewis Mayhorn popping up as a character in any of her little fantasies. That was out of bounds. He hoped that was clear enough now without him having to spell it out.

      He reached into the console for his phone and looked at the screen. Two bars. He decided to make the call now, in case they had no signal later. He flipped through his contacts until he found the number he was looking for and pressed the little green icon to dial.

      “Hey, eyes on the road. Who are you calling?” said Carrie Ann.

      “I’m good. I’m good,” he said. It was a two-lane straightaway, a barren farm on one side, endless grass waving on the other. The town of Sixmile hovered on the horizon, and there were no other cars ahead or behind him. It wasn’t like an eighteen-wheeler was going to come out of nowhere and snuff them out.

      He got voicemail. Good enough. He put on his customer service voice.

      “Hey there, Jerry. It’s Bobby Ambaugh. Listen, it’s a little after eight on Friday, and I’m going to be incommunicado for the weekend. Just wanted you to know I was talking with a colleague about you and Hank Bermann, and I think that’s great. It’ll be a real coup for you guys. Hope it works out. In the meantime, can you do me a favor? If you or Hank hear from anyone else on my team, can you keep any meetings off your calendar until you and I have a chance to talk privately? I just want any transition to be smooth, want to make sure your interests get put first. And there’s a certain guy on my side, you probably know who I mean, who might be looking out for himself. I know we don’t want that. Okay, have a great weekend.”

      He hung up. There. That ought to do it. He knew Jerry Landon trusted him. Now he wouldn’t have to worry about coming back on Monday to find out he had a lunch or a dinner in the middle of the week that involved Lewis.

      “That was kind of mean,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Some people just ask for it,” he said.
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      They passed a Shell station on the far side of Sixmile. Bobby thought about stopping, but Carrie Ann said she didn’t have to pee and the Outback still had about an eighth of a tank. It would be well after nine before they got to the river now, and he wanted to get set up. The foothills of the Smokies were just ahead.

      He kept going.

      On the far side of Sixmile, the terrain abruptly changed. Hills soon surrounded them on both sides, and Bobby eased off the gas pedal. The road started to cut through rock, and he weaved the car carefully through a series of hairpin curves. The trees—pine, oak, birch, maple, smooth alders, others he didn’t know—got taller. They went over a truss bridge, its beams orange with rust, and on the far side the trees receded and they were treated briefly to a spectacular view of a crescent moon. It was faint, in the last light of the day, and close to the earth. Carrie Ann commented on how beautiful it was, said that it looked like a sliver of candy sitting on top of a mountain. Just wait until she sees the river, he thought.

      They passed an old gabled barn Bobby remembered from earlier trips with his father. He pointed it out to Carrie Ann, amazed that it was still standing and happy to see something familiar. It gave him that feeling travelers get, upon returning to a place after a long absence, of having never left.

      Minutes later they passed a white clapboard church that looked like it had been painted recently. It had a stone porch in the front and a gigantic pill of a propane tank along one side. The sign by the road read HAPPY VALLEY BAPTIST CHURCH.

      “So, this is Happy Valley,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Oh, this is just the arts district,” said Bobby. “Wait until you see downtown. I think they just opened a second Starbucks.” They laughed.

      “Is it near the mall? I could stop at Victoria’s Secret.” That got Bobby laughing so hard his eyes started to water. He looked down and wiped them, one at a time, with a thumb.

      When he looked back up there was a man in the middle of the road.

      “Bobby, shit, look out—”

      He was already slamming on the center pedal. The antilock brakes went into action and the Outback came to a stop a good fifteen feet from the man in the road. They both flopped back against their seats and looked at each other. That was close. They turned together and looked at the man in their headlights.

      He wore dark baggy jeans that looked, oddly, almost new, and a plain white undershirt with straps over the shoulders. He was thin, but the definition in his bare arms gave him a healthy appearance. In spite of the heat he wore a heavy cap with ear flaps. The bill was pulled low, making it hard to tell how old he might be. He stood still in the middle of the road between the handles of a single-axle wheelbarrow he was pulling behind him, and didn’t look like a man who’d almost been run down by a couple of city folk. Didn’t look afraid at all. Looked, in fact, like he’d be up for a game of chicken if Bobby would like to try that again.

      “Sorry,” said Carrie Ann, forming the word slowly with her lips and shrugging her shoulders at the man.

      The man with the wheelbarrow stood there a moment longer, staring at them, then moved his mouth. They couldn’t hear him, but Bobby had a pretty good idea what he said. And it was absolutely nothing like That’s okay, no harm done, you folks have a nice night …

      They watched in silence as the man pulled his load the rest of the way across the road, taking his sweet time.

      “What do you think he’s got in that wheelbarrow?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Who knows. Probably dragging supplies up to his moonshine still.”

      They waited until the strange man vanished from their high beams, then Bobby eased the car slowly up the road.

      “What was with that guy?” said Carrie Ann, shaking her head. “What is he, like the town’s only resident?”

      “I think we just met the minister of the Happy Valley Baptist Church,” said Bobby. Neither of them laughed. They were still reeling from how close they’d just come to having their weekend plans tragically ruined. Bobby’s heart was thumping in his chest, but he kept them going, a little slower than before.

      The road started winding back and forth, a little more incline with each turn as they began to ascend the mountain. Bobby took the curves extra slow, his sense of adventure tempered by their near miss. At one such curve, as the road bent sharply to the right and Bobby hugged the inside, a pickup came barreling around in the opposite direction. Bobby jerked the wheel to the right and brought the car to a stop with its nose very near to the rocky sidewall. He heard Carrie Ann catch her breath and instinctively extended his arm across her chest to restrain her.

      It was an old truck. A sixties model, Bobby guessed. Maybe older. The kind of vehicle that might have been a classic if it had been cared for. This one had wide patches of coppery rust over its panels, dents along the side, and a crack along the top of the windshield. Neither of its two occupants—both men, both bearded—gave them so much as a glance as the truck careened around the bend on its balding tires. After it passed, Bobby looked in his rearview. The truck’s tailgate was missing, and there was someone in the bed. Looked like a kid, maybe in his teens, sitting with his back up against the cab. Dressed in blue denim, with long, stringy blond hair sticking out from under a ball cap, he had a rifle slung across his chest, his arms wrapped around it like a lover. The kid’s face was completely without expression, though he seemed to Bobby to be looking directly at him in the rearview, watching as his ride took him farther away. The truck hit a bump, the kid’s head wobbled a bit, and then he was gone.

      “Friends of yours?” said Carrie Ann, turning around to look with Bobby.

      “Yeah. Bo and Luke.”

      “What happened to the General Lee?”

      “I’m sure it’s in the shop.”

      Bobby pulled back onto the narrow road, now going even slower around every curve. They didn’t pass any other cars or see any other people, but they soon came upon a sign hanging from a post on the left. The paint was peeling and the lettering faded, but they were able to read CAPTAIN BARBER’S FISH HOUSE AHEAD RIGHT PARKING AC. Along the top was a faint rendering of a fin-backed fish with a long snout, the kind of seafood that one stood zero chance of pulling out of a Tennessee river.

      “Hey, I remember that place,” said Bobby, his eyes lighting up. “We used to eat there when we’d come up here. They had these great hush puppies.”

      “Sounds good,” said Carrie Ann. “Maybe we can stop for dinner on our way back out.”

      “Oh man … man, I’d love that,” said Bobby, lost in reminiscence.

      A few minutes later the land leveled off and they came to a gravel lot on the right. A barren signpost grew out of a patch of broken asphalt by the road, loose chains dangling brown where a sign once hung.

      Bobby turned in and brought the car to a stop, shining his lights into the lot. At the back of the lot sat a familiar building covered in chipped blue siding. A lonely porch ran along the front. The place didn’t look too bad, but the gravel lot was crawling with weeds and wild grass. No one had parked here in a long time. No one had eaten hush puppies or grilled trout in a long time, either. The only bright spot on the scene was a sign along the double doors at the center of the porch. Bobby couldn’t read it, but he didn’t have to. The place was for sale.

      “Well … guess Captain Barber got out of the restaurant biz,” said Bobby.

      “Hope he’s still got wind in his sails, wherever he is,” said Carrie Ann. She smiled, said, “You know, something tells me there never was a captain by that name here.”

      “No shit, Sherlock,” said Bobby. He couldn’t help feeling a sense of disappointment, a kind of letdown. He did remember an old man walking around from table to table, wearing a blue jacket and a white sailor’s cap. Or did he? Had his imagination just now come up with that image? He couldn’t be sure.

      He looked at his phone. It was a quarter to nine. The access road to the river couldn’t be much further.

      They passed a paved road branching off to the right, the low branches of a massive oak forming a canopy above. It, too, looked familiar, but Bobby didn’t think it was right since the access road he remembered was gravel. He was sure of that.

      He kept going.

      The road ran straight for another mile or more, then curved around a rocky outcropping to the left. They put their windows down to listen for other cars, to make sure no one was approaching on the far side. On another straightaway, they passed at least a half dozen gravel roads on both sides. Bobby was sure the access road he was looking for was on the right, but none looked at all familiar. He tried one, but they quickly came to a small house hidden in the woods. The lights were on, and a plume of smoke rose from a chimney in the back. He turned around and went back to the main road.

      “Bobby …” said Carrie Ann.

      “We’ll find it. Just hang on.” He put his hands over his face and blew through his fingers in frustration. “You know what, I bet we passed it,” he said. Pulling out of the rocky drive, he turned left.

      They drove back along the territory they’d already covered. Bobby was surprised how long it took. How far had they come? A spot of orange on the dash caught his eye—the low-fuel indicator had come on. All these hills, and all the braking and accelerating they necessitated, had used up a lot of gas. Bobby was accustomed to interstate driving.

      It was Carrie Ann who spotted the sign. “River,” she shouted, pointing through the windshield. There it was—standard state-issue green signage with white lettering and an arrow pointing to the left.

      They slowed and Bobby looked to the road indicated by the sign. It was the paved road they had passed on the way up, the one next to the big oak tree which, now that he thought about it, did look awfully familiar.

      “What can I say? I guess they paved the road at some point,” he said. It was hot, dark, and his face and neck felt flushed with heat. He was supposed to be the guide, the guy who knew the land, knew his way around, had a man’s natural sense of direction. It wasn’t turning out quite that way—All it had taken was a little paving job to throw him off. “You couldn’t have spotted that sign when we were coming up the other way?” he said.

      “I didn’t see one. Did you?”

      Bobby caught the sharpness in her tone and realized he’d snapped at her. He hadn’t meant to, but he clearly wasn’t the only one getting frazzled driving blindly down these backcountry roads. “Hey. Sorry,” he said. He reached out and touched her cheek.

      Carrie Ann took his hand and kissed it, softly brushing her lips against his knuckles. “Maybe you can play me some guitar after we get set up,” she said. “It always gets me in the mood.”

      “You pack it?”

      “Yeah, it’s back there.”

      “Sounds great, baby. Whatever you want.”

      He smiled and turned left.
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      Carrie Ann had also noticed the low-fuel light on the dash.

      “Probably enough to get us back to that Shell station on Sunday,” said Bobby. “It’ll all be downhill on the way back.” He didn’t say it with his usual confidence, which Carrie Ann also seemed to notice. She was chewing her lip in that way she did when she was nervous.

      Bobby was a little nervous about it, too. The going was steep, and they were still burning gas.

      There were lights up ahead, bright orange, sodium, visible through the trees. “Hey, you think that’s the Starbucks up there?” said Carrie Ann.

      “No, that’s the general store,” said Bobby. “Little bit of everything you might need there. But they don’t have gas pumps.”

      When the store came into view, the first thing Bobby noticed was the sign—a big green and white BP logo mounted above a covered plaza with two sparkling pumps. It was the most updated version of the logo, the same one he saw all over Nashville. “I can’t believe it,” he said.

      “Progress, huh?”

      “Guess so.”

      “You think they have a bathroom?”

      “Odds are.”

      He pulled in next to one of the two pumps. Fully digital, with credit card readers, they looked like they could’ve been installed last week. They looked so out of place here, out in front of this old store which, despite a relatively fresh coat of paint, looked much as Bobby remembered it. The old pitched roof gave way to a second story with three windows and a covered porch with a railing. A light burned up there, and he could see an old rocking chair and a fly trap that gave off an occasional spark.

      They hopped out, both of them stretching their legs. Carrie Ann arched her back, sticking her breasts out and rolling her neck. Bobby looked to the storefront, pretty sure he saw movement in there. Probably the old guy who ran the place, someone not used to seeing a curvy lady in stretch pants and a North Face jacket out by the pumps on a Friday night. There were no other cars in the front lot, which made Bobby wonder who these gas pumps had been installed to serve. How much traffic could there possibly be on this little road? Who had done the cost analysis on this outfit?

      Bobby swiped his Visa in the pump, stuck the hose into the Subaru, and got the gas flowing. Carrie Ann came around to his side of the vehicle, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “It’s ten o’clock, Bobby. What if they’ve closed?”

      “Is there something that makes you think this isn’t a twenty-four-hour establishment?” he said, leaning on the car.

      “Seriously, this girl’s got to go.” She pressed her knees together and squirmed a little, exaggerating her point.

      “You might want to get used to squatting in the woods over the next day or two,” he said.

      The color drained from Carrie Ann’s face, and her mouth hung open. This was apparently something she’d not thought of. “Bobby, did you—?”

      “Yes, I brought toilet paper. Also a whole canister of Sani-Wipes in case … you know, in case.” He was back. Man in charge. Provider. He Who Thought of Everything. Even if he didn’t know his way around. Carrie Ann had put their bags into the car, but he had packed most of those bags himself Thursday night after they’d gone shopping for supplies, making sure they had everything they needed.

      She looked toward the store as if she were afraid to approach it.

      “Just go on. Knock if you have to.” He wriggled his eyebrows suggestively. “Hey, I thought you wanted to meet some real mountain men. Could be your chance.” That earned a smile, and she leaned up and kissed him, keeping her hands in her jacket pockets.

      “Okay, but … shit, what if I have to sneak off into the woods or something?”

      “They’ll let you in, Carrie Ann. I think they actually live—” He stopped, pointing up to the second story of the building. Carrie Ann turned to see what had gotten his attention, gasping when she saw.

      There on the upstairs porch, sitting with his legs hanging over the edge and his chin on the single rail, was a young boy. Couldn’t have been more than ten or eleven. He was barefoot, dressed in overalls, with dirty blond hair covering his ears unevenly. He had thin lips, and a generous spray of freckles covered his nose and both cheeks, visible in the lights shining down from the sodium lamps near the road.

      He had a banjo.

      The instrument was across his lap. When he saw them looking up at him, he plucked a single note. The tinny string rang out clear in the night, bouncing between the trees on both sides of the lot.

      “Hey there,” shouted Bobby.

      The kid plucked his instrument again. Two notes this time, fingering with his left hand. Bing BING.

      Bobby and Carrie Ann looked at each other.

      “Baby, get my guitar out of the back,” said Bobby, keeping his eyes on the boy.

      “No way, Bobby. This is not happening.” She shook her head with disbelief.

      He looked at her, took her by the shoulders with both hands. “It is happening. It’s like … it’s like I’ve waited my whole life for this.”

      She grinned and looked off into the woods, but the delight she saw on her husband’s face got her moving toward the trunk. She popped the hatch as Bobby continued watching the the boy, who was now plucking three and four strings, banging out a simple little tune. She came back around a moment later, carrying Bobby’s nylon-stringed Gibson acoustic by the neck.

      Bobby took the guitar and threw the strap over his neck. He took a few steps toward the boy, looking up at him, grinning like a kid himself. “You know any tunes?” shouted Bobby. He warmed up a little, strumming an easy three-chord pattern.

      The boy on the porch looked down and responded with the sincerest form of flattery, echoing the same three chords on his rustic instrument. Bobby picked out a little tune he’d learned as a kid, a mountain ditty you could dance to, if you played it fast enough. Ten notes, first rising up, then bouncing back and forth in a descending pattern … doo Doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doooooo. He let the last note ring out.

      The boy played it back to him perfectly. Didn’t miss a note. It was more than he could have hoped for, and Bobby’s heart soared. The tune brought back so many memories. It was one his father had taught him right here in these woods, on a camping trip. He played it again.

      The boy played it back to him again, turning the last note into a full strum.

      “Hah,” shouted Bobby. “You know it!”

      Carrie Ann watched from the car. She laughed, pulled out her cell phone, and started recording as the gas kept pumping behind her.

      Bobby plucked out the tune again, a little faster. At the end he transitioned over to another tune, one that sounded very much like Yankee Doodle.

      And the boy, still looking down at the strange man with the guitar and his pretty wife, his face still as blank as the boy’s they had seen earlier in the back of a pickup, played the entire thing back to Bobby, note for note.

      Bobby stomped his foot to keep time and strummed out the harmonies, plucking out the bass notes with his thumb, sure that the boy would pick it up and play the melody line. After he’d repeated the pattern a few times, hearing nothing, he looked up.

      The boy was gone.

      Bobby stopped playing and went still. He turned back to Carrie Ann, who was still holding her phone and recording. She just shrugged.

      “Well, where did he—?”

      Then he was back, carrying a black box that made his shoulder slump with its weight. He set it down at the edge of the porch so that it faced out toward Bobby. The box had a few dials across the top, a screen of silver mesh in the front, and came up above the boy’s knees.

      An amplifier? thought Bobby. Okay …

      After setting down the amp, the kid disappeared again. When he returned he had a glossy red electric guitar over his shoulder. The thing shined like it was brand new. The boy held up a black cable and plugged one end of it into the guitar. He reached down to the amplifier at his feet, flipped a switch, and took the other end of cable and plugged it into the amp. There was a brief squelch as the connection was made, loud enough to make Bobby wince down on the ground.

      The boy stood up and looked down at Bobby.

      There passed a quiet moment in which Bobby considered where he was and what was happening. It seemed surreal. He just wanted to play with the kid, just like in that movie.

      “Okay, so are we gonna—?”

      The boy’s hands came alive, and the night was filled with the piercing sounds of the electric guitar. Bobby watched, awestruck, as the kid’s fingers worked the fretboard in a blur. He played sizzling scales all the way up the neck, one note after another, smooth, perfect. His two hands worked in concert, picking and fingering, blasting Bobby’s ears with incredible music. He watched as the kid worked his way high up the neck, lifting the guitar until the headstock with the tuning pegs was nearly straight up in the air. He played a pattern of high notes, over and over, faster and faster, until the notes seemed to almost melt into each other.

      “Jesus,” screamed Bobby. “Unreal.” He turned back to Carrie Ann, who stared bug-eyed at what she was recording.

      The kid brought his scales to a finish, then began chopping out a rhythm of power chords up and down the neck, strumming with his fingers and then stopping the sound with the side of his hand. It was incredible, like nothing Bobby had ever heard. He began clapping along with the rhythm to show the kid his enthusiasm.

      The kid’s hands flew up and down the neck, switching modes and fingerings with preternatural ease, stretching his fingers across the frets, playing his rhythm faster and faster. Every few beats his hand would fly up high on the neck and he would produce a riff or fill in between chords. When he had the tempo up about as fast as Bobby thought possible, he broke into a series of searing arpeggios. Up and down the fretboard he went, across three, four, five octaves. He played them in major, then in minor, still never missing a note.

      Bobby thought he might actually cry. Where had this kid learned to play like this? Was it natural talent? Why couldn’t he have been born with something like it?

      Finally, the kid brought his right hand over onto the fretboard near his left hand and began to play a rousing anthem-like tune in finger-tapping technique, ala Eddie Van Halen. The notes were so far apart in range, yet came right on top of each other. It was amazing. It was beautiful. It was … musical.

      The kid brought his finger-tapping exhibition to an end with a series of chords, eventually narrowing down to just two chords which he played back and forth a dozen or more times before stopping, letting the last one ring out. It had a grungy sound, all six strings feeding the amplifier, which lit up the cool night with its sweltering, dirty tone.

      Then, after a heartbeat of silence, the boy finished with a slow bluesy flourish, a little walk down, low on the neck of the guitar, a deep sound, just a few notes.

      And he was done.

      Bobby applauded like he’d just watched the Titans win the Super Bowl in overtime. He whooped, put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. “Holy hell, kid, you play a mean axe. That was fantastic,” he yelled. He turned back to Carrie Ann. “Did you get that?”

      She nodded—yes, she’d recorded it all.

      When Bobby turned back, the kid was gone. He’d abandoned his amplifier, taken his guitar, and made a hasty exit. “What the—?” He turned to Carrie Ann. “Where the hell did he go?”

      There was a clunk sound as the gas pump automatically stopped, having filled the Subaru’s tank to capacity.

      “Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. “I have really got to pee.”
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      He watched her scamper over to the old Coosawatee General Store while he hung up the pump handle and reaffixed the Outback’s gas cap. She was so cute in those leggings. They outlined her ass and shapely legs perfectly, ending just above her bare ankles. Her need to relieve herself enhanced her natural tendency to shake that thing, and Bobby enjoyed the view of her as he finished up, watching as she pulled tentatively on the poster-covered glass door as if she were afraid it wouldn’t open. But it did. A wedge of bright light came streaming out. She turned and gave her husband one more smile before hurrying inside.

      Bobby went back to the hatch, where Carrie Ann had left the guitar case lying open on top of their bags. He laid the instrument into the fuzzy, hollowed-out enclosure, snapped it shut, secured the case in the back and closed the hatch.

      Despite the trouble that had come up at work and the little detour that had pushed their arrival back thirty minutes or so, he felt great. It was a beautiful night, and they were finally here. Almost. Just another couple hundred yards up this road and they’d be able to pull off at a point where the river was just a hike away. He hadn’t been up here since he was, what? Twelve? Thirteen? But he was sure he’d find the way once he started walking. His feet would remember.

      Then there was that weird guy with the wheelbarrow, the one they almost ran down back near the Baptist church.

      Fucking city boy cocksucker.

      Bobby was almost sure that’s what the guy had said just before he finally moved out of their way. He would bet money on it. He was no lip reader, but he felt confident in his interpretation. It was almost like the guy had been transmitting it to him. Bobby hadn’t said anything about that to Carrie Ann, and she hadn’t brought it up. He was just glad to see the guy go, glad to have him out of the way, him and his potty mouth and his … whatever the fuck he had in that wheelbarrow. He was thankful he hadn’t hit the man, even if said man didn’t seem at all thankful to have not been hit. That was okay. Bobby was thankful enough for them both.

      He didn’t want to think on it as a bad omen. He didn’t really believe in omens, generally speaking. The world was what you made of it. For instance, why couldn’t it just as easily be a good omen? A close call, and yet—no harm done. All parties walked, or drove, away in one piece. See? A good thing happened. Ergo, more good things were bound to come his way. See how it works?

      “Hey,” he said, turning his head as if speaking to an invisible companion. “What did the inbred mountain man with rotten teeth say when he crossed the road?” He paused, allowing the person who wasn’t there time to say, I don’t know. What? “Fucking city boy cocksucker.”

      It didn’t make him laugh quite like he thought it might.

      Okay, so what if he had no reason to think the guy suffered from a lack of dental hygiene. He had just thrown that in there for good measure. Again, stereotypes. Bobby reproached himself. He had to get out of that mode of thinking. Inbreeding might have been a thing back in the sixties, the fifties, and earlier. Hell, maybe the seventies. Might’ve even been a little of that going around up here when Bobby was a kid. Nowadays, that guy with the wheelbarrow? Probably had a cell phone in his pocket. Probably received SMS reminders about his dental visits.

      He leaned on the car with his arms crossed on the roof, looking at the general store. It was different now. Gas pumps. Big cooler out front filled with bagged ice. Banners hanging on its facade advertising products that hadn’t even existed the last time he’d been here. But he could still see it like it used to be, could still see the skeleton underneath, even if it had grown a new layer of flesh to show the world. He closed his eyes and smelled the air, the scents of pine and the smoke from a dozen nearby fires. For just a moment, he was twelve again, sitting here in the truck listening to Uncle Theo tell him off-color jokes while his dad went into the CGS to see if they had any live bait and maybe a couple of six-packs.

      That’s what he really wanted for this weekend. He wanted to take Carrie Ann on a tour through this particular patch of his youth, show her the places that were such a big part of his memory wheel. Bring her in, make her a part of those memories. Make it something they could share, something they could know together, instead of just being his and his alone, something talked about but not experienced. Wasn’t that important in a marriage? To experience things together? To understand each other’s backgrounds, to know one another’s desires? To help overcome one another’s fears.

      His pulse had risen without his even being aware of it. That sense of lightness was taking over, making him feel like floating as he thought about other things they talked about but never actually experienced.

      Maybe when this weekend was over, when they got back to town, it would be time. Time to see if Carrie Ann’s little fantasy world was just that—a fantasy—or if it had any teeth behind it. Did Carrie Ann get off on just talking about other men, describing what she’d do with them while her husband watched? Or did she get off on talking about it because she actually wanted to do it? There was a difference there. Big one. And crossing that line would be a big step. One from which there’d be no turning back.

      For that matter, did Carrie Ann know that he was serious about it? That he wanted it to be more than a fantasy? More than mere dirty talk? Or did she think he was just an accommodating lover with an open mind? And if that were the case, how would she feel if she knew it was something that he really wanted to see? That he was dying inside to sit back and watch as another man used her as a plaything, ravished her body, made her come? Would that shock her?

      Bobby put a hand between his legs and adjusted himself, looking around to make sure he wasn’t being observed. He felt a little silly for that, considering where he was. Besides, he was shielded by the car.

      No, somehow he didn’t think that would shock her. His cock was getting hard just thinking about it.

      But there was a downside. If those fantasies were things she really wanted to do, just as he wanted to, then what about the other thing? The darker part of her imagination, as he thought of it.

      He scoffed at himself. Darker? As if watching your wife get used by another man, acting as if it’s a humiliation while you secretly got off on it—as if that wasn’t already as dark as things could get.

      Tonight. They’d talk about it tonight. With all their other concerns far away. They’d have mind-blowing sex, and Bobby would come right out with it. Tell her that if this was a thing she wanted to make happen, then he was on board. When they got back to Nashville, they’d look into turning the fantasy—their fantasy, if that’s what it was—into reality. Somewhere in that same conversation, he’d need to slip in a little caveat. Just needed to let her know that he only wanted to watch. That the only aspect of domination that appealed to him was her—her unbridled female sexuality devouring everything in sight. If she wanted him to be humiliated, made to feel small, if that was part of the thrill for her, well that was fine by him. In truth, he probably would feel that way when it came time.

      His stomach quivered just thinking about it. He took a few deep breaths, tried thinking about work. Anything to get his cock under control. There would be plenty of time for these thoughts later. Right now, he just needed to collect his wife and get—

      What the hell was taking her so long, anyway?

      He came out from behind the car, took a few steps toward the building. He couldn’t see inside, went a bit farther, but still couldn’t see anything for all the beer posters. Maybe she decided to get a green tea, or some of those pistachios she liked, the kind that were already shelled. Maybe she went in there and smelled coffee.

      Hell, now that he thought about it, a coffee sounded great. A little reward at the end of a long drive. He stepped up to the door and grabbed its worn metal handle and was finally able to peek through the glass. He saw a rotating rack of greeting cards, beer coolers, displays of snack cakes, the sales counter.

      And he saw his wife.

      Talking to the man at the register.
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      It was like an electric current was running through the handle, sending a charge along his musculature, effectively freezing him in place.

      There was Carrie Ann, at the sales counter. She had one arm on the counter, leaning on it, her chin propped in her other hand. She was bent in such a way that her little button-up shirt (buttoned only halfway up, with a low-cut halter top underneath) rode up and exposed her backside. The shape of her ass was perfectly outlined by her leggings, and the way she was bent over the counter, with her back nearly parallel with the floor, would give anyone coming up behind her a magnificent view of her bottom that left little to the imagination.

      From where he stood outside the door, Bobby couldn’t get a good look at the man she was talking to. He had blond hair; that much he could see. As Bobby stood there trying to get his body moving, trying to get his muscles to push open the door, the man leaned down on the counter, his face coming within a foot of Carrie Ann’s. His flannel sleeves were rolled up above his elbows, his two thick arms planted on the counter. He looked about Bobby’s age, or maybe a little younger, with hair parted in the middle and feathered back on both sides, the kind of hair that would look the same after running a hand through it, which was something Bobby imagined this man did fairly often. It crept over his ears and down the back of his neck, with a little wisp in the front that curled down over his forehead.

      The man smiled at Carrie Ann. Bobby saw his mouth move, and saw his wife laugh. She laughed so hard she threw her head forward and tossed her hair around. What was so funny?

      Was she flirting?

      Bobby swallowed. He could feel his heartbeat in his temples. He couldn’t help but feel turned on, and he shifted his hips a little as his cock thickened in his underwear. At the same time, he felt a sickness rise up in his throat. It wasn’t jealousy, or at least wasn’t a feeling he recognized as jealousy. It was something closer to … fear—jealousy’s ancestor. Fear of something he couldn’t put a name to. It wasn’t about this blond-headed young man who worked in this little country store. Bobby didn’t perceive him as a threat. There was just something in the situation that seemed wrong. Seemed off.

      Carrie Ann brought one leg up off the floor and slid the toe of her boot along the back of one shapely leg. Her ass rocked slowly back and forth, and as he watched her shake her head and speak animatedly it occurred to him what was wrong here.

      She didn’t know he was watching.

      Yes, they had a shared fantasy. One they talked about all the time—for Carrie Ann to have sex with another man. And while it was never completely clear to Bobby that this was anything more than a fantasy to his wife, there were aspects to it that Bobby had taken for granted as points of agreement.

      First, whoever the lucky guy was—and he would be lucky as hell indeed, to get his hands on Carrie Ann—it would be someone of whom they both approved. Naturally, Carrie Ann would have the most discretion here since it was her body being offered up. After all, if she didn’t enjoy the act, the whole thing would be pointless. But Bobby always assumed he’d have veto power as well. Her body was, in a sense, his too.

      Second, Bobby wanted to be present. Not just for the deed itself, but for any and all interactions. The whole point for Bobby was to see it happen, right in front of him. If Carrie Ann was going to fool around with another man, even so much as a kiss, Bobby had to be there. Of course, he was hoping to see a hell of a lot more than a kiss. But whatever happened, Bobby would be in the room.

      It seemed to Bobby that these rules, such that he assumed them to be, were being disregarded. He had watched Carrie Ann flirt with another man before, and they had great sex afterward, talking about it. He knew what it looked like when his wife flirted, and he was seeing it right now. And it wasn’t making him angry, or jealous. It was turning him on, big time, and it was scaring him more than a little.

      Because she was unaware he was standing at the door, barely a dozen feet away, watching her. She was doing this on her own, doing it because she wanted to. Bobby did the emotional math in the time it took him to blink and could only conclude that his wife had desires that went above and beyond scenarios that might be mutually gratifying to the both of them.

      But on some level, hadn’t he already known that? All that stuff about him being used as an outlet for some double-Y-chromosome male, getting his ass stuffed or his mouth fucked. Truth was, it just lit Bobby up inside to hear his wife, his sweet Carrie Ann, talk like that. To know she had such a fervid imagination, that she could think and speak freely (at least to her husband) about things that were way out of bounds to most people. So yeah, it turned Bobby on when Carrie Ann talked about it. Didn’t mean he wanted to do it. All those scenarios existed in the realm of the purely theoretical.

      There was nothing theoretical about what was happening in front of him. Carrie Ann was not buying a Sprite Zero, picking Powerball numbers, or asking for a key to the restroom. And what would she be discussing with this guy? What could she possibly have in common with a convenience store clerk who’d probably lived his entire life up to this point in the mountains of Tennessee? No, there was only one reason she would be talking to him in this way, bent over the counter like that, ass on display behind her.

      Maybe she’d been serious during their tent-shopping expedition, about finding a mountain man, as she’d put it. It made sense. After all, this was not the sort of behavior you wanted your neighbors and coworkers to find out about. It also wasn’t the kind of thing you wanted to come back on you. A hot encounter out here in the wilderness, hours away from home and anyone else they knew, would preclude both of those problems. They didn’t know anyone here, and no one knew them. And there’d be zero chance of someone perhaps expecting a little more than they were willing to give, of someone wanting to come back for a second or third taste of the goods. No, whatever happened here, they could just leave it behind.

      And with that thought, Bobby was able to pinpoint the wellspring of the fear jiggling in his belly like lukewarm gelatin. It wasn’t the original reason he’d wanted to come here, to bring his wife here, but now he couldn’t deny it.

      This place was perfect.

      If Carrie Ann was serious about taking their fantasy to the next step, it had to have occurred to her as well. Bobby hadn’t given a minute’s thought to the possibility that they might meet anyone up here that would fit the bill, and certainly the locals they had run across so far—hell, the one they had almost run over—did not inspire confidence. But lookie here. Carrie Ann Ambaugh had wandered away from him for five minutes, and the first person she’d run into seemed from Bobby’s current vantage point to be a cut above the mountain denizens they’d seen together. At least interesting enough for her to talk to. Hell, to fucking flirt with.

      Carrie Ann, you dirty little bitch.

      And that was his fear: That this exercise in fantasy was about to come out of the R&D stage and move into actual product testing. It was real, not just a design. Not just a blueprint or a notion. And if the shared part of their fantasy was real, what about the part that seemed to belong only to Carrie Ann?

      Clearly, further discussion was needed. Ground rules needed to be laid down. They should do it tonight, preferably while they both still had their clothes on, while they were thinking clearly and not caught up in the heat of fucking. Some things might be off limits. Same for Carrie Ann. She would have her own list, so Bobby should feel no compunction about enumerating his own boundaries.

      A layer of moisture had formed between Bobby’s hand and the handle of the door. He wiped his palm on his jeans, then rubbed his arm across his forehead, then a finger above his upper lip. He wanted to get in there, get a look at this guy, but at the same time didn’t want to pop the warm bubble in which his wife felt free to flirt. How would things change if he entered the picture? Would she play it off, suddenly stand up straight and say something innocuous like Do you have WiFi here? Or would she ignore him, not wanting to let the man behind the counter know that she had a husband? No, that was ridiculous. Even though she wasn’t wearing her ring, surely the attendant had seen them get out of the same car. Even if he hadn’t been looking, these places had security cameras, right? And a little bank of black and white monitors behind the counter? Maybe not in the early 1990s, but this place didn’t have gas pumps back then, either.

      He put his hand back on the door, dying to go inside and dreading it at the same time. What he saw now was akin to a vision. His beautiful, sexy wife making eyes at a handsome stranger. Leaning forward to show him her cleavage. Wagging her ass in the air like she was presenting it for penetration. His cock was fully hard now. He didn’t want this to end. If he pushed on the door, would there be one of those annoying DING-dongs to announce that a customer had entered? And would that DING-dong be enough to terminate the scene playing out in front of him?

      He made up his mind. He had to go in. This had to end sometime. Then, as he was about to push on the door, the vision got even sweeter.

      There was someone else in the store.

      Bobby first caught the movement in his periphery. Somewhere behind Carrie Ann. Stocky. Dark hair. Definitely male. Bobby stepped to the left to get a wider view inside the store.

      There he was, standing directly behind Carrie Ann. Not like another customer waiting in line for service, though. No, he was too far back for that. He was in the aisle that ran perpendicular to the counter. A good eight or ten feet behind his wife, Bobby judged. He couldn’t see much more than the man’s head, sticking up from behind a display of maps and batteries. But that’s all Bobby needed to see to know that the man had his eyes glued to Carrie Ann’s bottom as it slowly see-sawed directly in front of him.

      At the sales counter, the blond man was now leaning fully on his arms as well, so that his eyes were level with Carrie Ann’s. He watched them banter back and forth—blondie would say something, Carrie Ann would laugh, blondie would smile. All this while the other man, the dark-haired man behind Carrie Ann, stood still. What was he waiting on? What was he doing, if not staring at his wife’s ass?

      Then Bobby noticed something else. As Carrie Ann laughed she would occasionally tilt her head toward the counter, looking almost straight down. Bobby saw her do this at least three times, and each time she did, blondie would look straight back behind her. At the other man. Each time this happened, blondie would signal to the other man. He kept it subtle—just a raised eyebrow or a sly grin—but Bobby caught it. He also saw the dark-haired man respond with a smile.

      The two men in the store knew each other. He could tell. Almost a foregone conclusion, anyway, since everyone who lived in the area was likely to know everyone else. But this confirmed it. It was impossible to miss in their style of communicating, just as it was impossible to miss the meaning of the silent messages they sent.

      Hot, huh? Enjoying the view?

      Smoking. Jesus, what an ass. Where’d she come from?

      Or something like that. Something very much like that.

      Bobby’s dick was raging in his jeans. He also felt like his stomach was full of hot liquid. He used a hand to pull at his waistband, allowing his cock to shift into a more comfortable position. He couldn’t believe he was actually standing here watching his wife flirt with a handsome younger man while at the same time a second man was admiring the shape of his wife’s ass. That the two men seemed somehow in cahoots only sharpened the blade of stimulation running through him. Carrie Ann … and two men. It was something he’d never even thought about before.

      Bobby turned to make sure no one else was around. He was aware of at least one car having passed by on the road, but in his current state of acute focus, hell, a long-haul freighter might’ve pulled in at the diesel pump behind him and he wouldn’t have noticed.

      There was no one there.

      He turned back, looked through the door again. Now Carrie Ann was standing, leaning back on the counter, talking to the man who’d been behind her. The man had stepped closer, and Bobby watched him shake his wife’s hand, holding onto it just a little too long, the back of her hand facing up, as if she was waiting on him to kiss it. Meanwhile, blondie behind the counter was talking, and Bobby could tell introductions were being made.

      It all looked so innocent. So everyday. Just an out-of-towner making conversation with a couple of locals at the corner store.

      But to Bobby—and, he suspected, to Carrie Ann as well—it was something more.

      Bobby touched his crotch, massaged his cock through the thick layers of denim and cotton. The stimulation sent sparks up into his abdomen, relieving the unease he felt there. He watched the silent play in front of him, imposing his own dialogue in his mind. Dirty dialogue that progressed from mild innuendo to blatant proposition. As if on cue, his wife’s jaw dropped and her eyebrows flew up behind her hair, the kind of pleasantly shocked expression Bobby imagined she might make if blondie suggested that Carrie Ann suck his cock while my buddy here drills you from behind.

      Bobby could picture it, and it drove him wild. He could feel the stickiness at the head of his erection, thought he might actually shoot a load into his underwear if this didn’t stop.

      Fuck, Carrie Ann. Would you really do it?

      He closed his eyes and took a few breaths, waited for his heart to slow down. Told himself he was being ridiculous. What was happening here was no big deal. The men in the store—Bobby guessed they both worked there—were ogling his wife. No doubt about that. But how was that any different from any other time a small group of men came face to face with an attractive woman? Sure, maybe Carrie Ann was enjoying it, maybe a little more than she ought to. Maybe she was even flirting with one, or hell even both of them. Again, happens all the time, all over the world. But that was a far cry from the kind of thing Bobby was thinking about. He was the one with the dirty mind here. He took his hand away from his crotch and opened his eyes.

      Through the door, he saw his wife and the two men. All three of them were staring at him. No mistake about it, since Carrie Ann was pointing right at him, a big smile on her face.

      Shit. Did those guys just see me standing here playing with my dick through my pants?

      The darker-haired man was now facing him, and blondie was leaning over from behind the counter, his gaze following Carrie Ann’s finger.

      Neither man was smiling now.

      There’s no way they saw that, he thought. Not with all these posters and decals hanging on the glass.

      Then again, he hadn’t thought they’d be able to see him at all. But they saw him now. Carrie Ann was waving her arm, gesturing for him to come inside.

      Which was the only thing he could do.
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        * * *

      

      “Drew, this is my husband Bobby,” said Carrie Ann.

      Drew—the blond behind the counter—took just a second too long to extend his hand. Bobby interpreted the hesitation as Yeah, I know what you were just doing with that hand. He finally reached across the counter, and Bobby offered him his sweaty palm. Drew’s hand enveloped his own in a crushing grip.

      Bobby cleared his throat and offered a meek Hi. He was glad to get his hand back. Now that he was inside and had a good look at the guy, Bobby could appreciate his size. Drew had to be six-three, maybe six-four. Standing, his head was almost completely hidden by the cigarette racks suspended above the counter, which explained why he had to lean to interact with customers.

      “And hon, this is …” Carrie Ann drew out the syllable as she pointed to the dark-haired man, waiting for him to remind her.

      “I’m Ed. Or Eddie,” said the dark-haired man. Bobby turned and was relieved to see the man smiling at him. He hadn’t realized he was standing so close to the man and had to take a step back to allow clearance for a handshake. “Or just Ed,” he said. Bobby gave the man his best salesman’s eye contact, but Ed’s eyes looked down into the space between them and Bobby felt shame bubbling up again—You look like a real nice fella, but do you expect me to shake that hand? Bobby let his gaze drift down and saw that Ed was a lefty. He switched hands, offering Ed his left, but Ed switched at the same time. So Bobby switched back, making a noise that was meant to be a laugh but which came out as kind of a squeak that he regretted. The two men repeated the hand-switching routine a few more times, to everyone’s amusement, until Ed’s dominant left hand wrapped around Bobby’s much weaker one.

      “Nice to meet you, Just Ed,” said Bobby. They all laughed at that—except Drew, though even he smiled—which seemed to lighten the tension. Bobby instantly felt better. He was still the salesman, could still work a room. Now that it was gone, Bobby wondered if the tension had ever been there. Maybe it was all him, his overactive imagination garnished with a little guilt. Whatever the case, all thoughts of the bawdy scenes involving his wife and these two strangers were gone. Likewise, his anxiety over the possibility of having been observed touching himself just outside the door, like the neighborhood pervert peering in a cheerleader’s window, evaporated.

      Bobby didn’t know how to feel about Drew yet, but he liked Ed immediately. Whereas Drew towered above them all, Ed was about Bobby’s height. Bobby might even have a half-inch on him. His hair was coarse, black and neat, though it did come down halfway over his ears. He was stocky without being overweight, like someone who might have been into weightlifting for a while before giving it up. His cheeks were rounded, giving him a boyish appearance.

      “Your missus here says you two’re set on camping,” said Ed.

      “That’s right,” said Bobby. “You know, I came up here with my father and my Uncle Theo when I was a kid all the time. And this store—”

      “What do you want to go fuck around with that river for?” said Drew. They all looked at him, standing there behind the counter with his arms crossed. It was suddenly quiet enough that Bobby could hear the hum of the overhead lights. Drew was looking at him, and he realized his wife and Ed were too.

      “Well, like I said, we used to come up to the river all the time. There used to be a waterfall—”

      “Still is,” said Ed.

      “Oh, Bobby, you didn’t tell me there was a waterfall. I bet it’s beautiful,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Well … I wanted it to be a surprise,” said Bobby.

      “I can’t wait,” she said.

      “You’ll be surprised,” said Drew, still looking at Bobby.

      “What do you mean?” said Bobby, trying his best to match the taller man’s tone.

      “It’s just growed up up there, is all,” said Ed. “Hard to get at. No one’s camped in that part of these woods in, what, twenty years?” He looked to Drew for confirmation.

      “Why would they, when there’s a state park twelve miles up the road?” said Drew.

      “Is there a waterfall there?” said Carrie Ann.

      “No,” said Bobby. “And if I wanted to go to a state park, we passed two on the way up here. I want to see the river again. I want you to see it.” Bobby’s grin was becoming pained. He felt like he was in the middle of a negotiation.

      “Plenty of riverside up at Little Smokey,” said Ed. “And they’ve got other … amenities.”

      “Amenities?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Like restrooms. Showers. First aid,” said Drew. “And fences.”

      Fences?

      Bobby didn’t like his plans being put up for debate, and especially didn’t like the feeling of being ganged up on. Which was how he was starting to feel. Even his wife was in on it, looking at him now with concern on her face. A bubble of anxiety was forcing its way up his throat, and he swallowed before it could turn to anger. “Folks, Bobby Ambaugh has spent many nights in these woods,” he said.

      “With daddy,” said Drew.

      “We’re only staying a couple of nights, and we’re well provisioned. So …” He trailed off, as if his conclusion were obvious.

      “It’s a pretty good hike to that waterfall,” said Drew.

      “We’ve got boots,” said Bobby, though he himself wore sneakers; only Carrie Ann had boots.

      “It’s dark out.”

      “We’ve got flashlights.”

      “Hmm.” Drew pressed his lips together, like a signal that he was holding back on saying anything further, and nodded. He looked over at Carrie Ann. His eyes traveled up and down her body. Then he looked to Ed.

      “So, I guess we’d better get going,” said Bobby, taking his wife by the arm.

      “Just a minute,” said Ed. He turned away and walked to the back aisle of the store. He returned with a large cellophane package topped with a paper label, holding it out for Bobby.

      “What’s this?” said Bobby, taking the package. It was filled with orange rectangles, each with a thin wire attached. The label at the top said MARKING FLAGS — 200 CT.

      “Thing is,” said Ed, “There ain’t much of a path going up there anymore. You’ll find your way up. By the time the path wears out, you’ll hear the water.”

      “So what are these for?” said Bobby.

      Drew spoke up from behind them. “Those are to make sure I don’t have to come looking for a couple of lost campers.”

      Carrie Ann looked to Bobby. She put her hand on the package of flags and rubbed it uneasily. Ed, still smiling, put his hand over Carrie Ann’s and spoke to her. “You just put one of these down every, oh, you ought to have enough for every forty or fifty feet. Just close enough that you can see one from the other. You can plant ‘em in the ground, or there’s pins in there, too, so you could stick ‘em on a tree.”

      “I recommend using the pins,” said Drew. He seemed to have become bored and was now restocking the cigarette racks over his head.

      “Why’s that?” said Bobby.

      “Well,” said Drew, “Pin them to a tree, critters are less likely to mess with them.”

      “Critters?” said Carrie Ann.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” said Ed. “Just put ‘em on trees. Now, Bobby, where were you gonna leave your vehicle?”

      “There’s space for parking up the road,” said Bobby. When Ed just looked at him, he said, “Or … there was.”

      “There’s a good place to pull over, but if I were you I wouldn’t feel too good leaving my car at the side of the road overnight. You’re apt to come back to find a few tires gone,” said Ed.

      “Not everyone around here’s as helpful as me and Ed,” added Drew, reaching for a few more cartons of cigarettes.

      “Do you work here?” said Bobby, suddenly curious.

      “Part time.”

      “I would take issue with calling anything he does ‘work,’” said Drew.

      Ed laughed. “I just help out, really. Clean up, inventory. That kind of thing.”

      “Hang out is more like it,” said Drew.

      “And he lets me stay in the spare room upstairs,” said Ed, cocking a thumb at Drew. “It’s just until I get my CDL. Then I’ll be on the road most of the time.”

      “You been working on that, what, four years now?” said Drew.

      “So what do we do then, with the car?” said Carrie Ann.

      Ed looked around for a moment, like the answer was somewhere in the store. Then he looked at Drew. Drew sighed, three packs of cigarettes in each hand. He set them all back down on the counter. “Okay,” he said. “You can leave it here. Pull around to the side and put it next to the van. But don’t block the drive. Leave the key in it.” When Bobby said nothing, Drew spread his arms and added, “It’s just in case I need to move it. Come on, we’re not all rednecks up here. I went to UT for fuck’s sake.”

      Ed laughed. “Some of us are rednecks, though.”

      “Thanks,” said Carrie Ann. “We appreciate it. Really.” She nudged Bobby with an elbow.

      “Okay,” he said. “Thank you.”

      “Works out best for us both, I figure. This way, I’ll know you made it back,” said Drew.

      Bobby thanked them both and told Drew he’d leave the key under the driver’s side floor mat. He was ready to get going, get the hike over with and get set up. They wouldn’t be able to see the waterfall tonight, but it would provide a wonderful soundtrack for sex and sleep as well as an amazing sight when they woke tomorrow. He motioned toward the door, but Carrie Ann appeared distracted. When he followed her gaze, he saw the source of her distraction.

      Ed had his thumbs hooked through belt loops on either side. In between was the clear bulge of a truly impressive erection behind his jeans. It had pushed the fly open so that the gold teeth of his zipper were visible from top to bottom. He reflexively looked up to Ed’s face before he could will himself not to, catching the man’s gaze for just a second. Ed’s friendly welcome to our little neck of the woods smile persisted.

      “Better get going, hon,” said Bobby. He took Carrie Ann by the arm and she turned quickly and smiled at him, a flush spreading across her cheeks. This would be fun to talk about later. He gave the two men a final one-fingered wave and led his wife to the door.

      “Hey,” said Drew, just as they reached the door. Bobby turned back. “Flags are eleven eighty-seven. With tax,” he said.

      Bobby looked down at the package in his hand. He’d forgotten it was there. “Oh, sorry,” he said. He handed the package to Carrie Ann, told her to wait in the car, and walked back to the counter. He took out his wallet and peeled out a twenty, thought for a second, then fished out another. “Here, keep it,” he said. “Since you’re nice enough to watch after the car and all.”

      Drew stood still for a moment, just looking at Bobby’s outstretched hand with the two twenty-dollar bills. For some reason Bobby couldn’t explain—maybe it was seeing Ed’s obvious erection just seconds ago—his eyes darted down between the blond man’s legs.

      What he saw there was not an erection. It was something that didn’t need to be erect to be seen. The man’s jeans were old and loose, worn to an almost sky blue. The bulge at the center of his crotch gave way to a thick tube of cock that curled back down on one side, coming to an end on his thigh, where Bobby would swear he could see the outline of the fat head with an obscene clarity.

      He looked back up. It had only been a couple of seconds, but now Drew was looking at him. Looking him right in the eyes. And smiling. Like what you see?

      Bobby’s face turned red. He could feel it. He stared back at the man behind the counter, and in that moment caught a flash of something else. It was in the blond man’s almost aquiline nose, the shape of his jaw, the set of his eyes. He didn’t know what it was, but it was somehow familiar.

      Drew rang the sale into the register and took the twenties from Bobby. “Stay out of the water when it’s dark. Don’t want you drowning up there,” he said. “And if you go in, stay near the waterfall. I didn’t want to say anything in front of the lady, but there could be leeches over in the still water.”

      “Okay.”

      “And keep your flashlights on the ground ahead of you on your way up. Lot of shit to trip over. And there might be a drop-off or two as you get near the river. Don’t want neither of you breaking a leg.”

      Bobby had no idea why the next thing came out of his mouth.

      “You guys have been so nice, worrying about us. Maybe you should come up and check on us over the weekend. Have a hot dog.”

      Drew raised his eyebrows, then looked past Bobby for a second to Ed who was standing behind him. “Thought you were all prepared to take care of things up there on your own.”

      “Yeah … I’m sure,” Bobby stuttered. Was he sweating? He turned around, suddenly desperate to be out of there, and almost ran into Ed. He glanced down—again not sure why—and saw that Ed’s erection had cooled off; the lips of his fly had closed. That was sort of a relief. With Carrie Ann outside, he figured at least it wasn’t himself who got the man aroused.

      Jesus, why would I think that, anyway?

      At the door, he turned around one last time. “Oh, hey,” he said. “Who’s the kid?”

      “What?” said Ed.

      “The kid with the guitar? He’s great.”

      Drew and Ed looked at one another. They both looked back at Bobby and chuckled. “What the hell you talking about?” said Drew.

      “Never mind.”
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        * * *

      

      He jogged back to the car. Carrie Ann was already waiting inside. He walked around to the driver’s door, his heart thudding in double time and his insides quivering. Why the hell had he said that thing about coming up to check on them? And how was it possible that neither man knew about the boy? It was safe to assume Drew lived up there, and hadn’t Ed said he did too? How could they not be aware that there was a prodigy living under their roof. God, when that kid played it had been loud enough to wake the—

      Bobby looked up at the porch above the store. The light was still on, but the amplifier was gone. Oh well. The kid had probably taken it back inside while he and Carrie Ann were in the store. And Drew and Ed, they were just … fucking with him. Giving him a taste of their down-home, backwoods sense of humor. Ha ha. Hilarious.

      He opened the car door, put one foot on the floor mat, then noticed the little strip of paper hanging out of the gas pump—his receipt for the gas purchase. He didn’t really need it, but didn’t want to just leave it hanging there either. Felt it would be akin to littering. He tore it off and got in the car.

      “Well, looks like you made some friends,” said Carrie Ann. She leaned across the console and planted a kiss on his cheek, parting from him with a smack.

      “Pretty sure they wouldn’t have been nearly so friendly if you weren’t there shaking your ass around,” he said. He meant to be playful, but it came out harsh. He realized his mistake, but not before Carrie Ann moved away and sat back against the passenger door.

      “I thought you were going to let it go,” she said.

      “Let what go?”

      “The Lewis thing. Or whatever it is that’s made you so uptight.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Yeah. I think you are. I thought you liked it when I flirted.”

      “I do. It’s just … those guys—”

      “Those guys not good enough for you?”

      “It’s not a question of good enough for me. You’re the—”

      “Because I saw Ed checking you out.”

      That stopped him. She was teasing again, prodding him for a reaction. He was sure of it. Ed didn’t strike Bobby as the kind of guy who’d have any interest in another man. More like the kind of guy apt to beat the living tar out of that kind of guy. And Drew? Well, the same but more so. Bobby loved the thought of Carrie Ann with another man, but as he sat there looking at her it came to him that the fantasy scenarios that played out in his imagination always costarred a man of similar build and demeanor to his own. Basically, his fantasy was to watch Carrie Ann fuck himself—or another version of himself. Someone with a similar education, background, tastes. Okay, maybe with a bigger cock, but essentially a Phantom Bobby that would show up, have his way with Carrie Ann, bring out her depraved side and satisfy Real Bobby’s perverse lust, and then sink back into the ether.

      Real world wasn’t quite like that. He saw that now. In the real world, the kind of men who had the confidence to fuck a woman in front of her husband were different from Bobby. They were bigger than him, probably in more ways than one. Stronger. The kind of men used to seeing something they want and just taking it. No apologies.

      In fact, the kind of man who’d fuck a woman in front of her husband might also have some opinions regarding said husband. What sort of man would allow that, let alone actively desire it? It would be one thing if it was a couples swap situation in which each man was getting a taste of something new and unknown, a situation in which two men could nod to one another, maybe when the women weren’t looking, each acknowledging the other as an equal.

      There was something decidedly unequal about what had just happened inside the country store, the same store where Bobby’s dad had let him get sticks of beef jerky and iceberry slushes while they waited for his Uncle Theo to buy live bait and cigars. The old man behind the counter in those days—Bobby couldn’t remember his name; maybe he never knew it—looked down at Bobby then, too. But that had been because Bobby was a child. It was natural. Normal. He was friendly, that old man. And warm. Probably had kids Bobby’s age himself at one time. Old man and young boy both knew their place. They weren’t equals. Nothing of the kind. And neither was trying to be anything other than what he was. There was no challenge, no competition.

      But that hadn’t been the case tonight. Bobby was a grown man. And those two men—Drew and Ed—had been so … condescending. Especially Drew, who seemed to harbor a thinly veiled disdain for the man from the city with his yuppie hatchback car and his fitted department store clothes and his dolled-up woman. Sure, Ed had been nothing but friendly, but Bobby had gotten the vibe from him too. It was in the way he handed him those flags, told him to mark his path so lil’ Bobby wouldn’t lose his way. No, what had transpired inside just moments ago had not been an interaction among equals. Those two men had looked down on Bobby, and not in the friendly, paternal way an old man looks down at a young boy. Bobby was a man now, a man who strutted into the store just like he was planning on strutting into these woods, like he thought this store was the Speedy Mart off the 40 on the west side of Nashville, like he thought the river and woods was his own backyard. They saw through the fragility of his confidence and immediately took to sticking pins in it. Not just Drew. Ed was in on it, too. They humiliated him with their words of caution, and they had done it in front of his wife.

      “Nice try,” said Bobby. “The only thing Ed was checking out was your rear. I watched him stare it before I came in.”

      “You watched? What do you mean?”

      Now he’d gone and done it. Gave himself away.

      “I mean I saw the three of you—”

      “How long were you standing outside that door?” She moved closer to him, put a hand on his thigh. Her playfulness was back.

      “I don’t know. Just a few seconds,” he said.

      “Are you sure that’s all?” Her hand slid over his crotch, brushing the fabric. She closed her fingers around him but didn’t squeeze, just let her hand lie there. It made his breath quicken.

      “Might’ve been more like a minute,” he said.

      “A minute?”

      “Or two.”

      “Hmm. That’s a long time to just stand there. What did you think about while you were watching me with those men for a minute … or two?” His cock was thickening, rising up against her hand. “I’ll bet I know. You can tell me all about it when you get me up to the river.” Now she did squeeze. “Mmm, looks like you’re already pitching a tent.” Bobby reached out for her but she took her hand away, leaned in and kissed his cheek, then sat back in her seat facing forward.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s move the car and get going.” Reaching for the ignition, he realized he still had the receipt in his hand. Why hadn’t he just tossed it in the trashcan next to the pump? He was about to ball it up when he froze.

      At the top of the receipt was printed: MAYHORN RETAIL LLC

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he said.

      “What’s wrong?” said Carrie Ann.

      He shoved the paper into the cupholder of his door. “Nothing,” he said. “I’ll tell you later.”

      He started the car, put it in gear and pulled around to the side of the Coosawatee General Store. He parked next to an old Econoline van that was white—weren’t they always white?—with rusted panels, and that’s when he saw the kayaks.

      There were a dozen or more, held in a rack by two-foot pegs, against the side of the building. A little further back he saw canoes stacked similarly. In between the two racks was a crate full of paddles. A crooked sign dangled from the crate: RENTALS DAILY OR WEEKLY.

      My cousin still runs the outfitters up there …

      Bobby’s legs suddenly felt like they were full of lead. He gripped the wheel, sure of two things.

      First, the two men in the store—Drew and Ed—had definitely seen him rubbing his dick while he stared at them from the other side of the door. Or at least one of them had. He didn’t know what they made of that. Probably that he was some kind of weirdo.

      And second, Drew was Lewis Mayhorn’s cousin.
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      They almost forgot the flags.

      It was a lot to carry. All their clothes were in one bag, all the food in another. Plus a backpack with flashlights, batteries, and toiletries. Plus two sleeping bags. Then there was the tent.

      Bobby had overestimated how much they could carry. Might have been possible in daylight, but since they each needed a free hand for a flashlight to safely make their way to the river, Bobby decided the two of them could share a sleeping bag. They also had to leave their newly purchased cooking stove, still in the box, behind. Fuck it, Bobby thought. We’ll build a fire.

      Then there was the guitar. Bobby shook his head as he closed the Outback’s hatch with the guitar case still inside. He had been looking forward to strumming some tunes by the river, but lugging it all the way there in the dark was out of the question.

      Bobby wore both the tent and the sleeping bag on his back, Carrie Ann wore the backpack with their equipment (after they dug out their flashlights), and they each carried a bag. They were making their way toward an opening in the trees at the back of the gravel lot when Carrie Ann said, “Oh, the flags.” She went back to the car—which they had left unlocked, keys inside, as Drew had instructed—and returned carrying the package of flags.

      It started out easy. The flashlights—powerful halogen bulbs, fresh batteries—provided plenty of light. They walked side by side as long as they could, until the path narrowed and the trees began to close in around them. Then Bobby took the lead as Carrie Ann tore open the marking flags.

      “Shit,” she said.

      Bobby spun around. “What?”

      “The pins.”

      “What pins?”

      “The little pack of pins that came with the flags.” She scanned the ground at her feet with her flashlight. “Ah, there.” She picked them up and shoved them in a pocket. Looking behind them, Bobby could still see the lights of the Coosawatee General Store through the trees. They couldn’t have come very far, and the path appeared to end completely just ahead. He cocked his ear and told Carrie Ann to hold still.

      He thought he heard something. A murmuring rush that might’ve just been wind but which he hoped was the river.

      “Come on,” he said.

      The path didn’t end just ahead of them where he thought it did. Rather, it curved sharply to the left and continued another hundred yards or so before turning right again.

      “What’s that?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “Over there. Look.”

      “Over where?” Whatever she was looking at, she wasn’t pointing her light at it.

      “To your left.”

      Bobby saw the light. It was faint, but clearly shaped like a window. Was there actually a house up here? “Yeah, I see it.”

      “Do you think there’s other people up here?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe other campers?”

      “They said no one camps up here. And that looks like a house.”

      “Right. Let’s just keep going.”

      They continued single-file along what remained of the path, Bobby in front, Carrie Ann scanning left and right with her flashlight while avoiding pointing it directly at what was now clearly a house. Or more accurately, a cabin. The path was leading them almost straight toward it.

      Bobby smelled smoke. He directed the beam of his flashlight up into the air and could see it rising from the cabin.

      “Think we could stop and ask to use their bathroom?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Carrie Ann, don’t tell me—”

      “Just kidding.” She ribbed him with her flashlight.

      “You’d think they might’ve mentioned that someone lived up here,” said Bobby. The path had grown rocky, and he stepped cautiously as they neared the cabin. It was small, maybe just one room. Bobby estimated it might be about the size of their two-car garage at home. There was a porch along the front, and a fenced area that looked like a kennel. There was no dog, or doghouse, but if there was a fire there had to be someone inside. “Let’s just be quiet and keep going.”

      “Now you’re whispering,” she said.

      “Shhh. People keep guns up here, Carrie Ann. Keep that light on the ground.”

      The path came to a definitive end about thirty yards from the cabin. Now they would have to make a decision on which way to go. Bobby looked behind them. The lights from the store were gone. Nothing that way but darkness.

      “Which way?” said Carrie Ann.

      Bobby listened. He heard the chirrup of insects and the rustle of branches.

      And something else.

      “You hear it?”

      Carrie Ann was quiet for a moment, in concentration. “Yeah. I think so,” she said.

      The something else was moving water. No doubt about it. Bobby shined his light in the direction of the sound. The going was about to get steep, he saw, suddenly wishing he’d had the good sense to wear boots like Carrie Ann instead of his Reeboks.

      “We should start using the flags,” said Carrie Ann, looking at the terrain in the beam of light. “Get them out of my bag.” She turned around and Bobby plucked the bundle of flags from the pouch in her knapsack. “Here. I’ll put them in your bag where I can get to them while I follow you.” Bobby turned around to give her access, and as the beam of his flashlight swooped across the landscape he caught sight of a smooth silhouette up against a tree near the cabin.

      A rush of adrenaline nearly knocked him over. He gulped air, certain that he was about to see the owner of the cabin step toward him with his hunting rifle, ready to pump him full of buckshot. His knees wobbled. “Please,” he shouted. “It’s okay. We—”

      “Bobby, what on earth?,” said Carrie Ann. She pointed her flashlight in the direction Bobby was staring, and he sighed with relief as the beam illuminated the object leaning against the tree near the cabin. It wasn’t a man with a gun. Wasn’t a man at all.

      It was a familiar looking wheelbarrow.
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      Fucking city boy cocksucker.

      That’s what Bobby thought of when he saw the wheelbarrow. Which was odd, considering that he never actually heard the man with the wheelbarrow say any such thing. But he’d seen him say it, if that were possible. Or at least imagined he had. The phrase played in his mind as he climbed the embankment above the cabin ahead of Carrie Ann. A few minutes into their ascent they had to assume awkward hunched positions to prevent the weight they carried on their backs from pulling them back down the hill. Bobby held a bag in one hand and a flashlight in the other, setting the bag down once in a while to grab onto a root or a rock to hoist himself toward the distant sound of falling water, then reaching back for the bag and dragging it along. Carrie Ann pocketed her light so that she had at least one free hand as she followed her husband.

      The ground was soft under the layers of decaying leaves and pine needles, and his foot slipped more than once. Carrie Ann’s Timberlines provided better traction, and she was able to move with more confidence.

      When he reached the top and was able to stand up straight again, Bobby reached a hand out to pull Carrie Ann up. They sat for a minute to catch their breath, looking down at the cabin with its dull light and plume of smoke.

      What are the odds? thought Bobby. I mean, lots of people have wheelbarrows. Hell, we have a wheelbarrow. Up here, probably everyone has one. And don’t they all look the same? He wondered if he would spend the rest of his life harboring an unbreakable association between wheelbarrows and creepy hillbillies. The thought made him laugh.

      “What?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Nothing. You hear that?”

      They held their breath and could hear the water, a little louder than before. Carrie Ann brandished her flashlight in the direction of the sound, but there was nothing but endless trees as far as they could see.

      “How far do you think?” she said.

      “Can’t be far now. You ready?”

      “Are you ready? ‘Cause you seem a little out of breath.”

      “What? I’m—”

      She knocked him on the shoulder with her flashlight again, letting him know she was teasing. But it was true. The climb had taken more energy than he’d thought, and his breathing was still a little labored. He wiped at his forehead. Carrie Ann hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      “C’mon,” she said, getting to her feet. She extended a hand to help Bobby up, and he took it, feeling the soreness in his calves as he stood. “Save your energy. You’re gonna need it.” She kissed him, pulling his lip a little as she broke from him. “Can’t have you falling asleep as soon as we get there.”

      He took her meaning, and the thought of having sex by the river in the dark gave him all the sense of purpose he needed. He forgot about the wheelbarrow. “All right,” he said. “This way.” He shined his light through the woods and set off, Carrie Ann following.

      As they reached the tree line, Carrie Ann said, “Oh, wait.” Bobby felt her pulling at his bag. She freed one of the marking flags, produced one of the pins from her pocket, and secured the flag to the bark of a river birch that arched out over the embankment they had just conquered. The little rectangle was reflective, glowing orange under the beam of Bobby’s flashlight.

      “Good,” said Bobby. “We make it back this far, we’ll know where we are.” He turned and stepped into the trees.

      “Hey,” said Carrie Ann from behind him. “Did you see that wheelbarrow down there?”
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      The tent was a pop-up model that pretty much pitched itself. Once removed from its nifty carrying pouch all Bobby had to do was slip off a single strap that held the whole works together and whoosh, suddenly there was a dome where there had been none before. He hoped putting it back in the bag would be equally simple.

      “Shit,” laughed Carrie Ann. “Where did it go?” As it took shape the tent hopped off to the left like a nervous insect, powered by the sudden expansion of its folded skeleton, disappearing from the beam of her flashlight. She followed it and dragged it back into the clearing they had prepared as Bobby fiddled with the four aluminum stakes that were included to secure the pop-up to the ground. He hadn’t thought to pack a hammer, or any tools for that matter. He tried tapping them in place around the tent with his hand, but the ground was far too rocky. Since there was no wind, they decided to just let it be. The weight of their bodies would hold it in place until daylight. Maybe then he could find a heavy rock or two, just in case they went swimming and the wind picked up. Right now it was dark, and he wanted to give their flashlights a rest. They’d been burning them constantly now for …

      Damn, how long? Bobby pulled his cell phone from his pack. His battery was at sixty percent or so, and the words NO SIGNAL appeared at the top left of the screen. It looked like his phone would function solely as a camera and clock for the next day and a half or so.

      It was nearly eleven-thirty PM.

      Damn.

      If they had arrived at the Coosawatee General Store a little before ten, then it must have been ten-fifteen, twenty after at the latest, when they’d parked the car and headed into the woods. It might have taken ten or fifteen minutes to reach the cabin and the end of the path.

      So, if he was correct, that meant they’d been hiking in the woods, off any path, for close to an hour.

      Could that be right? He didn’t remember it taking nearly so long to reach the river from the road when he was a kid. Maybe the excitement of youth, the sense of discovery that came with being out in the woods, away from his protective mother, had just made the time fly. All those hikes had been in the daytime, too. And there’d been a path back then, leading all the way up. Making their way through the dense woods in the dark had definitely added to the time.

      He sure felt like he’d been hiking for an hour. His legs ached and his neck and back were sore from the load he’d carted up here. The road and the river hadn’t moved farther apart in the intervening years. Had he and Carrie Ann wandered back and forth, unknowingly taking a circuitous route as they sought the path of least resistance around briars and deadfalls? Maybe even doubled back a time or two? They must have. But they’d made it. That was the important thing. And they would make it back, too. Even if it took an hour to follow the trail of marking flags they left behind. Bobby directed his flashlight to a point about fifty feet away, to a thin pine where Carrie Ann had pinned the last flag. The reflective rectangle shined like a beacon, as would all the ones before it: their road back to civilization.

      Well … what passes for civilization up here, anyway.

      Behind him, Carrie Ann was screwing the fuel canister into the gas-powered lamp, working in the light that fanned out from the flashlight that she had balanced on a log. “You need help with that?” he said.

      “No. I’ve got it.” A second later the lamp came alive, a lick of flame behind the glass. Carrie Ann moved it closer to the tent, then pivoted on her knees and began unspooling their single sleeping bag. The woman bustled with energy, and Bobby was in wonder at how she seemed so unaffected by the same hike that had left him feeling spent, his shoulders numb, his limbs leaden.

      Water. The sound of it was everywhere—moving, burbling, falling, splashing—and Bobby suddenly craved it. His lips were dry and his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. He scrounged a bottle from their pack, screwed off the cap, and tipped it to his lips. The first taste of lukewarm liquid intensified his thirst, and he turned the bottle up and let the water roll down his throat.

      “Well, someone’s thirsty,” said Carrie Ann, as Bobby felt her fingers slide behind his belt. “And someone’s hungry.” She moved her other hand over his cock and grasped him fully through his jeans.

      The unexpected move caused Bobby to spit with surprise. Water sprayed from his lips and trickled into his windpipe, and when he opened his mouth for air he was hit with a coughing fit.

      “Jesus, are you okay?” Carrie Ann leaned away from Bobby as he doubled over and waited for his coughing to pass. He hacked for nearly a minute, his hands on his knees, until his eyes started watering.

      “I’m good,” he sputtered. “I’m good.”

      “You sure?” she said. “You don’t look so good.”

      “Yeah, it’s just …” He forced a smile. “Wasn’t expecting that.”

      As he stood there catching his breath, a sense of dread crept over Bobby. Here they were, in the very place he’d wanted to take Carrie Ann for so long. A place that was full of wonder in his memory. He had slept under the stars here, built fires, caught fish, swam, skipped rocks, bathed under a waterfall, learned his first three guitar chords (G, C and D), tasted his first beer (Uncle Theo had slipped him a sip when his dad wasn’t looking), seen a nest of baby foxes (“kits,” Uncle Theo had called them), and once even helped his uncle and father skin a rabbit.

      Now he was a full-grown man, standing here in the dark with a willing woman—his woman, thank you very much—literally on her knees for him. He had brought her here not only to share these memories, but had in mind that they might engage in the kind of boundless activity this remote place had offered in his youth. And yet, he had arrived here out of breath, achy and tired, and flinching from a woman’s intimate touch.

      What had changed? He wasn’t even forty years old.

      He heard Shawn Winston’s voice: You just don’t seem like the camping type … is all …

      He admitted to himself that this trip hadn’t gotten off to such a great start. That was no one’s fault but his own. And maybe Lewis Mayhorn’s, for ending his workweek with a wheelbarrow full of bad mojo.

      Wheelbarrow? Why not just a bucketful? A buttload? Or a shit-ton?

      Carrie Ann spoke, breaking him out of his thoughts. She was smiling at him, running her hand up the back of his leg. “What?” he said.

      “I said nothing is exciting if you expect it.” Bobby shook his head, confused. She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at him. The hand behind his leg came around and found his cock again. “You said you weren’t expecting—”

      “Oh,” he said. “Gotcha.” He stood and reached for Carrie Ann’s hand. “Come on,” he said. “Grab your flashlight. I want to show you something.”
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      Even in the dark, the waterfall was beautiful. Maybe even more beautiful because it was dark.

      They sat on a rock with their feet dangling inches above the water. They had gotten as close as they felt they safely could in the dark. From here, they could feel the cool mist that hung permanently in the air around the waterfall. It clung to their skin and dampened their clothing.

      The stand of tall trees which separated their campsite from the river functioned as a sound barrier. The rumble and crash of falling water that was softened to a comforting, almost subliminal nocturnal soundtrack at the tent was here loud enough that they had to shout to hear each other.

      “Wow,” said Carrie Ann. “How high is it?”

      “I don’t know,” said Bobby, leaning into her ear so he wouldn’t have to yell. In his memory, the waterfall along the Coosawatee was enormous. But, having already been chastened by how much things had changed since he had last been here, and aware that everything seemed oversized through the eyes of a child, he didn’t want to overstate it.

      But as the beams of their flashlights danced higher and higher up the sheet of tumbling water, everything they were able to see spoke of enormity. The river above them was lost, at a distance where their beams of light lost focus, became hazy. In the cool night, it was easy to imagine the falls were a thousand feet tall.

      Something large moved through the beam of Bobby’s flashlight, bringing a sharp gasp up his throat. High in the air, maybe half the distance from where he sat to the waterfall, it was gone before he could make sense of it. “What the fuck?”

      “What’s wrong?” said Carrie Ann. She turned to Bobby, who became aware that he had a hand over his chest, like an elderly librarian who had stepped back up onto the curb just in time to avoid getting hit by a bus. He removed his hand, but his heart was still racing. Nothing he could do about that.

      “Did you see that?” he said, looking at her with disbelief.

      “What? That bird?”

      “That was a bird?” He put it to her casually, as if it were a point of interest and not a fervent hope that there wasn’t some carnivorous flying creature on the prowl.

      “I’m sure it was. What else would it be?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Awfully big for a bird.”

      “Well, some birds are just big,” she said. Carrie Ann switched off her flashlight and turned to face her husband. “You’re awfully jumpy.” She put her hands behind his neck and pulled him toward her for a kiss. “What can we do about that?”

      “I thought birds slept at night. So I—”

      “So you weren’t expecting it?” She raised her eyebrows at him, like she’d caught him at something.

      “I guess not,” he laughed. She moved in closer and kissed him fully. He could feel his cock firming up, the mysterious bird forgotten. She darted her tongue into his mouth, then out again, pulling his lower lip as she backed away.

      “I want to record this,” she said. She pulled her phone from the waistband of her leggings and started up her camera app. “Give me some light up there,” she said, aiming her phone at the waterfall.

      Bobby pointed his flashlight, keeping one eye on the screen of her phone to make sure he was illuminating the area she was trying to record. “That’s not going to look like much of anything when you go to play it back,” he said. “You’d do better to wait until morning if you want to—”

      Bobby was seized by a thought.

      What the hell you talking about?

      “What? If I want to what?” said Carrie Ann, keeping her eye on her screen.

      “Let me see that,” said Bobby, taking her phone from her.

      “Hey—”

      “You recorded that kid, right?”

      “What … oh, playing the guitar?”

      “Yeah, Jimmy Hendrix Junior.” Bobby felt a strange sense of relief that she knew what he was talking about. There was a tiny part of him that feared he might have hallucinated the whole thing. He scrolled through her camera roll app, which contained all the photos and videos on her phone in reverse chronological order. The video he was looking for should have been right at the end, just prior to the few seconds of nighttime waterfall footage she had just recorded.

      It wasn’t.

      He tapped the second-to-last icon. It was a photo of a pair of Carrie Ann’s coworkers at the hospital, two women who looked exactly the same, mirror images of each other, both holding a slice of cake. “What’s this?” he said, turning the phone to Carrie Ann.

      “That’s Carol and Sheryl in registration. It was their birthday. They’re twins and they’ve both—”

      “Where’s the video of the kid?”

      “I … Isn’t it there?”

      “No. I don’t see it.” He exited the photo of the birthday twins and scrolled around her camera roll. Then he backed up and pressed the icon that would filter the content to show only videos. There were only three, including the one she had just shot—Carrie Ann didn’t take a lot of videos—and it was clear the other two were several weeks old. “Are you sure you recorded it?”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” she said without hesitation.

      “How do you know?”

      “What do you mean ‘how do I know?’ Do you think I don’t know how to use my phone? And stop shouting at me.”

      He didn’t realize he had raised his voice. They were already shouting to hear each other over the sound of the waterfall, and now, should the waterfall suddenly disappear he might be revealed to be screaming. He could feel his heart racing. He closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths.

      “Carrie Ann, all I’m asking is, are you absolutely sure you recorded it?”

      “Yes.” She crossed her arms, and Bobby wasn’t sure whether she was irritated with him or just concerned.

      “How do you know?” he said.

      “Because I do.” Her emphasis on the last word made him sure she was getting irritated. “The light at the top blinks when you’re recording.”

      “So you saw the light blinking?”

      “Yes, Bobby.”

      He stared at her, looked at the phone in his hand, then back at her.

      “Bobby, I’m positive.”

      “You did see the kid up there playing guitar, right?”

      “Bobby, are you going crazy?”

      “Just … just tell me.”

      She sighed, an exasperated sound, and looked up at the night sky. “Bobby, I both saw and heard the boy on the roof playing guitar while we were pumping gas. I’m sure. I’m also sure that I recorded it. If it’s not there, then—”

      “It’s not there, Carrie Ann.” He went back and looked in her deleted items. That folder was empty as well.

      “Well, that’s a shame,” she said. “Maybe something is wrong with the phone.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I guess that’s the most likely explanation.” Which might be enough to settle him down, convince him to chalk it up to a quirk of consumer electronics and maybe take Carrie Ann shopping for a new phone next week, if not for the two men inside the store. Ed and Drew looked at him like he was crazy when he’d mentioned a kid on the roof with an electric guitar. Sure, at first he’d thought they were just fucking with him. But why would they do that?

      Carrie Ann put her hand under his and, with her other hand, gently pried her phone from his grasp. “Bobby, did something else unexpected happen?”

      “I guess so,” he said, contemplating his folded legs. He thought again of Drew and Ed. If they were fucking with him, then they were fucking with Carrie Ann, too. Because she’d seen the kid, had heard him play. So what, then? A shared hallucination? A folie à deux?

      Carrie Ann put two fingers under his chin and lifted his face to hers. “So tell me, what did you expect to happen this weekend?” she said. Before he could answer, or even think of how to answer, Carrie Ann pulled her halter top over her head and brushed his face with it. She sat topless before him, her bare breasts exposed in the stray light from their flashlights. Her sudden overture toward sex, her bold—and yes, unexpected—outdoor nudity, and the pounding of the waterfall behind her left him breathless. He was instantly hard. Her nipples were stiff and thick, and he suddenly wanted more than anything to get his mouth on them. He reached for her, but before he could get his face to her breasts she was kissing him again. Her kiss was hungry, deep, hard. Her hand found his crotch and she sighed with pleasure at what she found there.

      She moved up onto his lap, straddling him. He could feel her nipples pressing into his chest through his shirt as she kissed her way across his cheek, all the way to his ear. He felt her hot breath on his neck. This close, she didn’t have to raise her voice to be heard over the waterfall.

      “You can fuck me right here,” she said. “Or …” She let the pause linger, kissing her way back across his face, sucking at his lips, then continuing to his other ear. Bobby ran his hands up the smooth skin of her back. He felt like his balls would explode. “Or … you can take me back to the tent and tell me what you were thinking about when you were watching me inside the store.” She moved swiftly back to his other ear, her hair tickling his face. “And I can tell you what I was thinking about when I was in there.”

      Bobby groaned. It was no choice at all. He pushed Carrie Ann off his lap and as she stood up, laughing at his sense of urgency, an amazing thing happened. It was brief, it was beautiful, and it was in Bobby’s mind a literal wonder for having simply happened, because it was the sort of thing that could never have been planned.

      Bobby lifted his flashlight from the ground. Its powerful beam, wide enough to illuminate Carrie Ann’s mostly nude form as well as the sheet of falling water behind her, caught her in profile and for two or three seconds cast her massive shadow onto the waterfall. Her form was magnified tenfold with no distortion of her feminine shape or loss of proportion whatsoever. For two or three seconds, Bobby watched his wife bounce on her heels and saw the pert breasts of her colossally sexy double bounce on the water behind her. For two or three seconds, her perfect shape, her immeasurable beauty, loomed over Bobby much as the woman herself loomed over his life.

      For two or three seconds, Bobby didn’t blink.

      Carrie Ann didn’t see it, and maybe that was part of it, part of the magic confluence of events that only the universe could orchestrate. It was for him and him alone. It lasted only a moment, but it was a moment Bobby would never forget.

      When Carrie Ann turned and walked out of the light, Bobby gathered her discarded halter top and the other flashlight and rose to his feet. She trailed an arm behind her, and Bobby took her hand and allowed himself to be led. As they walked back along the base of the huge shelf-like rock they had followed to get here, Bobby shined his flashlight up along its surface and noticed that it leveled off into a mossy plateau up under the trees. He thought briefly of stopping here, exploring further, taking Carrie Ann up there, but in his trance-like state of arousal was unable to break away from following his wife’s slender form. He hoped he would remember the spot tomorrow.

      He followed her footsteps along the riverbank, past a pair of picnic tables that he didn’t remember from his boyhood, through the opening in the tree line, all way back to their tent.

      She went in first, crawling inside on her hands and knees. As Bobby prepared to follow, he thought he heard something. It was a cracking sound, dull, like the snapping of a branch. He was just able to make it out beneath the sound of the waterfall, which had receded to a soft liquid roar that filled the night from the other side of the trees in the direction of the river. The sound had come from the opposite direction, and he spun his flashlight that way but saw nothing except the fiery rectangular flag pinned to the needly young pine. It glowed in the halogen beam, its unnatural brightness and perfect contours a reminder of all things sane and civilized.

      Bobby switched off his flashlight.
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      Bobby handed the lamp through the flap to Carrie Ann. By the time he crawled inside she had reduced it to its lowest setting, pulled off her boots, and was working at peeling off her leggings. She had spread the sleeping bag open earlier, when they had set up, and it nearly covered the floor inside the tent, providing a soft layer over the hard ground beneath the canvas.

      Bobby sat up on his knees and worked his shirt over his head as Carrie Ann’s hands found his belt. She set about unbuckling it, and by the time he tossed his shirt into a corner she was pulling down his fly and opening him up. His erection pressed out his underwear and Carrie Ann made short work of freeing it, pushing his jeans and underwear together down to his knees. She wrapped her hand around his cock, gave it a few short strokes from base to tip, and looked up at him.

      “Tell me,” she said.

      He was already close to coming, and the sight of Carrie Ann naked and bent low, her full lips hovering near his prick, threatened to send him over the edge. Pre-cum oozed from his cockhead, and she slurped it clean and came away with a smack.

      “Mmnnn … don’t,” he said. He leaned back, grabbed himself around the base of his cock and squeezed until his impending orgasm retreated. “I … I don’t want to come yet.”

      “Okay,” she giggled. She brought her legs forward and laid back, spreading herself open and showing him her pussy. She slid both hands down her body to the inside of her thighs and pulled herself apart with a finger on each side. Her rosy labia glistened in the lamplight. “But if you don’t fuck me we’ll have to get someone else to do it.”

      Her words sent a shock-like tingle up his spine. He squeezed harder at the base of his dick, cupped his balls with his other hand. “Who?” he said.

      “Mmm … How about Ed?” She laid one hand flat on her mound and pulled, raising the hood and exposing her shiny button. Bobby watched, fascinated, as she flicked a finger of the same hand back and forth over the sensitive nub. “You saw how hard he was … didn’t you?

      “You liked him? Ed?”

      “Didn’t you?”

      “He was … He seems okay.” Bobby could feel his heart racing, could feel the rapid pulse at the root of his cock through his fingers. The big vein down there wriggled and throbbed as he watched Carrie Ann slide two fingers of her other hand down between her yawning lips and dip them inside herself.

      “Just … okay?” she purred. She retracted her fingers, slowly. They shone with her excitement before disappearing again. She closed her eyes and Bobby wondered what kinds of scenarios were playing out behind them.

      “Do you want him? To fuck you?” he said.

      “Did you think about it? When you saw him?” Her fingers sank deeper into her pussy. She curved her wrist and let the soft flesh behind her knuckle massage her clit as she probed her opening.

      “Yes.”

      “You saw how big it was?”

      Bobby’s effort to suppress a laugh made it come out sounding shrill, like a titter. He hated when he made that sound. “Yeah. It looked—”

      “Say it,” said Carrie Ann, opening her eyes.

      Bobby watched for his wife’s reaction as he spoke, enunciating each word: “He had a huge … hard … cock.”

      Carrie Ann drew in a sharp breath. She arched her back slightly, her buttocks rising off the ground. She mewled and buried those two fingers fully into her pussy.

      “You did that to him, baby,” he said. He knew it was true, and that she had done it on purpose. Because she wanted him—Bobby—to see it. She could have walked into that store, asked where the bathroom was, done her business, and walked right back out. But she hadn’t. She’d seen Ed. Had spied him either on her way to the restroom or after she’d come out, and together with the handsome blond behind the counter, the opportunity was just too good to pass up. So she’d stopped for conversation, making sure to display her ass to Ed while she flirted with Drew.

      She’d done it all knowing Bobby would catch her at it. Which is exactly what had happened. And it had thrilled him just as she had known it would. Stopped him in his tracks, in fact.

      His climax had receded but his arousal was unrelenting. The pressure was building up inside of him. More pre-cum issued from his cock. He eased his grip on himself, let his hand slide up to his tip, smoothed his palm over the gathering moisture there, and used it to slowly stroke himself as he watched his wife writhe on her back in front of him.

      “What were you thinking about?” she said.

      He knew what she wanted to hear, and the really hot thing about it—what really created the sparks between the two of them—was that most of it consisted of things he wanted to say. Things he wanted to see. Things that turned him on just as much as they turned her on. Maybe more.

      Most of it, anyway. As for the part of the fantasy that was hers alone … well, he was happy to indulge her desires. He had gotten pretty good at it. He loved seeing what it did to her. Loved it so much, in fact, that it increased his own arousal.

      “Tell me what you saw,” she said.

      Bobby closed his eyes and went back to that moment when he’d walked up to the store, when he’d first seen his wife laughing with the guy behind the counter. When he first saw Ed walk up behind her and lock on his eyes on her ass.

      “I saw my wife alone with two men.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Two men who both wanted to fuck her.”

      She raised her head, looked him in the eye. “And you wanted them to?”

      “Yes. God, yes.” He thought for a moment about what to say, then just told the truth. “I wish I’d seen you getting fucked when I walked up to that door. So I could’ve just watched.”

      “Baby …” Carrie Ann buzzed her clit with one hand while she pinched at a thickened nipple with the other. “Which one? Which one of them do you want to fuck me?”

      That was an easy choice. Drew was sort of an asshole. Which made sense since, as Bobby now knew, he came from the same gene pool as—

      No. He didn’t want to think about that.

      “Ed,” he said. “Guy couldn’t take his eyes off your ass.” She moaned and laid her head down, craning her neck back. Bobby could see the muscles in her throat tighten.

      “He should’ve taken me right there on the counter.”

      “Just come up behind you—”

      “You wouldn’t have stopped him.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Pulled your tight little pants down—”

      “And fucked me with that big cock. Fucked this pussy until he filled me with his cum.”

      What Drew would have been doing during this hypothetical set of circumstances was anyone’s guess. That was the thing about fantasies—they didn’t necessarily have to make sense. But the thought of Drew—as distasteful as Bobby found the guy, and as mutual as that feeling seemed—unzipping his jeans and taking out his cock in front of his wife while she got fucked from behind by his part-time help sent Bobby’s heart into overdrive.

      It was out of his mouth before he knew what he was saying.

      “I think Drew’s dick is even bigger.”

      Carrie Ann sucked in a breath, caught it, and froze. She looked at Bobby with large, wet eyes. “Wha … what?” she stammered. Her fingers went still between her legs.

      Bobby’s cock surged when he saw her reaction. He felt an incredible mix of feelings, the kind of heightened emotion he had never felt with anyone but Carrie Ann. The sexual stimulation was paramount, over top of everything else, as he observed his wife’s quivering lower lip and listened to her shuddering breaths. Just below that was the excitement of the taboo, of naughtiness, the sheer rush that came with speaking aloud the kinds of perverted thoughts best kept sealed inside tents deep in the dark woods, miles from anyone who might see or hear. Underneath it all was a mild disgust, a sort of self-loathing at how far he was willing to go to give his wife this kind of thrill. But even that was part of it, a crucial secret ingredient in the recipe, a sliver of anchovy dropped into a pot of ragu for added saltiness, a seasoning that made the feeling now welling up in his balls even more savory. The experience wouldn’t taste the same without it.

      When he saw the nearly crazed look on his wife’s face, he knew that tonight he would take it as far as she wanted to go. There was no way he could deprive her after bringing her to this peak.

      “I saw it, when you weren’t there,” he said. “When I went back in to pay him for the flags.”

      “You … checking him out?” Carrie Ann threw her legs apart and focused the energy of both hands on her pussy, using one to fuck herself and the other to stroke her clit. Her feminine fragrance filled the tent.

      “I … I just saw it,” he said. How the hell did she miss it? he thought. All that time he was leaning against the counter, I guess. “It looked as big as Ed’s, except it wasn’t even hard.”

      “You liked looking at his big dick.” She leveled her eyes at him.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You wanted to see it.”

      Bobby nodded.

      “You wanted to touch it.”

      “Fuck yes. I wanted to touch his big cock.”

      “Get him hard? So he could fuck me?”

      Bobby nearly swooned at the thought of Drew fucking Carrie Ann. In some way he could never explain, his dislike for the guy made it even hotter. “Yes, I’d … I’d do anything to see him fuck you,” he said. He stroked himself faster, gripping his cock and rotating his wrist.

      “But Ed’s fucking me,” she said, bringing their fantasy into the present so that it played out like a movie reel in their conjoined minds. “You’ll have to—”

      “Suck his cock,” said Bobby, knowing it would drive her insane.

      “Oh, baby … Do it. Keep him hard for me.”

      “I’m doin’ it, baby. I’m sucking Drew’s big cock while Ed fucks my wife.”

      Bobby felt like something was about to burst inside him. In between heartbeats, he wondered if he might really suck another man’s dick if that was the price of seeing his wife fuck someone else. The thought came and went in an instant, out the door along with all his inhibitions as he got fully into the spirit of Carrie Ann’s dark vision.

      “He’s gonna come in my pussy, baby. Ed’s coming in my pussy.” She had planted her feet on the ground and lifted her rear into the air. With his wife’s pussy splayed before him, one hand holding herself open with two fingers in an inverted V while the fingers of her other hand plunged into her core, Bobby felt his own orgasm bubbling up.

      “Ughn … baby … I wanna taste you so bad,” said Bobby, eyeing his wife’s engorged slit. Her nectar ran down her inner thighs and sparkled in the low light of the gas lamp. He was dying to slide his tongue along her gash, wanted to pull her tender clit into his mouth and finish her off.

      Carrie Ann had other things in mind.

      “You can taste me on Ed’s cock,” she said.

      Bobby blinked, his hand coming to a stop around his shaft. This had happened before, at other times when he’d been lulled into believing it was safe to follow her into those secret spaces in her mind. Her ability to send a jolt through him with suggestions like this was as shocking as the idea itself. He recoiled a little, but recovered. More powerful than any sense of revulsion was his curiosity to know just how deep a well this was.

      “Ed’s gonna put his dick in your mouth,” said Carrie Ann. “And you’re gonna suck him clean.”

      Bobby swallowed. Never before had he heard an idea at once so horrifying and so tantalizing. His chest felt light, like he might float away.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’ll suck Ed’s dick after he’s fucked you.”

      Bobby was stunned at how long she was able to draw out her pleasure, and in awe at the filthy depth of her imagination, which seemed boundless. For his part, he knew he couldn’t keep himself from coming much longer. He expected the next scene to be Drew fucking Carrie Ann while her husband continued to spit-shine the cum off of Ed’s cock.

      “Does it taste good, baby?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Why did you take it out of your mouth?”

      “Wha—” He understood. If his mouth was full of Ed’s cock, if he was truly enjoying the taste of his wife’s juices mixed with the cum of the man who’d fucked her, he wouldn’t be able to talk.

      He grunted an affirmative sound, smacking his lips, and waited for what would come next.

      “Drew’s gonna fuck you now,” she said. “You ready to get fucked?”

      Bobby felt a thin thread of hot humiliation crawl up his abdomen, threatening to tear him in two. Half of him thought this was a creepy and disgusting road to go down. The other half of him—the half that was near hypnotized by his wife’s prurient inventiveness, by her lack of any reticence to go there, the half that was straining to hold off his own climax—didn’t want to do anything that might dowse Carrie Ann’s heat with chilly water. Being together like this, the two of them alone in the wild, was pouring gasoline on the fire of her darkest dream. He’d let it burn, play his part, and hope it reduced to a smoking pile of embers before it incinerated them both.

      “Mmm hmm,” he grunted, his mouth still full of phantom cock.

      “He’s behind you, coming with his big dick. He’s gonna stick it in your tight little hole …” Carrie Ann seemed lost, eyes closed again, working at her pussy with both hands, her body trembling, nipples jittering at the peaks of her breasts. “He’s in you now, fucking you …”

      Bobby felt his sphincter tighten with the mere thought of being penetrated, and the emotion welling up within him erupted from his mouth in a sound that was part whimper and part moan. It was enough to send Carrie Ann over the edge. She hunched her shoulders into her neck and shivered as she came, brushing lightly at her clit with a single finger as her other hand covered her breasts and flicked at her nipples. “Oh … Bobby, he’s fucking … fucking you so hard. Does it hurt, baby? Does it … hurt you?” She spread her legs for him, holding herself behind her knees, finally inviting him to enter her. “Oh, fuck me Bobby.”

      Seeing his wife come brought Bobby fully into the fantasy at the same moment Carrie Ann snapped back to reality. He closed his eyes, cupped his balls with one hand while he used the other to pump his cock with a renewed fervor, and spat out strings of words he never dreamed he’d hear himself say—about Drew fucking his ass, about how big Drew’s cock felt, about how he could feel Drew’s balls slapping into his own. It was as if a demon was inside him doing the talking.

      “Oh my God,” said Carrie Ann. Bobby opened his eyes to see his wife sitting up on her elbows, a dreamy erotic look in her eyes, her chest heaving, her mouth hanging open.

      He cried out as his cock erupted, blasting her bare chest with his load. He felt the orgasm take over his whole body, his legs going wobbly as he squeezed out the last of his cum. He sank back onto his heels, his hair scratching against the canvas behind him and causing the whole tent to wobble.

      He gulped air, his chest heaving now like Carrie Ann’s. He rubbed an arm across his forehead, and it came away wet. When he finally opened his eyes, his wife was smiling impishly at him. Thick semen ran between her tits down to her navel. The sound of their breathing was loud in the small, hot space.

      “Wow, that was … You okay, Bobby?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s all just talk,” he said. He didn’t mean it as a question, but it came out sounding like one.

      They had cleaned themselves off with some paper towels from the roll they’d brought, then buried the soiled paper under their dirty clothes. After folding the sleeping bag over their coiled naked bodies they’d made love in a more conventional way—Bobby on top, taking up his role as dominant man. They both came again, but he could tell her orgasm from being fucked was nowhere near the intensity of the one she’d given herself while her mind was flooded with salacious thoughts.

      And, it hurt him to admit, neither was his.

      He turned on his side, and she looked up at him like she wasn’t sure what he was talking about.

      “Right?” he said.

      “Oh,” she said, her eyes fluttering. “That.” Sleep had nearly overtaken her. They had both worked a full day, followed by a long drive and a long hike, topped off by intense sex. Exhaustion was finally settling over them both. Bobby could feel a numbness in his limbs, but his mind still raced.

      She sat up on her side, coming face to face with her husband. “Do you want it to be just talk?” she said.

      “Some of it,” he said. “It really is a turn-on to think about seeing you … watching you with another man. But that’s not because I don’t love you, or value you. It’s not because I don’t want you for myself. It’s just …” He wasn’t sure how to finish.

      “You don’t know if you’re okay with how the other man would feel about you?” she said.

      “It … It would be a little humiliating.”

      She stroked his cheek, kissed him. “You know, it is something I want. Not just to talk about. And it’s not because I don’t love you, or because I don’t want to be faithful to you. But if you’re not comfortable with—”

      “I just don’t see why I would have to … interact … with him,” he said, his voice cracking. He rolled onto his back and let his head plop onto the sleeping bag. “Jesus, it’s humiliating just talking about it.”

      Carrie Ann scooted in closer, running her fingers through the scant hair on his chest. “You know, I think it’s really just about seeing how far you’d go for me.”

      “Okay,” he said, looking up through the skylight opening. It was a clear night, with nothing but stars on a black background. “I get the other man thing. Fucking you, I mean. But the other part—I’m not gay, you know. My own feelings aside, I just don’t see what you get out of seeing me … reduced … or broken, or whatever.”

      Carrie Ann laughed, “Yes, Bobby Ambaugh, I know you’re not gay. That’s not it at all. You’ve got it backwards.”

      “Back— … what?”

      She sat up and looked down at him. “No one’s trying to reduce you. Least of all me. I love you. I guess I’ve always wanted a man who would do anything for me. You want to see me with another man, right?” Bobby nodded. “Well, I wouldn’t mind seeing you do the same.”

      “Couldn’t I just be with another woman?”

      She slapped him, playfully but firmly across the cheek. “Do you want to be with another woman?”

      “Absolutely not. You’re everything,” he said.

      “Okay, then. Guess that settles that.” She narrowed her eyes, raised a hand like she was going to strike him again, then moved in and sideswiped his nose with hers before kissing him.

      In the quiet after she laid back down, Bobby could hear the deep and distant hiss of the waterfall. His mind and his body now both desperately wanted to sleep, but something was still eating at him.

      “So, you say you wouldn’t mind seeing … that happen,” he said, unsure if she was even awake to hear him.

      She had rolled onto her side with her back to him. “You know what I mean.” She was half asleep. Maybe more than half. He touched her bare back beneath the sleeping bag and could feel her voice in her spine when she spoke.

      “So, when you say you wouldn’t mind—”

      “I would fucking love to see it,” she said. Bobby wondered if she wasn’t talking in her sleep. “I think it would make you the most confident man on earth. The man who would do anything for me. I think I’d just … melt away …”

      “So, all the jokes about … squealing like a pig. That stuff?”

      She giggled softly. “It’s just talk,” she muttered.

      Soon she was fast asleep, leaving him to wonder if it really was just talk.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby was inside a tent with Carrie Ann. In this dream—and he knew he was dreaming—he heard a noise outside.

      Shhh, he said, putting a finger to his lips. Did you hear that?

      Hear what? said Carrie Ann, laughing. She was naked. Which was odd, since Bobby knew they weren’t really camping yet. They were just shopping for tents at the Everything Outdoors superstore at the Grand Ole Mall, and he was teasing her, trying to give her a taste of the adventure they might face together out in the woods. Not that there was anything to worry about. After all, Bobby Ambaugh, outdoorsman extraordinaire, would be by her side.

      Shit, said Carrie Ann, staring over his shoulder at the entrance to the tent behind him.

      It was all familiar, so Bobby wasn’t worried. Didn’t even turn around, since he knew what he would see. That’ll be Lonnie, he said. You really should get your clothes on. Carrie Ann made no move toward doing anything of the sort. In fact, as he looked around inside the tent he didn’t even see her clothes. What he did see was a sleeping bag spread out on the floor. Carrie Ann was naked as a jaybird, up on her knees with a hand between her legs.

      But … we haven’t even bought that sleeping bag yet.

      He turned to see not one, but two distorted silhouettes standing just outside the tent. Both were men, and each carried some kind of long object. He could see the outlines of these objects, which protruded above the shoulder of one figure and off to the side of the other.

      What the—?

      Bobby felt fear creep into his heart.

      He turned back to his wife.

      I think it’s them, he said. Ed. And the other one.

      She looked at him blankly, as if unconcerned that she was about to be caught nude by two men who were not her husband. I’ve always wanted a man who would do anything for me, she said.

      A voice came from outside the tent: Can I help you folks?

      He recognized the voice.

      But that’s impossible …

      As he reached for the flap to pull it aside and look out, the larger of the two silhouettes reached down with a muscled arm and beat him to it.

      Question is, Roberto, what can I do for you? said Lewis. He bent low and leaned into the tent, pressing his face close to Bobby’s, grinning like a psychopath. Behind him stood Shawn Winston, with a rickety banjo slung over his shoulder like a weapon. Both men were nude, and Bobby's eyes were drawn to their huge, threatening cocks.

      Lewis reached down and grabbed Bobby by the throat, and that’s when Bobby noticed that Lewis had an actual weapon—a crossbow—slung across his back. But the thing Bobby felt threatened by was slung lower, down between the man’s legs. The head of Lewis’s giant cock was aimed at Bobby, who couldn’t decide if it looked more like an eye that was staring at him or a mouth that might spit at him.

      Bobby looked up to Shawn, hoping to find a friendly face there, someone who might help him. But Shawn only smiled at him and said, You just don’t seem like the type. Shawn’s cock hung black as tar between his legs, protruding below a thick patch of kinky hair. It looked like a tree branch with a purple cap.

      Bobby gagged in Lewis’s powerful grip, unable to speak, spit drooling from his lips. It felt so real. You took something from me, said Lewis. You fucked me, you little pussy. You are a pussy … You know that, right?

      Bobby struggled to reply, but could only produce thin gasps.

      Lewis narrowed his eyes, pulled him closer. And you know what I do with a pussy, don’t you, Bobby?

      Bobby slipped from fright into full-on panic. His hands scrabbled up Lewis’s arm, and he tried to wedge his fingers between Lewis’s hands and his own throat, but his efforts came to nothing. He flailed, grabbed onto the tent flap, tried to shake his head, tried to get his legs out in front of him. Maybe he could kick Lewis off, kick him right in those heavy red balls that dangled below his massive hard-on.

      That’s when he noticed that he was naked, too. Had been all along. He ran his hands over his legs, then blindly over his torso, over his navel, down to his—

      Nothing.

      There was nothing there. No manhood.

      He knew he was dreaming, knew this wasn’t real, that he would wake up any second and this would be over. But the pain in his throat felt as real as any pain he’d ever experienced. He slipped his fingers over the dainty tuft of hair between his legs and found a wet slit there, and a horror engulfed him that was very real indeed.

      Shawn picked at the banjo, a familiar ditty.

      doo Doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doooooo …

      But the sound the instrument made wasn’t the tinny sound of a banjo. It was the sound of a guitar. An electric guitar. Amplified, full of echo, with the tone bottomed out. The searing music pierced Bobby’s eardrums and needled his brain.

      He couldn’t breathe. Lewis looked at him, smiling like a horny demon. Play the tune, Bobby, he said. It’s your tune. You know that, right? It’s your tune.

      The pain in his throat became almost a comfort. He knew he couldn’t take much more. Soon he would be at the point of maximum pain, maximum fear. And like all dreams, this one would end when it reached that point. This vision would be over. If he could just hold on …

      Lewis stroked his cock, which seemed to be getting longer as he worked his hand up and down the thick erection, the fat mushroom head at the end of the elongating shaft inching closer and closer to Bobby. I’m going hunting, Bobby. Hunting for your pussy.

      Bobby watched in frozen terror as the husky head of Lewis’s dick drew near that gash between his legs, that unnatural hole that he somehow knew was going to be hot, wet, and inviting for Lewis’s freakish penis. He reached down and covered his crotch with both hands.

      I had dinner with the major, Roberto, and now I’m going hunting. I’m going hunting, and you’re going to invite me in.

      Bobby screamed. It was only in his mind, but in this dreamworld it seemed that Lewis could hear him.

      Go on now, Bobby. Play your tune and invite me in.

      Bobby had the sick and surreal feeling of Lewis entering him, inserting himself into his body. When he looked down, he saw that he had no hands. Both of his arms ended at the wrist in neat stumps, as if years-old amputations had healed there. He was powerless to stop Lewis’s cock from slithering into his hole. It was happening already. He could feel it, could feel his body being impaled, cleaved open, invaded.

      Outside the tent, Shawn continued to play the tune in an endless loop.

      Bobby looked up to beg Lewis to stop, to tell him that he wasn’t invited. But what he saw there, on top of Lewis’s naked body, was not Lewis’s face.

      It was Carrie Ann’s face.

      And it was Carrie Ann’s fingers wrapped around his throat. He couldn’t see them, but he could feel them. It was her petite, feminine digits around his throat now, but it was Lewis’s strength they were using to choke off his air.

      It was Lewis’s body in front of him, Lewis’s cock penetrating him, but it was his wife’s hands and his wife’s face. He looked in her eyes, those sweet eyes that were so loving and perfect. She was smiling at him, smiling while she fucked him with Lewis’s prick. Then she opened her mouth and spoke.

      Fucking city boy cocksucker.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby was already sitting up when his eyes flew open. He was awake.

      It was a dream, and now it was over.

      The panic still had its hold on him. He gasped for air, his chest rising and falling. Waking up in the same place he had dreamed about provided an unwelcome continuity between his sleeping and waking, a bridge for his terror to cross over. Instead of the dream fading out almost immediately, as most of his dreams did, its aura of fear and horror hung around him like a thick fog he couldn’t see through.

      He was still in a tent.

      He was still on top of a sleeping bag.

      He was still with Carrie Ann, though she now slept soundly next to him.

      They were both still naked, and he—

      … you know what I do with a pussy, don’t you, Bobby?

      His reached down, hand moving slowly, fingers trembling. His stomach churned and his heart thudded at the center of his chest. He told himself he wouldn’t scream, that he absolutely would not do that, wouldn’t wake Carrie Ann. How would he explain this to her? How would she react when she saw that he now had a—

      His thumb brushed against his cock and a croak of relief escaped his lips. He grabbed at himself, wrapped his fingers around the flaccid thing and pulled it out to its meager length. His other hand found his balls, caressed them, pulling his sac down and away from his body. He rolled each testicle with his fingers, pinching lightly and stroking the fleshy space between them.

      The lamp still burned low near the unzipped flap, casting Bobby’s shadow onto the interior of the tent. Bobby sat up on his knees to inspect himself. The rosy head of his penis stuck out of the circle formed by his thumb and forefinger. He tightened his palm around the softness it contained, felt its warmth, and watched the tapered head of his cock swell a little as he squeezed, like a worm that was being strangled.

      He was whole.

      He shook his head and blinked as the nightmare dissipated. As its claws receded and his heart rate slowed, he reached up to feel his throat. Nothing wrong there, either. What had he expected? He massaged his neck with one hand and his cock and balls with the other, relishing the foolish relief that came over him. He felt silly in that way you do after waking up and realizing that, no, your childhood nemesis—that mean kid who whipped up on you on the playground in elementary school—had not grown fangs and wings, and no, he was not chasing you across your grandmother’s lawn. After all, grandma died before the turn of the millennium and it’s not her lawn anymore since the house got sold off. Also, you’re pushing forty. Also, kids don’t sprout sharp teeth and wings, and if this one did, he would also be pushing forty.

      Hadn’t this dream been equally preposterous? He wondered at the power of dreams to wrack the mind with terror in spite of how impossible they were. It was like the logical part of the brain had to take a nap for such visions to have effect. Hell, maybe that’s exactly what happens, he thought. I mean, you dream when you’re asleep, so that makes—

      Bobby startled at a crackling sound, a chill settling over his chest.

      It was outside the tent, distant.

      But not too distant.

      It stopped his thoughts. The kind of irrational fears he had just been pooh-poohing suddenly didn’t seem so silly anymore. His heart raced, sending him back into the dream terror. Except this time, he was awake.

      He heard it again.

      Shhh … Did you hear that?

      It sounded like a snap. Again, like a breaking branch. Breaking because someone, or some thing, had stepped on it. Why else would a branch snap, out in the dark woods, in the middle of the night?

      Bobby took a deep breath, closed his eyes, concentrated all his perception to his ears. He listened.

      He heard the sweet rush of the waterfall, droning monotonously, peacefully.

      He heard crickets, chirping in unison.

      Then there was something else. A papery sound, like rustling leaves.

      But there wasn’t any wind. Not even a light breeze.

      He reached over Carrie Ann, who was dead asleep, and grabbed the small backpack. He set it down between his legs and quietly dug around for one of their flashlights. He grabbed onto something tubular, pulled it out, saw that it was pepper spray. He tossed it back in the bag. How could he not find the flashlight? It was a pretty big item, and they had just used them so it ought to be right on top of—

      The side pocket. He remembered seeing Carrie Ann slide it in there. He turned the bag on its side and there it was, sticking out from a piece of mesh sewn onto the side of the backpack. He pulled it out and began walking on his knees toward the tent flap. Then he turned back around, reached back into the bag, and pulled the pepper spray out.

      He stood naked outside the tent and clicked on the flashlight. He took a deep breath and aimed it first in the direction his ear told him the sound had come from. He moved the beam of light slowly across the tree line, telling himself he was ready for anything. He jumped at the sight of something bright, then laughed as he recognized the orange marking flag tacked to the nearby tree.

      He walked around the tent, shining the light both at the ground around his feet and off at the distant trees. There was nothing out of the ordinary. He listened. The friendly hoot of a tree owl was barely audible over the sound of the nearby waterfall. He moved his beam of light in that direction, then heard the soft flapping of wings. It made him smile.

      He walked back around to the front of the tent and shined the light on the orange marking flag. It seemed so out of place out here, like a zit on an otherwise smooth cheek, marring the landscape. But somehow he liked this particular blemish, found it comforting. A landmark showing the way home, should he need it.

      He clicked off the flashlight and crawled back into the tent.
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        * * *

      

      And still couldn’t sleep.

      He looked over at his wife. Curled up with one edge of the sleeping bag wrapped over her, she slept with her back to him. He couldn’t see her eyes, and wondered if she was dreaming. If he looked, would he see the telltale rapid eye movements of the dreamer? What would she be dreaming about?

      How had he married such a dirty girl? He grinned with one side of his mouth, laid back with his hands behind his head.

      It was a mixed blessing, being married to a woman like Carrie Ann. Every man thought they wanted such a woman—the bad girl, who loved sex, had a vivid imagination, who would say and do just about anything. But it came with a cost. She was hard to keep up with, for starters. Bobby wasn’t a kid anymore, and Carrie Ann seemed to need it almost daily. More than he did, anyway. Then there were those fantasies of hers that crossed a boundary, a line he found it difficult to cross with her. He wondered what his friends would think, his coworkers, if they knew how Bobby let his wife indulge her dark side. Yet every one of them—the men, anyway—would probably tell him how lucky he was. Would say they’d lop off an arm to have a woman like her.

      If they only knew.

      But is she really all that … naughty?

      It was all in the mind, right? It was her fertile imagination that made her a delight, her fearlessness in speaking her mind, saying what she wanted. Maybe he was more lucky than he knew. Maybe he should try to be more like her. It wasn’t as if she had ever actually done any of the things they talked about in bed. She hadn’t fucked other men. And Bobby had certainly never—

      He gulped, staring up at the circle full of stars.

      The truth was, he wanted her to fuck another man. Not just in her imagination. It was something he wanted her to have, and—there was no denying it—something he very much wanted to see. So much that his insides practically turned to jelly when he thought about it. It’s all just talk, she’d said. But he knew that wasn’t true. It wasn’t for him, and he knew with a dead certainty that it wasn’t just talk for her, either. You didn’t talk about things like that so persistently if you didn’t actually want to do them. What was the point of a fantasy if you didn’t take steps to make it real?

      There was the rub, laid out before him. If they brought another man into their bed, if he gave his blessing to their shared desire, and they acted on it, where would it stop? If he let part of their fantasy out of the cage, let it stretch it legs and sink its teeth into some live meat, what was to keep it from devouring him?

      In short, if Bobby gave her another man, might she not want to do the same for Bobby?

      One thing leads to another.

      It’s all just talk.

      Until it isn’t.

      Keep the animal caged, then.

      On the flip side, maybe he and Carrie Ann weren’t that different from other people. Everyone has fantasies. Specifically, everyone has sexual fantasies. Every married couple on earth comprises two unique sets of desires, carefully secreted away in almost every case. Walled off from each other. Only the luckiest, or the bravest, allow those thoughts to flow between them. Who knows? Maybe that nice man in the second pew at church wants to see a big black man fuck his wife up the ass. Wants to her hear scream with shocked pleasure as a big black cock penetrates her through the back door while her tits swing below her. And that woman sitting next to him? His wife? Maybe she thinks of the exact same thing, visualizes it, her eyes closed while she dutifully rides her husband’s cock every other Saturday night.

      And the one will never know about the other.

      Fear.

      It struck him as rather sad.

      At least he and Carrie Ann were one of those lucky couples. The lines of communication were open wide and the information was on the table. Even if neither of them had ever done anything about it.

      Or had they?

      It was a question that niggled at his heart. Out here in the woods, alone with his wife, who slept, maybe he could think about that.

      Why had he dreamed about Lewis Mayhorn? And why did his distaste for the man feel pathological? Yes, he was annoying. But lots of people were annoying. Why did he carve out a special hatred for the man?

      And how could he have been so slow to make the connection between the Coosawatee General Store of his youth and my cousin who still runs the outfitters up there. If he hadn’t seen the name at the top of his receipt after filling up the Subaru, would he have figured it out by now? Or would he be sleeping soundly now, like Carrie Ann, completely oblivious to the fact that Lewis had roots right here on these same acres that Bobby thought of as hallowed ground. Still had blood here, in fact.

      It made the place feel a bit less hallowed.

      Why did that bother him so much? To think—to know—that he had a connection to Lewis Mayhorn that trailed all the way back to their respective childhoods. Had a nine-year-old Lewis been playing out back of the store—maybe torturing a cat, or whatever guys like him did to get their rocks off; maybe with his blond cousin Drew—at the same time Bobby’s father was inside buying little Bobby some beef jerky?

      That still didn’t explain why he loathed the man. The kind of milk-curdling distaste he felt for Lewis could only be attributed to one thing.

      Carrie Ann had seen the man’s cock.
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        * * *

      

      It had happened innocently enough.

      It was the Summer Jubilee, the yearly bash Martin had been throwing ever since he’d taken over the company from his father. A catered event with live music and free-flowing alcohol held on the Grand Lawn at Cranston Park, it was an event no one missed. And why would they? It was the one time of the year Martin, a notorious tightwad, opened up his pocketbook and sprang for all the food you could eat and, best of all, all the beer and liquor you could drink.

      And it wasn’t cheap stuff, either. Barbecued pork ribs and brisket were brought in from Memphis, and the liquor was all top shelf. But the real reason not to miss the event was that every year some poor soul got liquored up enough to do something really stupid. And every year that something stupid fueled the mockery and rumor mills for the next nine or ten months until it finally petered out just in time to start planning the next Jubilee.

      There was the year Beth Redifer, who at the time worked in sales alongside Bobby, got so soused that she stripped down to her panties and bra on a tabletop while the band played a cover of Roxanne. A girlfriend of hers managed to get her down, but not before Beth had tossed her bra on Carl Perlmutter’s head—to the great consternation of Mrs. Perlmutter, who was standing next to her husband. Turned out Beth had been hiding a great pair of tits, to which most everyone at the office could now attest since half of them had whipped out their cell phones and snapped a photo. They’d spent the following Monday comparing shots to see who’d gotten the best angle, with the best lighting, to capture Beth’s nipples just right. Bobby couldn’t remember now which of them that was, but it didn’t matter since he subsequently shared the photo with everyone else. Bobby still had a copy of it somewhere on his home computer. Beth, incredibly, still worked in the office. Two weeks after the incident at the Jubilee she was promoted to an executive assistant and moved upstairs. She worked late a lot. Exactly what she did on those late nights was a topic of rich speculation.

      Then there was the year when Oakie—whose last name was Oakwood, but he went simply by Oakie and Bobby couldn’t remember his actual name—dropped down to one knee and asked Janice from the customer service desk to marry him. The man shamelessly professed his undying love, right in front of Martin and everyone else at the senior management table. Janice seemed quite flattered. Janice’s husband, not so much. Everyone thought it was a big joke until Oakie stood up and kissed Janice on the mouth. Things kind of soured after that. Bobby had been one of the guys Martin had asked to put Oakie in a cab. So he and Bill DiFranco walked the drunken Oakie out to the parking lot to wait on the Uber they’d summoned. The three of them sat on a picnic table, Oakie between them muttering I just love her man, I just love her so much … until the car arrived. That was the last anyone saw of Oakie, who didn’t return to work the following Monday. Or any Monday thereafter.

      Actually, that year had been a twofer, now that Bobby thought about it. Earlier in the evening—far too early for most people to have drank enough to get good and stupid—there had been someone else who couldn’t keep his hands to himself. Helmut Grandy, a thin man with close-cropped gray hair and a strong German accent, just a few years from retirement, had been sitting alone at a table near the bandstand for more than an hour. So far as anyone knew, he hadn’t even eaten and hadn’t had more than one pint of the craft beer being dispensed at the bar. Two at most. He just sat there, watching people. Finally, just as the meal was coming to a close and people were milling around again, he got up, walked over to Graham Tuttle and grabbed a handful of the man’s ass. Graham had dropped his plate of bananas foster, and when he and Mrs. Tuttle turned around, Helmut had smiled soberly and grabbed the man’s package at the front of his trousers. Only a few people had seen this, Bobby and Carrie Ann among them. Helmut was a quiet guy, but an effective sales engineer, and there had always been rumors about his sexuality. Frankly, there were similar rumors about Graham’s private life as well, despite the fact that he was married to a not-unattractive middle school teacher and the couple had a pair of boys. The incident was kept quiet. Graham walked Helmut back to his table and had sat there talking with him for a little while before rejoining Mrs. Tuttle, who seemed to take it all in stride. As if men grabbing her husband’s crotch was a sight to which she was not entirely unaccustomed. Helmut had taken early retirement later that year. Ironically, it had been Graham who’d taken most of the ribbing over the next few months. It was all in good fun, though Bobby had heard whispers that Helmut and Graham had had a thing for some time, despite Graham being married and despite his being nearly a quarter of a century Helmut’s junior. It might have been worse for them both had the incident not been thoroughly and definitively upstaged by Oakie later the same evening.

      But it was last year, the most recent Summer Jubilee, in which the Ambaughs had been center stage.

      The evening’s theme was Stadium Rock. Martin was a big fan of seventies music and hired Hi Infidelity, an REO Speedwagon tribute band. Bobby wasn’t sure about the band’s look, since he had no idea what REO Speedwagon looked like, but they sure had their sound down. Though they played a lot more than just REO songs, they were a bit repetitive. Long before sunset Bobby told Carrie Ann he’d stick a finger in his throat if he heard Take It on the Run one more fucking time.

      By ten-thirty, people were getting bored. Nothing exciting had happened. One of the guys from the warehouse had drank too much, started stumbling around, and actually fell into the beverage table at one point. After that he became a subject of interest, everyone watching him, almost willing him to do something obnoxious before they had to go home with nothing to talk about. Bobby felt sure the poor guy would at least vomit, hopefully on someone else. Unfortunately, the man’s date came to his rescue and led him discretely off into the woods at the edge of the Grand Lawn. No one followed to confirm, but it was assumed that a furtive purge had either been incited or happened naturally—When the couple returned the man switched to soda and remained seated at one of the picnic tables for the remainder of the night, his date dutifully rubbing his back.

      When the band announced they were going to play a couple of original songs composed by their singer/bass player—a lank dude who might have been a mail carrier in his day job—folks started to disperse. It just wasn’t going to be one of the more memorable Jubilees. Even Martin looked bored. Bobby and Carrie Ann blended into a group that was headed back to the parking area, where a line of Ubers and Lyfts awaited those who didn’t feel safe driving themselves.

      The paved walkway between the Grand Lawn and the parking lot was long, meandering through the woods along the eastern border of Cranston Park. It was well lit, and he and Carrie Ann took their time. Neither of them had drank to excess, though Carrie Ann was surely the more tipsy of the two. They walked arm in arm, Carrie Ann leaning on Bobby’s shoulder. The group ahead of them had moved on, and as they went around a bend in the path they found themselves alone. As they stepped out of the dark and into the illumination of the only light post along this stretch, which was erected on the left alongside a huge holly bush, they heard a groan.

      “What’s that?” said Carrie Ann, her head springing up. They both stopped. The sound came from their left, off in the woods. “You heard it, too, right?” she said, looking up at him.

      Bobby found it slightly adorable that his wife had to verify she wasn’t hearing things. To his knowledge, no amount of alcohol caused auditory hallucinations. But he’d heard it, too.

      Then they heard it again. Longer this time. They looked at each other. Then Carrie Ann took a couple steps toward the trees.

      “Are you okay back there?” she said.

      “Hey, don’t,” said Bobby, reaching for her. “Probably some guy taking a piss.”

      “Bobby, someone could be sick,” said Carrie Ann, breaking away from him and moving toward the sound. They heard the groan again, and he tried to discern the meaning in it. It could have been agony. It could have been relief, but now he couldn’t shake the image of some poor guy squatting, pants around his ankles, and the thought of Carrie Ann stumbling upon such a scene horrified him.

      “Care—come on, don’t,” he said.

      The light above their heads didn’t penetrate very far into the woods, and there was nothing to see but the sides of trees, anyway. But some of them were big, broad enough to conceal at least one person.

      “Hang on,” said Carrie Ann. She stepped into the trees, her heels sinking into the soft earth. She grabbed onto a heavy branch to steady herself. “What if that guy is sick again?”

      That made sense. Bobby started to follow his wife, silently cursing the culture of universal care she’d absorbed through years of working in hospitals. He felt a little guilty about that. It was in her blood, even though she wasn’t a caregiver. But if Carrie Ann worked at, say, a bakery, would she have crept off that path to investigate?

      He wanted to follow her. Felt it was the right thing to do. But Bobby couldn’t stand the sight or, God forbid, the smell of vomit.

      They heard the groan again, close enough now that they could tell it was coming from behind an oak tree six or eight feet in front of them. Carrie Ann moved closer, calling out, asking if anyone needed help. Then Bobby heard something else.

      Laughter, and the sound of shuffling feet.

      The footsteps were from behind him. More people leaving the party. The laughter might have been from them as well. Or, it might have come from behind the tree toward which Carrie Ann was moving. He wasn’t sure. The only thing he was sure of, as Carrie Ann peeked around the tree several steps in front of him, was that the situation was something other than either of them had supposed. He saw her smile. Then her hand flew over her mouth and Bobby heard her apologizing through her fingers.

      He looked down the path, back the way they had come. Two figures had come around the bend. From where he stood, there wasn’t enough light to make them out.

      “Carrie Ann, let’s get out of here,” he said into the trees.

      That was when Lewis Mayhorn’s upper body leaned out from behind the oak tree. The light hit his face, and Bobby recognized the smug look of satisfaction instantly. Lewis had heard Bobby’s voice, and now said something to Carrie Ann, who was still standing there with her hand over her mouth. But Carrie Ann wasn’t looking at Lewis. Not at his face, anyway. She was looking further down—at the ground, maybe.

      The couple coming up the path—and he could see now that it was a couple, as they came into the light—were almost upon them. Whatever was going on, Bobby didn’t want himself or his wife to have any part in it. He was already concealed behind the giant holly bush, and as the couple got closer he sidestepped to remain out of view.

      “Hide,” he said, issuing his command into the trees as loud as he thought he could without being heard by the approaching couple.

      Either it hadn’t been loud enough, or Bobby was flatly ignored. Bobby moved around the holly bush, heard the sound of feminine giggling that didn’t sound like his wife. Then he clearly heard Lewis say something like if you wanna join …

      “Hey, who’s there?” said a voice Bobby recognized. It was Curtis Campbell. He was with his wife, or girlfriend—Bobby honestly had no idea if he was married. The couple had stopped by the light post, barely fifteen feet from where Bobby was hiding behind the holly. “That you, Mayhorn?”

      Bobby took another step to his left to stay hidden, his position blinding him to anything going on.

      “One and only,” said Lewis. Bobby leaned his ear into the silence that followed, thought he heard the sound of a zipper, then definitely heard the sound of a jangling belt buckle.

      “Oh. Hi … Carrie?” said Curtis, who evidently didn’t know Bobby’s wife’s name. “Uh … where’s Bobby?”

      “Oh, he’s …” said Carrie Ann. Bobby couldn’t see her but could hear the mild surprise in her voice as she discovered he’d vanished from sight. “I don’t know,” she said, laughing.

      “Ooooh-kay,” said the woman with Curtis. “Well, have a good night.” She spoke in the manner of someone who had recognized a potentially embarrassing situation and wanted to make a hasty exit without any more token pleasantries. Which is exactly what she and Curtis did. They started up the path. Bobby, unsure whether it would be better to stay hidden or jump out and announce himself, took the safer course, the one that wouldn’t require any explanation, and skittered quietly to the backside of the holly bush.

      He stood there in the darkness, watching Curtis and his lady friend or wife or whatever walking away. He heard them both snicker. Before they turned the corner he saw the woman throw her head back, heard her burst out in cackling laughter.

      Then they were gone.

      Bobby stepped back out onto the pavement. There was Carrie Ann, still standing off in the woods. He heard another woman’s voice, too. It sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. She said something like tried to be quiet, or maybe I tried to keep him quiet.

      Bobby called his wife’s name.

      “There you are,” she said, finally turning to face him. “Where the hell did you go?”

      Before he could answer, Lewis stepped out from behind the tree. Bobby noticed that his shirt was untucked. It was too long, falling halfway to his knees. Not the kind of shirt one would normally wear untucked. “What’s up, Roberto?” he said. “Just having a little fun here. You can stay if you like.” Lewis turned to Carrie Ann. “And you can definitely stay.” Then Bobby heard the unseen woman laugh again, just before Lewis disappeared behind the tree, followed by the distinct sounds of his belt and pants being unfastened.

      Bobby extended his hand, reaching for his wife, cueing her to rejoin him so they could go home.

      Carrie Ann smiled and looked behind the tree. She cast her glance downward. “Hope you enjoy that,” she said.

      It might have been two seconds.

      Maybe three.

      Then she looked to Bobby and started making her way back to him, stepping carefully on her heels.

      They walked to the car in silence, Bobby’s stomach doing somersaults the whole way. He was thinking about those two or three seconds. What had she been looking at?

      When they were buckled in, he said, “So, you gonna tell me?”

      “Tell you what?” she said.

      “What that was all about. Back there. With …” Bobby couldn’t quite bring himself to say the name.

      “Oh.” She grinned. “Lewis was getting a blowjob. Thought that was obvious.” She was smiling at him in a way that unnerved him.

      “From who?”

      “I don’t know. It was dark. She had short red hair. And she never stood up, so don’t ask me how tall she was.”

      “Those people saw you,” said Bobby.

      “Yeah. So?”

      “Baby, that was Curt Campbell. He has the biggest fucking mouth in our branch. He saw you with Lewis.”

      “We weren’t doing anything.”

      Bobby had trouble telling whether his wife was trying to torture him, or if maybe she really just didn’t see. “I … I know. But it’s not what you were doing. It’s what it looked like you were doing.” She raised her brows, waiting for him to continue. “They didn’t see me. I wasn’t there. I mean, I was … but—”

      “Ohhhhh.” The sun came up in Carrie Ann’s slightly inebriated brain. “Well that wouldn’t have been a problem if you hadn’t … Hey, what were you doing, anyway? I know you’ve said you want to watch, but—”

      “I didn’t want them to see me. I didn’t want them to see you, either.”

      “You were … what then? Hiding? Why would you—”

      “And I only want to watch you, not … Wait, were you watching?” said Bobby.

      “I … Not really. I mean, it was right there.”

      “But you said it was dark.”

      “It was … mostly.” They were quiet a few moments as a couple got into the Jeep parked next to them, on Bobby’s side. He gave the man a wave—it was Ray Botwin from marketing—and Bobby swore there was something behind the smile he got in return. Some kind of knowing ridicule. Had Campbell gotten to him already? And now here they were, Bobby and the missus, in their car. Did they look like they were fighting?

      Bobby turned back to Carrie Ann, saw that she had a big smile on her face. The Jeep pulled away, and then she said the thing that stuck a blade in him. “It was hard to miss. Your friend Lewis might be part horse.”

      The paranoia that had sprouted in Bobby’s mind loosened, turned into something worse, drifted down to his stomach, and sank its claws in there. He doubled over, leaning his forehead against the top of the steering wheel.

      “Baby, you okay?” said Carrie Ann, rubbing his back. “Why does it bother you if someone out there gets lucky?”
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        * * *

      

      Bobby stared up at the stars, thinking about that night and listening to Carrie Ann breathe beside him.

      It didn’t bother him at all if someone else out there got lucky. He just wondered what she’d meant by that. He thought about those few seconds she’d stared downward, behind the tree, while Bobby heard Lewis unbuckle his pants. Why had she done that?

      Hope you enjoy that, she’d said.

      Who had she been talking to?

      Lewis, one would presume. As in, Enjoy getting your cock sucked, you lucky devil.

      But what if she was talking to the mystery redhead, Lewis’s little woodland slut? As in, Enjoy that big honkin’ dick, girlfriend. God knows I would …

      So who did Carrie Ann consider the lucky party in that night’s scenario? Lewis, for getting a blowjob? Or was it the redhead? Had Carrie Ann’s comments—the one about getting lucky as well as her admonition to enjoy that—been made in solidarity with a sisterhood of big-cock-loving women? Women who would simply drop to their knees for a man like Lewis Mayhorn once they saw what he was packing? No matter how repulsive they might find him otherwise?

      Maybe. Maybe he was overthinking it. Either way, Bobby knew his wife did not find Lewis repulsive. She liked him. He could tell. He never came right out and asked, but he could tell. Horse dick or not, she found the man attractive.

      Seriously, baby, why do you let Lewis get to you?

      Because, baby, snarked Bobby in his thoughts. You’ve seen the man’s cock, and liked what you saw enough to comment on it. He basically offered it to you right there on the spot. With witnesses. And you thought about it. I saw you thinking about it, for a couple seconds. You thought about dropping to your knees right there and getting a hot taste. Sharing it with the other woman behind the tree. Maybe even bending over right there in the woods, offering up your pussy. And that fucking guy—the guy who called me a weasel—was bold enough to think you might even go for it. With me standing right there.

      Normal behavior for his type, babe.

      Oh, really? And what type is that, exactly? And while we’re on the subject, what type do you think your husband is?

      He considered waking Carrie Ann right then, waking her up and having this conversation right now. He needed clarification. He had tried to put it out of his mind ever since the previous summer. Had told himself not to be paranoid every time he walked by a group of guys at the office and heard them talking under their breath or snickering as he passed. One day early last fall he’d come face to face with Curt Campbell in the hallway outside sales. He stopped him with the intent to explain what had happened as the previous Summer Jubilee was winding down. Campbell had smiled expectantly, as if he were waiting to hear exactly that, and Bobby froze up. Felt his cheeks burn, felt hot bile rise to the back of his throat. When he finally opened his mouth he made some small talk about declining sales in the midsize installer market. Campbell had looked at him curiously, as if Bobby might be a little nuts. Bobby had walked away, sure that he’d seen a meaningful smirk on the man’s face as he headed for the elevator.

      He’d even looked for the redhead, thought about talking to her. He didn’t know why. There were only two redheaded women with short hair who worked in the building. Three, if you counted the one in the warehouse, but Bobby was virtually certain she was a dyke. So it was between Jill in customer service and Brenda, a supervisor in accounting who was, Bobby felt pretty sure, married. He had no idea what he would gain from knowing which of them was on her knees sucking on Lewis’s cock in the woods in Cranston Park, but it bothered him that one of them had exchanged words with his wife while Lewis stood by with his cock out, that one of the two redheads might have shared a knowing look with Carrie Ann as they spent a few seconds in mutual admiration of Mayhorn schlong. Whichever one of them it was, that person knew all the players—knew Carrie Ann had seen Lewis’s dick, knew that Bobby had been standing by as a helpless onlooker when it happened. Yet Bobby was clueless as to who knew about it, and the asymmetry frustrated him. He spoke to Jill almost every day, but was never able to read anything into her. He also made a point of walking by the window of accounting a couple times a week, moving nice and slow, but Brenda never looked up from her desk. He tried to picture her on her knees, her jaw stretched open as Lewis shoved his big dick into her mouth, slobber drooling from her chin as she gave the man’s ball sac a one-handed massage, but it didn’t make a lot of sense. Then again, you never knew about people. Just look at me, he thought.

      Maybe he was just crazy. Maybe it wasn’t even a woman from the office. Could’ve been someone from the catering crew, or a park employee. Or even—glorious angels fold thy wings around us—a date Lewis had brought to the party.

      “Fuck,” Bobby said aloud. He sat up and twisted the knob that cut off the lamp’s butane supply, leaving the two of them in dim starlight. Bobby curled himself next to his wife, nuzzled his nose into her warm neck, wrapped his arm around her. She stirred, mumbled something incomprehensible, and moved her hand over his.

      Why worry? What was the point? If a few people at the office thought his wife fooled around, what did it matter? He had to accept at least some of the blame. He’d caught himself dropping a not entirely cryptic hint to Shawn Winston just the previous day, and almost immediately regretted it. It was as if his guard was down and his subconscious had just let it slip. Had he done that before, maybe even without knowing it? Fact was, he did want his wife to fool around.

      Just not with Lewis.

      It was the dispute over the Landon account that put a bad taste in Bobby’s mouth for Lewis Mayhorn, but it was the incident at the park that made him fully detest the man. After that night Lewis wasn’t just a slick and smarmy salesman who may or may not have been out for requital over a legitimate business dispute, who thought he was owed something. When he wagged his cock in front of Carrie Ann as Bobby sat ringside, Lewis was revealed as a shameless, arrogant sociopath with no sense of propriety or humility … who thought he was owed something.

      And had a big dick, if reports were accurate. Don’t forget that. Not that it made any difference, except that it surely fueled the man’s bluster and inflated his sense of self-worth.

      So he hated Lewis Mayhorn the man, and he hated his allegedly big dick, and now he understood why. It was his fantasy life, and particularly the darker side of Carrie Ann’s fantasy, that made the park incident a point of peril. If Bobby were an ordinary husband, and Carrie Ann an ordinary wife, catching a coworker getting blown in the woods would have been something to laugh about.

      But laughter hadn’t been the reaction from either of them. Bobby had been practically horrified, and Carrie Ann, for her part, had seemed at least coolly aroused. As he held his wife and thought about it now, there seemed to be a weird symbiosis that he hadn’t considered before. If he was horrified by her arousal, was it possible that Carrie Ann was aroused by her husband’s horror?

      The implications of that made his eyes fly open. He breathed in the scent of her hair, felt it tickle his nose.

      I’ve always wanted a man who would do anything for me.

      He had always considered their shared fantasies from his own decidedly male perspective. How could it be otherwise when he was trapped in that point of view? It was about watching, seeing, about physical sensation. He wanted to see Carrie Ann experience pleasure in a way that wasn’t possible when he was taking part in it. And he wanted to see how Carrie Ann could satisfy a man’s most primal needs in a way he could not when he himself was that man. He wanted to sit outside the events.

      What about her perspective? What did his wife, really, want out of this?

      A woman’s arousal is driven primarily by emotion, much more so than a man’s, whose desires spring from the physical side of the equation—He’d been hearing and reading that for years. Had heard it repeated in hundreds of movies and read it, paraphrased in one form or another, in dozens of books. Now, he thought he might be starting to understand it.

      What if they had been coming at this from different directions all along?

      If the provenance of Carrie Ann’s naughty fantasies was emotional, did it not naturally follow that Bobby’s emotions were part of her fantasy as well? That she wanted him to feel something? And if his wife wanted a man who would do anything for me, what would she want of him?

      Something that was easy? Something any man would do?

      No.

      More likely, something very difficult. Something few self-respecting men would do.

      It’s all just talk.

      He wanted to believe that. But if his wife’s dark desire was to see him hurt or humiliated, maybe even degraded, did his slight reluctance to fully embrace the role provide a window through which Carrie Ann could see the thing she sought?

      More concretely, had he said way too much about Lewis?

      He’d talk to Carrie Ann tomorrow, tell her that he would take her fantasy anywhere she wanted to go as long as she understood that it would have to remain just that—a fantasy.

      He pulled her closer to him, so that their legs became entangled under the sleeping bag. Her skin was warm, smooth. He fell asleep thinking about all his ranting in the car on the way here, glad that he wasn’t married to the kind of woman who’d take advantage of that information.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby awoke one more time during the night to sounds outside the tent.

      He had been asleep. He was sure of that. Just as he was now sure he was truly awake and, he was surprised to find, rock hard.

      Had he been dreaming again? If so, it had evaporated, leaving his untimely erection as its only evidence.

      The sound was big this time. Not loud, but big.

      Heavy.

      It wasn’t the sound of a person traipsing through the woods at night. Not even two people. It was big like a thing that would push a tree out of its way.

      Bobby sat up and reached again for the flashlight. His sudden waking had him in a panic, his heart racing. He sat back on his hands, his erection waving in his lap, and took a few deep breaths. He listened.

      Nothing but the sound of the waterfall.

      He started to move to the front of the tent, then turned back around and grabbed the canister of pepper spray.

      He crouched on all fours and moved bare-assed toward the tent flap. He ran the zipper, which seemed incredibly loud in the dead of night, like it might wake a few of the folks sleeping soundly down in Happy Valley. He looked back. It hadn’t even woken Carrie Ann.

      He stuck his head out of the tent, raised the flashlight, and clicked it on.

      Nothing would have surprised him. He was ready to see a deer, a bear, a wolf, or even a Humvee parked outside the tent.

      He directed the beam of light back and forth across the woods facing the tent. There was nothing. Only the orange marking flag reflecting the light back to him.

      “I shouldn’t have come here,” he said to the flag. “You stay right there. So you can take me home.”

      He killed the light, backed into the tent, tossed the items back into the bag and curled up next to Carrie Ann. Whatever had made the sound was gone, along with his erection.

      He went back to sleep.
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      When the mountain men came, they weren’t dressed in overalls. They didn’t have bad teeth, open sores, banjos, or bare feet. They wore clean t-shirts, crisp blue jeans, and shiny boots.

      They also carried hunting rifles. And they brought food.

      Bobby came awake to the smell of frying bacon. It his state of drowse he thought for a moment that he was at home, snug in his canopy bed. How odd, he thought, that Carrie Ann should be cooking bacon, which was not a food she favored. She was more of a fruit and oatmeal girl, maybe with an occasional slice of toast or half a bagel. She didn’t cook it for Bobby, either. He usually skipped breakfast, but when he did make the time for it he’d take pancakes if available. And eggs, any style.

      As the fog of sleep continued to lift and and he became aware that Carrie Ann was starting to stir right next to him, his mind zeroed in on what was wrong.

      “Mmm,” muttered Carrie Ann. “You made bacon.”

      “No,” he said. “We didn’t bring any.”

      “Smells good.” She pulled the sleeping bag up over her arms. Her eyes hadn’t opened yet, and neither had her mind.

      There was movement outside.

      “This is ready,” said a male voice.

      “Time to get ‘em up,” said another.

      Both voices were familiar.

      Footsteps approached the tent, which Bobby had left unzipped. The open flaps hung loosely together. In the space between, he saw the man. The top of the opening was at the level of the man’s chest, and he didn’t bend down to look inside, just rapped noisily on the canvas.

      “Hey in there,” said Drew. “Breakfast is ready. Come get some meat.”

      There was hushed snickering, and the sound of a metal implement scraping a pan.

      “How many eggs?” said Ed. “I could eat a dozen.”

      Drew turned around at the front of the tent and walked away. “Just cook them all,” he said. “And you’re not eating them all.”

      It occurred to Bobby that he and Carrie Ann were both completely naked. He bolted upright and saw that they had both shaken off the sleeping bag in the night. Carrie Ann had pulled it up under her neck, and it covered her breasts and arms, but her lower half was completely exposed. She was sleeping on her side, facing away from him, her bare ass and long legs on stark display in the daylight coming in the top of the tent and through the narrow slit at the front flap. She had one leg kicked up, her knee raised out in front of her. Anyone looking into the tent as they slept might have had an unobstructed view of her lady parts.

      How long had Drew and Ed been here? At least long enough to cook bacon. Bobby could hear the crackle of a fire, so long enough to get that going as well. Was it possible neither one of them had taken a peek at the naked couple sleeping inside the tent in all that time? If for no other reason to make sure the people inside were who they expected?

      Then again, who was he kidding? Hadn’t Ed said no one camped up here anymore?

      The smell of the bacon started to sour his stomach. He reached across Carrie Ann and pulled the sleeping bag over her bottom. Then he looked down at himself. He was nude, and as far as he could tell he had been sleeping on his back. Uncovered. It must have gotten warm as the sun came up.

      “Carrie Ann, you need to wake up,” he said, shaking her shoulder. She opened her mouth with a sleepy groan of protest and rolled her head toward him. “Come on, wake up.”

      “What time is it?” she said, eyes still clamped shut.

      It was a good question. He had lain awake for a long time, and had woken up at least once—

      —to that noise in the woods …

      After the exertion of the previous day, his body must have finally given up. He had drifted off deep enough that two men cooking outside his tent hadn’t woken him up until now.

      “Who’s here?” said Carrie Ann. She sat up groggily and the sleeping bag that had been her only cover fell away. Her nipples, soft and rosy, fell directly in a beam of sunlight.

      “Get something on,” said Bobby. He reached for the bag with their clothes, dragged it over in front of them.

      “You two gonna sleep the day away?” called Ed from outside. “Gonna be lunchtime before long.”

      “Oh,” said Carrie Ann, raising her arm and covering her breasts in a reflexive modesty that Bobby was glad to see.

      “They’re moving,” said Drew. “Give me a juice.”

      “Yeah, we know they didn’t come up here to sleep,” said Ed. Bobby heard Drew laugh.

      “We’ll be right out,” shouted Carrie Ann.

      Bobby was pulling articles of clothing out of the bag. He tossed Carrie Ann a pair of sweatpants and what he thought was a folded t-shirt, then hurriedly pulled on his jeans from the day before. He grabbed a clean t-shirt of his own, and by the time he pulled it over his head he saw that the shirt he’d given to Carrie Ann was actually a loose-fitting tank top. He reached for the bra she’d worn the day before and held it in front of her.

      “Are you kidding?” she said. Before Bobby could plead with her to put it on, she was scrabbling out of the tent, pushing the flaps open. Sunlight glared in his face, and he used the hand holding the bra to shield his eyes.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” said Drew. He bent down and looked into the tent as Bobby held the bra up in front of him. “Oops. Looks like someone’s still getting dressed,” he said. He pulled the flap all the way to one side, and Bobby heard both men chuckle.

      Bobby tossed the bra away and crawled outside.

      “You two sleep good?” said Ed. He was seated low on a small log, his knees sticking up above his waist, tending to a cast iron pan set on top of what looked like two heavy branches placed parallel on the ground. Beneath the makeshift cooktop was a hole containing a small fire. Ed used a metal spatula to push eggs around the pan.

      “Good morning,” said Bobby. His eyes were still adjusting to the brightness of the day. He didn’t remember the hole in which the fire now burned having been there the night before. He didn’t remember the log Ed was sitting on, either.

      “Got me a butane stove, but Drew said leave it,” said Ed. “You want a juice? Got apple and orange.”

      “Yeah, sure. Orange,” said Bobby. Ed turned and reached into a military style backpack at his side. It was huge, covered with straps, zippers, and innumerable hideaway pockets. Bobby remembered his grandfather, who’d served in both Korea and Vietnam, having a similar backpack. His grandfather’s had been camouflaged in black and several shades of green, fashioned to be invisible as one humped through the forest. Ed’s was solid olive. Bobby wondered if Ed was a veteran himself. Or maybe he’d picked it up secondhand at an Army thrift store.

      “Still cold,” said Ed, tossing Bobby a plastic bottle of juice. Bobby caught it and looked at the label. It was a brand name, twenty ounces of 100% real juice!, with a wide screw-off lid. “Brought ‘em from the store,” said Ed, smiling.

      “Thanks,” said Bobby. He removed the cap and drained half the bottle in three quick swallows. It was indeed cold, and tasted incredible. It ran down his throat like nectar. His limbs were sore from yesterday’s hike to the river, and he could almost feel the juice energizing his body.

      “Come on, sit,” said Ed. “Have some eggs.” He nodded his head, indicating the space next to him on the log. Bobby walked over and sat next to him. Ed reached into his backpack again and pulled out a thin stack of paper plates and two plastic forks. He scooped fried eggs from the skillet and dropped two onto each plate, then handed Bobby one of the plates and a fork.

      “Those from the store, too?” he said.

      “No.” Ed smiled as he tucked into his eggs. “Well … maybe. But don’t tell Drew,” he said. Bobby laughed around his mouthful of eggs. Ed handed Bobby a plate of bacon and Bobby took two strips, then hesitated. “Go on. Don’t be shy,” said Ed. Bobby picked up two more, and Ed grinned in approval.

      Bobby had no idea what they were doing here. Sure, he’d extended an offer. Which was kind of silly, now that he thought about it. It wasn’t as if this was Bobby’s home, a rented vacation spot, or even a piece of private land. This was open territory, Mother Nature’s stomping ground, and it was as much Ed’s and Drew’s as it was his or Carrie Ann’s. In fact, for all he knew, maybe it was actually privately held land. Might even be owned by Drew’s family. In which case, Bobby had told Drew to feel free to come visit his own land. He looked down at his food, feeling a little ridiculous.

      “No coffee. Sorry,” said Ed.

      “What? I can’t believe the shitty service here,” said Bobby.

      Ed laughed hard enough that he nearly choked on his bacon. He took a sip of apple juice through a straw from a small paper carton with a cartoon apple on it—taken from the store, no doubt—and came up smiling. “Too much to carry,” he said.

      It was hard not to like Ed. Bobby suspected the man might be a touch simpleheaded, as Bobby’s mother would have called it. Old Caroline Ambaugh had a soft spot for such folks. It was something in Ed’s eyes and, as Bobby watched him eat, in the way he chewed his food. He broadcast none of the latent contempt or snarky aggression of Drew, and in at least that way seemed to be his friend’s opposite. They made a strange pair.

      He heard his wife’s voice and turned to see her chatting with Drew some twenty feet away, both of them gnawing on strips of bacon. They stood between Bobby and the morning sun, which cast them in luminous outlines—her comely feminine shape, his unmistakably male physique. He was so much bigger than her, a full head taller and broad through the back. Drew pointed to something out over the treetops, and when Carrie Ann looked that way Bobby saw him run his eyes up and down his wife, even bending back a little to check out her behind. When Drew actually touched her—placed his hand low on her back—a little adrenaline leaked into Bobby’s blood. He couldn’t tell if Drew was touching her ass, since they were both shapes in the sun, but it was possible. When Carrie Ann turned to Drew and touched his shoulder, a little worm crawled into Bobby’s stomach.

      “You done?” said Ed. He was eyeing Bobby’s plate, just as surely as Drew was eyeing his wife. The worm in him was wriggling, threatening to eject what he had already consumed. He raised his plate toward Ed, who snatched up the uneaten bacon, including a piece Bobby had already nibbled on.

      Bobby saw Carrie Ann lean into Drew, close enough that the two almost became a single shape. Her head blocked out the sun, but when she moved it against Drew’s shoulder the light flared directly in Bobby’s eyes. He recoiled, nearly blinded by the brilliance.

      “You okay?” said Ed. Bobby waited for the dancing specks on the backs of his eyelids to dissipate. He heard the rustle of plastic, and when he peeled his eyes open Ed was putting their plates and forks and his juice carton into a small shopping bag. “Gotta keep America beautiful,” he said, then looked over to where his friend stood with Carrie Ann. “Yeah. Beautiful.”

      Ed stood, kicked the pan off the fire. “Gotta let that cool a while,” he said.

      So, they’re going to be here for … a while, thought Bobby.

      Ed began packing the trash into one of the endless compartments of his backpack, and that’s when Bobby noticed the guns.

      Two rifles, nearly identical, sat next to one another against a small dogwood directly behind them, muzzles tucked into the crook of a low branch and pointed to the sky. Bobby didn’t know how he hadn’t noticed them before. Carrie Ann had nagged him over the years to get a small handgun for the house. Said they could take a shooting and safety class at a range where her friend Mona went with her husband once a month or so. Bobby had no real objection; he’d just never gotten around to it. Consequently, he didn’t know much about guns. His father and uncle had always carried rifles when they came here, if it was deer season, and Bobby had a faint memory of Uncle Theo trying to teach him to shoot.

      Ed saw Bobby looking at the guns. “You hunt?” he said.

      “Yeah,” said Bobby. “Been a long time, though. When I’d come up with my dad and uncle. It’s not hunting season … is it?”

      Ed smiled. “No. But we don’t go in the woods without rifles.”

      Bobby took the opportunity to ask, “So why did you come up here?”

      “Well … I guess because you folks didn’t have rifles.”

      “Is there something we should be worried about?”

      “Naw. Probably not. We’ve just lived here all our lives, and … well, habits you know,” said Ed. He looked again toward Drew and Carrie Ann. “Really, I think he’s just taken a liking to … what was your woman’s name again?”

      “Carrie Ann,” said Bobby. He felt a flush creep over his face. “You like her, too. Right?”

      It was out of his mouth before he could stop it. Ed looked at him, brows raised, and Bobby saw something that made him suspect he’d been wrong in thinking Ed simpleheaded.

      “Course,” said Ed. “But I’ve got a ladyfriend. Retta. Lives this side of Sixmile.”

      “And Drew?” said Bobby. “Is he … married?”

      Ed laughed at that. “No. Says he won’t make that mistake again. When him and Emma split … well, it was bad.”

      “A girlfriend, then?” said Bobby. He mind reeled as he waited for an answer, unsure of why he was asking or what he wanted to hear. That Drew was attached and faithful, and hence posed no threat? Or that he was single and on the prowl?

      “No. Ever since his divorce he never settles down with any one woman for too long. He meets plenty, with his job and all. I guess you could say he never lacks for company. When he wants it, anyway. Stays over with Retta once in a while, too.”

      Bobby wasn’t sure he’d heard the man right. “I thought you said Retta was your … ladyfriend,” he said.

      “She is. I guess we’re just not … you know …”

      “Exclusive?”

      So you let Drew—who is your friend and your boss—sleep with your girl? Bobby wanted to ask, but didn’t. It was a line he didn’t feel safe crossing.

      Ed seemed to read his thoughts. “Yeah, I know. But Drew, he’s done a lot for me. I owe him. And you can’t blame him. Retta, she’s … well, I got a picture here.” There was no shame in the man’s voice as he sat up and patted his back pocket. “Shit. Wallet’s down in there somewhere,” he said, indicating his massive backpack.

      Bobby heard his wife call his name and looked up to see her and Drew coming back over. Ed looked up as well, and said, “Guess I can’t blame her, either.”

      Bobby coughed. Who was Ed talking about?

      “Hey, hon,” said Carrie Ann. She was almost skipping, and Bobby could clearly see the dark of her nipples through her shirt. “Time to go swimming,” she said. “I wanna see the waterfall.”
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        * * *

      

      Carrie Ann took Bobby by the hand and led him toward the tent. With the sun now out of his eyes, he could see what she and Drew had been looking at. In the daylight, the top of the waterfall was visible just above the treetops.

      “So, we’re all going to swim?” said Bobby.

      “Don’t know. But I am. Drew said you can swim behind the waterfall.” She ducked down and crawled inside. Bobby followed. She pulled off her shirt and starting digging in one of their bags. The sight of her topless, her breasts hanging as she bent over their packed clothes, with two men right outside, made his heart start to race. He could hear Drew and Ed talking, could hear the scuffle of their feet. He sat up, positioning his body to block any view into the tent.

      “Here it is,” she said, pulling a two-piece suit out of the bag. “And here’s yours.” She tossed Bobby his trunks. She sat facing him and lifted her hips to slide out of her sweatpants. Bobby caught a glimpse of her womanhood as she bent her knees to pull the sweats off her ankles, and he swore he saw a shine there, a wetness. He looked again as she put on her swimsuit bottoms. Yes, his wife was definitely wet, had gotten excited after talking to Drew just a few minutes. And touching him.

      He watched her pull up the solid blue bottoms. It wasn’t a bikini, but they rode high on her hips and accentuated her shape nicely. She sat up on her knees and held up the suit’s top. It was white and strapless. Once she had it on, Bobby thought it was a little too thin. When she got in the water, her nipples would be visible through the fabric.

      “What?” she said. “It’s plenty warm out there. Come on, get changed.”

      Bobby moved to one side and unbuttoned his jeans. He hesitated, aware that he had a raging hard-on that he didn’t want Carrie Ann to see. During the night he’d made up his mind that he would talk to his wife today and tell her they couldn’t do this, that he didn’t want to see her with another man. Part of him now knew that wasn’t true. Even if it was, this was all happening very fast. Now his head whirled with a mix of feelings that overlapped and amplified each other: fear, excitement, jealousy, arousal.

      Carrie Ann walked on her knees until she was in front of him. “You okay?” she said. She kissed his closed lips and ran her hand down his chest. “Come on, get …” She ran down his zipper and stopped. “Oh, God Bobby. You are so … fucking …” She slipped a hand into the front of his open jeans and caressed his cock. It throbbed at her touch. She ran her nails lightly over its taut surface, squeezed it just below the coronal ridge. “Wow, you poor thing,” she said. “You’re more excited than I am, aren’t you?”

      Bobby shook his head up and down, unable to look her in the eye.

      “Hey … hey,” she said. She touched his chin and brought his face up so that their eyes met. “I love you. For real, Bobby. Nothing happens unless you say so.” She paused, waiting for him to speak.

      Jesus, this was really happening.

      When Bobby said nothing, she said, “Can you tell me what you want, Bobby?”

      Bobby felt that worm in his stomach—which he was now pretty sure was an electric eel—start to slither up his esophagus. “I don’t … I don’t think I can … say it.”

      He felt her hand close around his shaft, felt her thumb slide over the wet tip of his dick. She smeared his pre-cum along his frenulum. “I guess I’ll just have to take this as your answer then, huh?”

      Bobby’s heart thudded in his chest. Aware that he was at a decision point, he struggled to find the words. “You’ll have to … do what you want,” was the best he could do.

      She kissed his mouth, ran her tongue over his lips as she moved her hand up and down between his balls and glans. “Bobby, listen. This takes both of us. Nothing happens unless you’re there to see it. Okay? Nothing.”

      She kissed along his cheek, made her way to his ear, then whispered there: “And don’t worry, baby. I’ll try to keep them away from your tight little butthole.”

      Bobby’s hips quivered. He inhaled and held the air in his lungs, trying not to come right there in her hand.

      She released him and sat back. “Now change.” She scooted toward the tent flap. “And just be there,” she said.

      Then she was gone, leaving him alone in the tent with his jeans around his thighs, a stiff and dripping dick sprouting from the fly. There was fear in his heart, and arousal coursing all over his body that he couldn’t understand. He clenched the muscles in his backside until his anus was a tight seal.

      “I’ll be there,” he said to himself. “I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time he got changed and waited for his erection to cool off—because he knew it would be plainly visible in his swim trunks—Carrie Ann, Ed, and Drew had already started off toward the river. He saw his wife’s shapely buttocks swaying back and forth and was instinctively alarmed at how little of her ass was covered by the swimsuit bottoms. Drew walked beside her, the tallest of the three, and on Drew’s other side was what appeared to be a giant green backpack with legs.

      As the trio disappeared around the trees, Bobby took a few steps toward the dogwood tree behind the log where Ed had sat cooking their breakfast. He wasn’t entirely comfortable around guns, and he wanted to make sure that the two rifles were still stowed there. He got close enough to see the diamond-shaped logo carved into the woodgrain stock of both weapons. Then he turned and trotted after his wife and the two men at her side, one of whom was going to be fucking her before the day was out. He presumed that would be Drew, to whom she was clearly drawn.

      A thought stopped him.

      If that happened, what would Ed do in the meantime?

      Would Ed just sit there and watch? That would be … weird. Then again, nothing about this day, this weekend, was normal. His life was changing, and he wasn’t sure he was in control of the process.

      That’s the price of admission, Bobby boy. If you want something wild and crazy, then you have to let go. Because being in control of wild and crazy is a contradiction. It doesn’t work that way. You’ve bought the ticket, so just sit back and enjoy the ride.

      But how was he supposed to enjoy watching his wife when Ed was right there with him? How was he supposed to share that experience with Ed? As much as he liked the guy, he didn’t relish the notion of sitting next to him while they both watched Drew enjoy Carrie Ann.

      He pictured the two of them, himself and Ed, with their pants down and masturbating together. Side by side, two hands pumping on two aching pricks above two sets of jostling testicles. Like it was some kind of race—to see who could come first, or who could shoot the biggest load into the air. And all the while they’d be watched. Ed’s friend and Bobby’s wife would be able to see them whacking off like two zit-faced schoolboys sharing a sticky Hustler mag out in the barn.

      It was another aspect of this soon-to-become-real fantasy he hadn’t thought about before: He wouldn’t just be watching; he would be watched. If he was going to be there, as Carrie Ann had said she wanted—and regardless of what she wanted, he definitely wanted to be there—then he would be watched. There was no way he could just stand passively by like he was watching a couple of heifers hump in a corral. This was his wife, the woman he’d pledged his life to. Another man was going to be experiencing her—tasting her nipples, maybe licking her pussy, but definitely driving his cock into her, absolutely seeding her with his sperm—and the arousal inside him was going to be volcanic. He knew it. The urge to relieve himself—to come—would be utterly uncontrollable.

      Would Ed feel the same? Surely it wouldn’t be that intense. Carrie Ann was not Ed’s wife. He barely knew her. How could Ed possibly feel anything close to the level of arousal Bobby would feel. A man could watch an unknown woman fuck most anytime he wanted, and for free nowadays. Spend a few bucks and maybe you can watch it happen live. Spend a few more and maybe you can be in the same room. But to see your own wife … well, that was something you couldn’t buy. That was something earned through years of love and trust, along with a bellyful of steel nerves.

      Bobby’s nerves did not feel like steel at the moment. They felt more like tendrils of gelatin, and the worm in his stomach became more and more active as he thought about he and Ed watching together. Bobby had spent so much time preparing himself for watching—a solitary activity. Now he had to consider that not only would he not be solitary but would also, by extension, be watched. Would there be conversation? What would they say to one another? What would Drew say to Bobby and to his friend Ed. What if Carrie Ann told her two-man audience to reach across and stroke each other—

      The thought made him shudder. Yet at the same time, inexplicably made his cock start to stiffen again.

      It was bizarre and unnerving how the most personal thing in his life was turning into a group activity. He should have controlled this better. Should’ve been proactive. Should have taken charge, like a man, and taken it upon himself to find an outlet for their fantasy long before now. Maybe he could have arranged something private, contrived some scenario where he could watch Carrie Ann through a window or something.

      But there it was again. The paradox: Controlling a fantasy.

      The sound of falling water grew louder as Bobby came around the stand of tall trees that fronted the river. When he saw what was waiting for him there, he knew that the idea of control was itself a fantasy.
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      The Coosawatee was fed by a series of high-altitude lakes, products of rainfall and snowmelt draining into a mountaintop basin. The larger, lower elevation lakes leeched water from the smaller, higher ones until the water eventually had nowhere else to go and broke free from the mountain. It cut through rock and earth as it wound its way through thirty-nine miles of the Smoky Mountain National Forest before meeting the Little Tennessee River. It then joined the larger Tennessee River, flowed into North Carolina, and ultimately, like the water of most American rivers, found its way to the Gulf of Mexico.

      Most of those thirty-nine miles was downhill, producing rapids that ranged from burbling riffles to treacherous whitewaters. The rapids occurred almost on top of one another at times, with variation between these extremes that were unpredictable, changing with each year’s erosion, resulting in the river having no stretch of any length amenable to the weekend warrior.

      It wasn’t always so dangerous. When Bobby was a kid, there were five and six mile stretches that were navigable by kayak. So long as you knew to avoid the waterfall above Happy Valley (and not everyone did; the river had spit more than a few bodies into the Little Tennessee over the years—some local drunks, but most thrill-seekers with an apparent aversion to topographical maps), even a beginner could go downriver with the assistance of a skilled guide and have a full day worth telling the grandkids about. But the river had become too perilous over the two and a half decades since Bobby’s father and Uncle Theo had brought him here, and if he had looked more closely Bobby would have noticed that the canoes and kayaks offered for rent at the Coosawatee General Store were cobwebbed from disuse.

      But the waterfall which was the greatest obstacle to navigation also provided the river’s singular oasis. The water tumbled two-hundred and seventy feet, hitting rocks on its way down and splitting into two separate cascades, one hidden behind the other. The cataract interrupted the river’s flow, redirecting its energy straight down into the earth and creating a plunge pool that was two-hundred feet long and nearly as wide. The water here was almost placid, bound on both sides by massive granite formations that were polished smooth and covered in places by spongy moss. At the opposite end of the pool the water spilled over a rocky ledge and started moving freely again, slowly at first but picking up speed as it resumed its course down the mountain.

      Eventually, maybe in ten years or maybe a hundred, the water would wear away the rocks that impounded it and the plunge pool at the heart of the Coosawatee would vanish. That day would come no matter how much those who found sanctuary here might wish that it remain forever as a respite in the midst of an unforgiving torrent.

      Desire is a poor counterweight to gravity. Everything, sooner or later, comes down.
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        * * *

      

      But today, the waterfall and the pool below it were much as Bobby remembered them. The pair of picnic tables was new, and in the daylight even appeared to be of recent vintage. Ed had dropped his backpack and seated himself on the one nearest the water. Carrie Ann and Drew were swimming, their heads bobbing a few feet apart. Bobby’s eyes shifted between his wife in the water and the pile of clothing on the rocks at the water’s edge.

      It was Drew’s boots, shirt, and jeans.

      It took all the self-control he could muster not to go rifling through Drew’s clothes. The jeans were on top of the pile, and Bobby was desperate to know if there was anything inside them. Was Drew out there swimming in his underwear? Or had he stripped completely before getting into the water with Carrie Ann? His mind reeled with the possibilities.

      “Bobby,” yelled Carrie Ann. “I want to see under the waterfall.” Bobby watched her backstroke toward the east end of the pool. Drew followed, swimming freestyle, and as he closed in on Carrie Ann his bare ass crested briefly above the water.

      There was his answer. Bobby’s stomach tightened into a knot and he leaned on the table.

      “You not going?” said Ed.

      “I … think I ate too much. Or too fast. Better wait a little while. You?”

      “Might,” said Ed. “At least you got trunks. Pull up a seat. I’ll wait it out with you.” He patted the tabletop next to him.

      Bobby, however, didn’t think he could sit. He turned away from Ed and faced the waterfall, trying to conceal the erection that was obvious behind his swimwear. He watched until Carrie Ann, and then Drew, disappeared behind the waterfall.

      His wife was back there with a naked man. It had happened just that fast.

      “You want a beer?” said Ed, cracking one open. “I’m guessing not. Might settle your stomach, though. Does mine.”

      “Isn’t it kind of early?” said Bobby. He poked at his hard-on with one hand, trying to tuck the head of his cock behind the drawstring at the waist of his trunks so maybe it wouldn’t stick out at the front. His dick wasn’t quite long enough for that, but he could do it if he crouched over a little and let his trunks ride low.

      “Too early for some. Too late for others,” said Ed.

      Given Ed’s affable tone, Bobby chose not to read anything into that. “You know what? Fuck it. Gimme one.”

      “That’s the spirit,” said Ed. He reached into his backpack and pulled out a PBR—undoubtedly appropriated from the store—and handed it to Bobby. As much as he liked Ed, Bobby wondered how the Coosawatee General Store stayed in business with this guy pilfering the inventory. “May as well drink ‘em while they’re cold. It’ll make it easier.”

      Make what easier?

      Bobby popped the top and took a sip. The beer was cold, tasted wonderful, and actually did ease his stomach despite being poured on top of warm eggs and bacon. He felt the tension within him wane and took another sip, hoping to chase it away fully. The sun was almost directly overhead. It lit up the water and made the waterfall sparkle. Bobby figured it must be nearly noon. Maybe it wasn’t too early for beer.

      “Say, Ed,” said Bobby. “That house on the way up here, in the woods—”

      “Merle’s house,” said Ed.

      “I guess. More like a shack, really.”

      “Only house between here and the road. Old Merle’s all right. Doesn’t bother a soul, and doesn’t much want any souls bothering him, either.” Ed shook his head. “Bound to be lonely days ahead for him, though, since he lost Belle.”

      “His wife died?” said Bobby.

      Ed laughed into his upturned beer. “God, no. I mean, well, maybe she did. I heard he’d been married once, but that would’ve been before I knew him. No, Belle was his dog. Wandered down to the road yesterday and got hit.”

      Bobby remembered the empty fenced area along the side of the little shack.

      “Yeah, happened just down from the store,” said Ed. “Driver never stopped. Crushed two of Belle’s legs. I heard the poor girl howling. Merle came down with his wheelbarrow and I helped him load her up. I offered to drive, but he insisted on pushing her down to Doc Barker himself. He’s a stubborn thing.”

      “Barker. He the town vet?”

      “No, he’s a regular doc. I mean, a people doctor. Retired, but he usually helps out with folks’ animals if he can. Just cats and dogs, that kind of thing. There’s no vets in Happy Valley.”

      “So he wasn’t able to do anything for the dog?”

      Ed took the last swallow of his beer and crushed the can in one hand. “Didn’t see Merle after that, but I can tell you for sure that dog is no more. I saw her and I’m telling you, death would’ve been a mercy. Besides, she was old. I’m sure Doc Barker put her down. Probably gave Merle a fit. Belle was his whole world.”

      Bobby thought about the man with the wheelbarrow he and Carrie Ann had almost hit on their drive through town yesterday. That had to have been Merle. Had that been what his wheelbarrow contained when Bobby had slammed on the brakes? Had Merle been taking his dead and mangled pet, his lone companion in the world, back up to his shack to bury her in the woods? Or had the wheelbarrow been empty on the return trip? Maybe he’d left the dead animal with the doc for disposal. Either way, it explained the man’s disposition and eerie calm. Having just seen his dog killed by a driver who didn’t even have the courtesy to stop, perhaps old Merle saw a kind of symmetry about to play out as the Ambaughs’ Outback bore down on him. Maybe that look on his face wasn’t so much anger as disappointment at missing an opportunity to follow his Belle out of the world.

      Ed chuckled. “Oh, I see what you’re thinking. Name’s Barker, so yeah you’d figure him for a vet. Hmm. Never thought of that.”

      Bobby forced a laugh and looked sideways at Ed, wondering if he was serious. It seemed improbable for anyone to miss such an elementary connection. Even someone simpleheaded, a classification which Bobby remained unconvinced applied to Ed. The man had sharp eyes, a strong chin below his rounded cheeks, good posture. He spoke well. He might live above the convenience store where he worked off the books for a friend, but he was in good shape. His physique wasn’t quite as flawless as Drew’s—there was a visible fold of flesh in front, just above his belt; it was small, but it was there—but there was no way Ed spent all his downtime on a couch watching pay-per-view wrestling and guzzling beers.

      It just didn’t add up.

      Unless Ed was fucking with him. Which Bobby now began to consider.

      “What do you reckon they’re doing out there?” said Ed, lifting his chin in the direction of the waterfall.

      Bobby’s erection had softened enough that he felt comfortable mounting the table next to Ed. But at the mention of his wife, he felt it rising again. What was she doing right now, out behind that waterfall? He sipped his beer. His head buzzed with confusion. “I don’t know,” he said. He leaned forward, knees on his elbows, to give his dick room to grow without being seen.

      “Oh, I think you do,” said Ed, keeping his eyes on the waterfall.

      The comment chilled and thrilled him at the same time. He closed his eyes and inhaled slowly. His belly was cold, but he felt heat spreading across his cheeks. “Why did you bring rifles up here?” he said.

      “You don’t think we’re gonna need ‘em?” said Ed. He turned to look at Bobby.

      Bobby had no idea how to reply. He just stared out at the churning foam and falling water that hid what he most wanted to see.

      “Nah,” said Ed. “I don’t think we will, either.”

      “They aren’t doing anything,” said Bobby.

      “You don’t think so?”

      “No.”

      “Because I tell you, your little lady took off across the way there with a naked man.” Ed pointed toward the waterfall. “Went without batting an eye, seemed to me.”

      “Yeah,” said Bobby. His legs were trembling. It was all he could do to utter single syllables.

      “I’m a little surprised you’re so cool about it,” said Ed. “Not sure what kind of man it is who puts his feet up while his better half skitters off with a naked fella.”

      Ed pronounced it nekkid, every time he said the word.

      Bobby took shallow breaths. His neck felt like it was encased in concrete that was almost, but not quite, dry. He couldn’t move it. But he didn’t need to see Ed’s face. He could feel the man’s grin.

      Ed was definitely fucking with him.

      “They aren’t … doing anything,” said Bobby.

      “Okay. Well, if you’re sure, then you won’t mind if I take a little swim out there after Drew gets—”

      “What about you?” spat Bobby.

      “What?”

      “What about you? You said Drew sleeps with your girlfriend.”

      Ed laughed. “Retta? Girlfriend is a generous way of putting it.”

      “But you’re okay with that?”

      “She ain’t my wife. And he sure as shit don’t do it in front of me.”

      That worm was back in Bobby’s stomach. He had been hoping to hear that Ed watched while Drew fucked his girl. That Ed was, in that way, a sort of kindred spirit. Now that hope was crushed and Bobby felt, along with all the other feelings fighting for space inside him, like he was alone in the world.

      “You want another beer?” said Ed. “Got four more in here.”

      “No,” said Bobby. Shame crept over him like a shade being pulled. He had been found out. Reality had intruded on his fantasy. As it turned out, wanting to watch your wife with another man was not, in fact, something all men found normal. Some men—most, Bobby guessed—probably saw it as a weakness. His own obsession had blinded him. It was wishful thinking on his part, had been all along, to believe that he and Carrie Ann could find a man who would not only indulge their dark desire but understand it. A man who could enjoy himself, pretend Bobby wasn’t there, and after the deed was done maybe slap Bobby a high-five and ask for a nice glass of ice tea or a cold beer. Such a man ought to be grateful for being given a shot at a woman as beautiful as Carrie Ann. At least grateful enough not to spit in a gift horse’s mouth.

      Bobby now realized, with newfound clarity, that such men were bound to be rare. But of all the places to go looking for a unicorn, they had come to the mountains of Tennessee. To a place where men carried shotguns in the woods and hauled their dead dogs around in wheelbarrows.

      How could he have been so stupid?

      “Your wife like it in the ass?” said Ed. The brusqueness of the question startled Bobby out of his thoughts.

      “What? I don’t know … No.”

      “She doesn’t like it, or you don’t know because you’ve never given it to her?”

      “I’ve … we’ve never done … that.”

      “Because she has a great ass. Looks like a fucking pair of peaches in that swimsuit.” Ed laughed and Bobby, crazily, found himself laughing along with him. “What about you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean what about you? You like it in the ass?”

      Bobby looked at Ed, and it was like he was seeing him for the first time. The real Ed. He was still smiling, but Bobby detected a flicker of mirthful cruelty in his eyes he hadn’t noticed before.

      “No,” was all he could get out.

      “So you’ve tried it and didn’t like it? Who was the lucky guy?”

      “No, I never … what the fuck—?”

      “Shit, we’ll have to ask your wife. It’s probably her, anyway. I bet she fucks you with a strap-on. That about right?”

      “Absolutely not,” said Bobby, finding his voice. He felt anger now, and wanted to show it, but it was smothered in a heavy blanket of shame.

      “You seem like that kind of couple. City folk. Open minds and all that.”

      “Look, I don’t know what it is you think—”

      “You in touch with your sensitive side, Bobby?”

      “—but it’s not like that.”

      “Or are you just in the closet?”

      “And I’m not in the … I’m not into men.”

      Ed raised his eyebrows at this. “You’ll want to get into Drew’s pants.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “No, I mean those pants right over there.”

      “What?”

      Ed pointed to Drew’s abandoned clothes lying in a heap a few yards away. “Go on. In his pockets. Bring me his phone.”

      Bobby looked back and forth from Ed to the pile of clothing. Like a smart mouse faced with a conveniently placed lump of warm cheese, he sensed there was something he would want here, but at the same time feared a trap. He swallowed, wiped his forehead, then got up from the table and walked over to the clothes Drew had doffed before taking Bobby’s wife for a private swim.

      As it turned out, there was a pair of underwear inside the jeans. Not that it mattered now. Bobby located the phone in the right pocket and brought it back to Ed. Ed punched at the screen, apparently entered the wrong passcode, muttered a curse, tried again, then smiled. “Here we go,” he said, swiping with his index finger. “See if this sounds familiar.”

      Ed held the phone out toward Bobby as Carrie Ann’s voice issued from the speaker.

      “He’s gonna come in my pussy, baby. Ed’s coming in my pussy …”

      Ed tapped the phone and the voice stopped.
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        * * *

      

      There was a day when Bobby was in second grade at Buford Ellington Elementary that he would never forget. He had skipped breakfast at home that morning, his class was on the late rotation for lunch, and by the time Ms. Kendel led them to the cafeteria he was starving. School lunches in those days offered very few options, and whatever you picked was portioned out by an aproned lunch lady wearing a hairnet and clear plastic gloves. Luckily, pizza was on the menu on this particular day. And while the pizza at Ellington Elementary would never be mistaken for a deep dish special from the local Pizza Inn, it wasn’t half bad. Bobby’s mouth watered as he held up his tray for Ms. Smith to deposit a slice into the space partitioned for the entree.

      It was square, and about as thick as a saltine cracker. Okay, a saltine cracker moistened with tomato sauce and a thin layer of cheese and dotted with specks of cubed pepperoni. Worse, when Bobby moved down the line toward the vegetables he saw that there were three choices: cooked cabbage, french fries, and something that was green and full of tomatoes that he couldn’t readily identify. The lady behind the counter asked him which two he wanted.

      Bobby tried to bargain for a double order of fries and was told that wasn’t allowed. He knew he didn’t like cabbage (his mom made it once in a while; he couldn’t even stand the smell), so he decided to roll the dice on the stew of green and red on the off chance that it might taste good. He handed up his tray and received a serving of fries and a heaping spoonful of the mystery stew.

      He took a seat with his friend Randy Corbin. The pair usually sat alone when they could and made plans to help each other with their homework at one or the other’s house. Their two sets of parents were united in their insistence that homework be done before anything else, and the boys generally worked together in order to get to the TV as soon as possible, or maybe ride their bikes down to the 7-Eleven for a Slurpee if there was nothing good on. But today there was someone else at the table.

      Jeffrey, whose last name Bobby either couldn’t remember or never knew, was seated next to Randy when Bobby sat down. The two were swapping some kind of trading cards. Bobby had taken the first bite of his pizza before his butt hit the seat. It tasted dreamy, and he followed it up with a mouthful of fries. Before he knew it, his food was gone. All except for the green and red stew. He eyed Randy’s tray, but there was no pizza there and only a couple of fries. He watched, crestfallen, as Randy picked those up and scarfed them down.

      Bobby swallowed. He was still hungry. He eyed the unidentified mess of vegetables that remained on his tray. Then he looked over at Jeffrey’s tray. There was still a whole slice of pizza there, and Jeffrey didn’t seem the least bit interested.

      “Can I have your pizza?” said Bobby.

      Jeffrey looked up from his trading cards. “You got any money?”

      “Were you going to eat it?”

      “No.”

      “Then what do you care?” Jeffrey returned to his negotiation with Randy.

      Bobby dug in his pocket. He knew he had a dollar bill in there, and some loose change. He counted it up. “I’ve got a dollar and thirteen cents.”

      “Okay,” said Jeffrey. “Sold.”

      Bobby started to hand Jeffrey the money, but Randy held up a hand between them. “Wait. Mr. Hamilton’s right there.”

      It was against the rules to trade or sell food in the cafeteria at Ellington Elementary. Mr. Hamilton was the assistant principal, the enforcer of that rule and many others, and as Bobby withdrew his hand and salivated over Jeffrey’s unwanted pizza, Mr. Hamilton came strolling by their table. He stopped, and Bobby thought they were already caught, but the big man was just moving to the side to let some other students pass between the tables. He gave Bobby and his two lunchmates a wave and a stern smile and went on his way.

      Jeffrey presented a palm and Bobby laid the money in it. Two of the pennies fell and clanged noisily onto the table and Jeffrey swiped them up as Bobby snatched the pizza off his tray.

      It was cold, but it tasted wonderful. It filled the hole that had been growing in Bobby’s stomach since he’d put his math homework on the edge of Ms. Kendel’s desk at nine AM.

      “Did you just give Bobby your pizza?” said Ms. Kendel. Jeffrey looked wide-eyed above Bobby’s head. She had appeared out of nowhere.

      “Yes,” said Jeffrey. Bobby crammed the pizza in his mouth, chewing and swallowing as fast as he could out of fear that Ms. Kendel might instruct him to give the pizza back. Across the table, Randy grinned into his trading cards.

      “And did Bobby give you something for it?” said Ms. Kendel.

      When Jeffrey moved his mouth but nothing came out, Ms. Kendel said, “Randy, did these two just exchange food for money?”

      The grin disappeared from Randy’s face. He looked from his friend who was seated across from him devouring the last bite of Jeffrey’s pizza, over to Jeffrey with his handful of trading cards, then back to Bobby.

      Bobby met his friend’s gaze, and the two stared at each other for a few seconds. It was clear to Bobby that Randy was none too pleased at being dragged into this. Still, they were best friends, and Bobby had every confidence that Randy would cover for him.

      “Yep,” said Randy. “A buck thirteen.”

      That was when Bobby felt the first disturbance in his stomach. It wasn’t much, but he noticed it. It felt like something in there was moving. He sat up straight and felt a little better.

      He would soon feel much worse.

      Ms. Kendel made Jeffrey stand up, empty his pockets, and give Bobby his money back. The two boys nodded at each other, communicating the understanding that Bobby would give the money back to Jeffrey when no adults were around. Maybe after school.

      But that would never happen.

      “I want to see you both at the end of the day,” said Ms. Kendel. “We’re going to review the cafeteria rules, and discuss what steps we need to take to make sure neither of you forgets them again.” She looked down at Bobby’s lunch tray. “If you were so hungry, Mister Ambaugh, you still had food of your own on your plate.”

      Jeffrey remained standing until Ms. Kendel walked away. Then he gathered up his trading cards and headed for another table.

      “Thanks a lot, turdface,” said Bobby.

      “I tried to tell you,” said Randy without looking up from his deck of cards. “Now they’re going to call your mom.”

      “They wouldn’t be if you would have kept your hole shut,” said Bobby.

      Randy just shrugged.

      The lunch period was almost over. The little shifty feeling in Bobby’s stomach had passed and a second wave of hunger fell on him. He looked at the remaining food on his tray. That green and red swamp suddenly didn’t look so bad. He stuck his finger in it. Still warm. Maybe it was green peppers. Bobby liked those. Or at least he did when his mom stuffed them with rice and chicken. And tomatoes weren’t bad. Wasn’t pizza sauce basically just tomatoes?

      He picked up his plastic fork, then set it back down. This was a job for a spoon.

      A few tables away, Ms. Kendel was telling students it was time to return to class. They all stood up with their empty trays and Ms. Kendel moved one table closer.

      Bobby looked at the tomatoey muck on his tray. It was now or never.

      He dug in with the spoon, opened wide, and filled his mouth before he could change his mind. It wasn’t too bad. A little sticky, but it didn’t require much chewing. It went down easy.

      So did the next eleven or twelve spoonfuls.

      By the time Ms. Kendel came to their table to shoo them back to class, Bobby’s plate was clean.

      It was one of the biggest mistakes he ever made.

      By the time he was back in class, that shifty feeling had returned. It wasn’t really uncomfortable. Not at first. But it got worse.

      By two PM his gut was roiling. It wasn’t nausea. Bobby had been sick on his stomach many times, and this didn’t feel like that. It was similar, but he didn’t feel like he had to throw up. What he did feel was a need to go to the bathroom that was as sudden as it was urgent.

      At twenty minutes after two, he raised his hand and asked Ms. Kendel if he could go to the restroom.

      Ms. Kendel looked at the clock on the wall above the door.

      “School gets out in ten minutes, Bobby, and you and I have an appointment. You can wait until then.”

      Bobby wasn’t so sure.

      He began to squirm in his seat. He leaned forward as far as his desk would allow and pressed a hand into his tummy. He shouldn’t have eaten so fast on an empty stomach. And he really shouldn’t have eaten the … whatever it was.

      He pictured the two slices of pizza and the pile of french fries floating in a warm sea of green and red inside of him. That made the feeling worse, which made the picture even more vivid, which made him feel even worse and he knew he should stop thinking about it but he just couldn’t help it.

      He rested his forehead on his desktop and groaned. A noise of another kind escaped his backside.

      Light laughter came at him from all directions. The girl next to him—that would have been Anna Pullin, she of long red hair and freckled cheeks, the first girl who’d ever caught young Bobby’s eye—said, “Aw, gross.”

      More laughter. Ms. Kendel turned around from the blackboard. “Bobby, are you … okay?”

      Her last word was drowned out by another blast from Bobby’s backside, this one louder and longer than before. Anna actually jumped out of her desk and backed away from him.

      “I think I’m sick,” he said, punctuating the statement with another fart. It was then that he became aware of the smell and the wet feeling in his pants. More kids, the ones nearest him, were moving out of their desks now. He didn’t hear any more laughter, but now he wasn’t the only one groaning.

      “Class is dismissed,” said Ms. Kendel. “Everyone can wait outside until the bell rings. Please stay on the sidewalk.”

      Bobby could feel something wet and thick running down his left leg. He felt it touch his sock and gather there. If he were to look down, he was sure he would see it on the floor. So he didn’t look.

      He was afraid it might be green and red.

      With his head down and his cheek against the cool desktop, Bobby watched his classmates file from the room. He saw Randy look back at him, shaking his head. A few of the more curious students glanced down at the floor around Bobby’s feet as they passed his desk. The expressions on those students’ faces might have been less horrified if there had been a dead possum on the floor.

      Bobby’s mortification would come later, and would last for weeks. Right now, all he could think about was his burbling bowels.

      Among those students who looked was Anna. Anna with the red hair. Anna with the freckled cheeks and creamy skin. Bobby saw her and another girl walking side by side, holding their noses. Just before they went through the door and out into the hall, they looked back at Bobby, then looked at each other and laughed.

      Ms. Kendel called his mom. Bobby farted and cried in his seat until she came to the school with a change of clothes and a box of baby wipes she’d picked up on the way. She’d had to leave work early. Mr. Hubert, the school janitor, was called in for assistance. He took one look, sighed, and left the room. He returned shortly thereafter with a mop.

      Ms. Kendel didn’t mention Bobby’s cafeteria transgression to his mother. Maybe she felt he’d suffered enough. She also, as far as Bobby knew, never called Jeffrey’s parents, either. So he got away scot-free.

      And Bobby got to keep his dollar, dime, and three pennies.

      Bobby never shared the events of that day with anyone. He certainly never told Carrie Ann. It was the most humiliating moment of his life. Never again did he feel so stupid, so small, so vulnerable.

      Until today.
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        * * *

      

      It was okra and tomatoes, thought Bobby. What else could it have been?

      “Don’t guess you need to hear the rest,” said Ed. “Or hell, maybe you do.”

      Explains why I’ve never liked it.

      “Yoo-hoo … You still with us?”

      But who does like it? I can’t think of a single person who actually wants okra and tomatoes? It’s the way they’re cooked. I mean, fried okra is okay but—

      “Bobby,” shouted Ed.

      Bobby saw a face leaning down in front of him. It was Randy, just as he looked in second grade. Now they’re going to call your mom, said the face.

      “Please don’t tell my mom,” said Bobby.

      “What?” said Ed. “Why the fuck would I tell … hey, snap out of it.”

      Bobby snapped out of it. He had never really gone anywhere. He knew where he was, knew who Ed was, and now knew that the sounds he’d heard outside the tent in the middle of the night had been Ed and Drew. Or one or the other of them. Sneaking around in the dark, like

      weasels.

      Listening.

      Recording.

      And oh God, the things he’d said. He didn’t even remember all of it. Of course, now he didn’t have to. Now he had someone to remember it for him. Someone who could play it back … to anyone else. Or make copies. Or upload it to the Internet. Did these guys understand how that could be done? Bobby held out hope that they were stupid country boys, but they did have smartphones. Which meant they were likely to have social media accounts. So yeah, they probably knew what to do.

      “It’s an invasion of our privacy,” said Bobby.

      “Privacy?” said Ed. “Didn’t sound to me like you were too interested in being private, way you were yelling. Could hear you talking about sucking dick from a hundred feet away.”

      Bobby’s face felt sunburned. He felt like his heart was working overtime because his blood had turned to sludge, and the extra effort was required to pump it through his body. He tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone dry. “I’ll take that beer,” he said.

      “That why you come up here?” said Ed, handing him a beer. “You watched a few movies, so you think we’re all rednecks who want to stick it in any warm hole that comes along?”

      The sun was now directly overhead. Bobby was sweating. He rubbed the cold can of Pabst across his forehead, massaged his eyes with the frigid aluminum before cracking it open, then turned it up and drained half the can. “No,” he said. “That’s not what I think.”

      “Because we all know the difference between a pig and a pussy. And we only fuck one of the two.” Ed opened another beer for himself. “Most of us, anyway. I guess there are some in Drew’s family might not be so particular.”

      Some in Drew’s family?

      “On the other hand,” said Ed. He got off the table, came around and stood in front of Bobby. He unbuttoned his jeans and drew down the zipper. When he spoke next, it was in an exaggerated hillbilly patois. “You do have a pretty mouth.”

      Bobby was treated to the sight of plaid boxers behind Ed’s open fly. “What are you doing?” he said. His heart thudded and that little worm came to life in his stomach. Ed dipped his hand wrist-deep into his boxers and lifted out his cock, letting the weight of his balls hold down the waistband. His fat dong hung down in front. It was thick, white as a whale’s belly along its considerable length, ending in a reddish-purple cap that mushroomed out into a heavy ridge all the way around. A crinkly foreskin gathered up near the head. Looking at it, Bobby couldn’t tell whether the man was circumcised.

      “I won’t tell if you won’t,” said Ed. He pulled his dick to one side with an overhanded stroke. When his hand came off the end his cock bounced back the other way, then back again to the other side. When it came to rest at center it was a little stiffer than before, rising up so that Bobby was looking it right in the eye. “Wait are you waiting for?”

      Bobby realized he had looked at the man’s dick a second or two too long. In fact, looking at it at all was probably sending the wrong message. But he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Ed was bigger than he was. Much bigger. It was grotesque, but he couldn’t avoid the thought that if Carrie Ann saw this—her husband sitting there with another man’s semi-erect cock two feet from his face—she would go out of her mind.

      If Carrie Ann was here, she would want him to put his mouth on this cock. And if he refused, or acted in any way repulsed, that would just make her want him to do it even more. It also occurred to him that Carrie Ann seeing him with a cock in his face was a situation he was bound to find himself in before the day was out. What would he do when that moment came?

      He kept his eyes on that dick, trying to imagine it as a free-floating object, not attached to anyone or anything. Certainly not a part of Ed, of this man who had slithered through the woods in the wee hours of morning listening to him and his wife have sex. He’d heard their dirty talk, had recorded him saying

      I’ll suck Ed’s dick after he’s fucked you

      horrible, secret things. Things that were never meant to be heard.

      He wondered then if Ed were testing him. If Bobby opened his mouth and leaned forward right now, would Ed beat him? Punch his lights out and call him a queer? Then wait for Drew to come back so they could both work him over? Or would he put one of those big hands around the back of Bobby’s head and shove that obscene thing into the back of his throat, not stopping until he—

      Bobby shuddered.

      Ed took himself in hand again, making a ring with his thumb and index finger and slipping it down to the base of his cock. It was thicker now, heavier, starting to stand up at an angle from his body. He took a half-step closer to Bobby, close enough that the scent of his maleness reached Bobby’s nostrils. “What, you like it good and hard before you suck on it?” he said. He squeezed himself at the root, forcing the head of his cock to swell visibly.

      Bobby continued to stare at it, watching as the slit at the tip opened into a tiny hole. It was like the thing was alive.

      What would he do when the moment came? The moment when he had an opportunity to grant his wife her fantasy? He didn’t know.

      What he did know was that that moment was not now. Not here.

      He looked up, into Ed’s eyes. “It’s just talk,” he said. “You do know that, right?”

      “Just talk,” repeated Ed.

      “Yeah,” said Bobby. “We just … it’s all talk. Don’t you ever do that with … whoever?”

      “Hmm,” said Ed. “Your idea of dirty talk must be different from mine.” With that, he pulled his underwear up over his cock. He was erect, excited, and had to push his big dick off to one side to stow it. He didn’t bother trying to zip his pants; there was no way his jeans would close over that erection. “Guess I’ll have to wait for Drew to finish with Carrie Ann.”

      “They aren’t doing anything,” said Bobby.

      “You seem awfully sure about that,” said Ed, taking a seat on the bench and looking out toward the waterfall. “I’m not so sure. Been gone a while now. Awful long time to do nothing.”

      Bobby looked across the still river, out to where it came crashing down from above. The sun gleamed there now, reflected off the face of the waterfall so that it was hard to look at. How sure was he that Carrie Ann would stand by their agreement to do nothing unless Bobby was there to see it? Ed was right. It had been, what, fifteen minutes or more now? How long would they stay there, continuing to do nothing, if that’s what they were doing? Sooner or later, they would come back.

      Unless Bobby went to them.

      Bobby considered the prospect of Drew and Carrie Ann swimming back and the scene that might follow once the four of them were together. As much as finding out what was happening behind that curtain of water terrified him, it also excited some dark part of him—the part that was willing, even enthusiastic, to debase himself for his wife’s pleasure. It was certainly a better option than waiting here to face both Drew and Ed together, to have both men wag their cocks in his face and God knew what else. If Bobby played it right, maybe he could avoid that scenario altogether.

      “They aren’t doing anything because that’s what we said. She doesn’t do anything unless I’m there,” said Bobby.

      “Hmph,” said Ed, narrowing his gaze at Bobby. He finished his beer and set the empty can on the table. “So the two of you worked this out in advance? Suppose you got a safety word and everything?”

      “No.” Which was true. Nothing so practical had ever been discussed.

      “Wouldn’t do you any good, anyway,” said Ed, which made Bobby think about the two firearms back at the campsite. “How do you stop a thing like that? It’s like this river. People get in thinking they’re bigger than it is. Nothing to it. Just moving water, right?” Ed nodded toward the far end of the pool, where the water disappeared over the rocks. “But this here ain’t the rapids ride at Dollywood. You get in that water, it’ll carry your ass away and throw you headfirst into a rockpile you never saw coming.”

      “You saying I shouldn’t get in the water?” said Bobby.

      “Too late. I think you’re already in it,” said Ed. “And you know what? I think that’s just where you want to be. I think you came here to find out just how small you are.” He set his empty beer can on the ground, placed his foot on top of it, and stomped it flat. “We’ll show you.”

      Ed’s metaphor might have been crude, but it was apt enough to firmly convince Bobby that he wasn’t simpleheaded. He wasn’t a predator, either, though. An opportunist, with a few repressed desires of his own? Possibly. A latent inclination toward cruelty? All Bobby knew for sure at that moment was that he wanted to get away from him.

      He stood up. “I’m going out there. To see my wife,” he said. He paused to see if Ed would protest. Ed said nothing. “When Drew comes back, you could swim out … if you want.”

      “Taking turns. That how you see it?” said Ed.

      Bobby didn’t answer him. He pulled off his t-shirt, left it on the table, and walked toward the water.

      “It’s a start,” Ed yelled after him.

      Bobby slipped off his sandals. The cool water lapped up and touched his toes. He turned back to Ed, who watched him from his seat at the picnic table. Bobby cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Drew have a cousin named Lewis?”

      Ed smiled at him, nodding. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “He’s a freak just like you.”

      Bobby got in the water.
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      Even in the sun the water was cold. It chilled his ankles, then his calves, his knees, his thighs. When the level rose to just below his balls, he stopped. He could feel his testicles crawling up inside his body, trying to keep warm.

      Fuck.

      The smooth rocks of the river bottom shifted under his weight and made for unsure footing. He looked ahead. The waterfall was no more than a hundred and fifty feet away. Best to just get it over with.

      He dove forward. It was a clumsy move, the water slapping into his chest and his left knee scraping a rock. He put his hands out to protect his head and immediately felt rocks. It was shallow here. He allowed himself to float for a few moments, face down, as his body got over the shock of the cold. It didn’t take long.

      He swam forward, reaching down with every stroke until he could no longer feel anything below him. The deeper water was even colder, and he floated again as his body adjusted. His trunks filled with water as the idling current pushed him back. They swelled up like a balloon around him so that his shriveled manhood floated free, as if he were naked. Hard to believe he had been erect just minutes ago. He felt like a newborn—no, smaller. Not yet born. With his shrunken cock and his testicles retreating inside his body, he might have been floating in the womb. Though surely it had been warmer there—a safe place. The thought made him curl into a fetal position. Then he felt himself sinking.

      I wonder how deep it is here?

      Would it be cowardly to just keep sinking? To never come up? To just disappear? How would that look? Nashville Man Drowns On Camping Trip. There might be some shame in that, but it would be nothing compared to what burned in him now.

      The thought of Carrie Ann brought him to the surface. He couldn’t do that to her. His brown-haired colt was so close to her fantasy, it would be cruel to yank it out from under her. To say nothing of dying and abandoning her in this life.

      And let’s be honest … I’m this close to my fantasy as well, he thought. It’s just going to come at a price.

      He threw his head back and sucked in air. As it filled his lungs, he felt a renewed determination. If there was a price, he would pay it.

      It’s what a man did for the woman he loved.
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      He couldn’t see through the waterfall. A dark finger of granite protruded some twenty or thirty feet in the air off to his left. It broke the water to each side and created a narrow slit in the face of the cascade. Bobby swam through the opening and found himself in a kind of passage, a corridor-like space between the two layers of the waterfall. The air in here was cooler, but the churning water was warmer. It made him think of an airlock in a science fiction movie. One of those chambers that separated the open cosmos from the spacecraft and its passengers, a place to get decontaminated if you were on the way in or to get suited up if you were on the way out. Bobby didn’t know which direction he was going, but definitely felt like he was on the verge of exploring a new frontier.

      He could see them now, the blurry shapes of them through the water. They were close, barely ten feet away.

      They were also close to each other. What were they doing? It didn’t look like they were fucking. Was his wife stroking Drew’s cock? Sucking it? Had she lost patience and failed to stick by their agreement? Had Drew proven too strong a temptation to resist?

      They didn’t seem to be moving at all. He realized then that they could see him. They knew he was here, and they were looking at him.

      Waiting for him.

      There was no going back.

      Bobby’s heart pounded. He wished he had never come here, that he’d never brought his wife to this place. He wanted Carrie Ann to have her fantasy, just as he wanted it for himself, but they needed more time to prepare, to talk things through, to discuss boundaries—

      Lewis Mayhorn’s face broke through the water, sending Bobby’s mind into shock. He tried to retreat, but a strong hand gripped him by the arm.

      “No,” he shouted.

      His heart skipped a few beats before resuming its accelerated pace. He was being pulled, yanked by Lewis’s superior strength, through the curtain of water. He closed his eyes, opened his mouth to yell at the wrong moment and sucked water into his lungs.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby coughed and struggled to tread water as a powerful hand pounded him between his shoulder blades.

      “Come on, you big baby,” said Lewis. “If you can’t handle swallowing, you’re supposed to spit it out.”

      He heard his wife’s voice, too, asking if he was okay. He reached out blindly until he felt a soft hand take him by the wrist. When his flailing feet found a slick surface under the water, he grabbed onto something hard and immobile, steadied himself, coughed one more time, and opened his eyes.

      He was looking at the rocky formations behind the waterfall. The pattern of overlapping stones was familiar from his youth, as was the recessed area beyond. It had seemed so much bigger back then, like a secret cavern. One horizontal surface in particular warmed his heart. It had a furrow winding down along one side, and Bobby could see his father sitting on that rock with his sun-reddened face and his knee-length trunks, one leg hanging down, swishing his toe through the water while he watched little Bobby pretend the pattern on the rock was a map of the river, hidden here for an adventurer to find.

      “What took you so fucking long?” said Lewis. Bobby’s vision of his father evaporated, as did the warmth that came with the memory. He felt a chill creep up his spine and was overcome by the thought that this was not a man he wanted to have his back to. He turned around.

      With his hair slicked down on his head and darkened by the wet, Drew looked so much like Lewis that Bobby would have sworn it was him. He even sounded like Lewis. How had he not noticed the resemblance instantly, the first time he saw the man?

      The sense of relief Bobby felt was strong enough to put a smile on his face.

      “I was … we were having a … beers,” said Bobby.

      “I was, we was, we was, was beers,” mocked Drew. Standing in water up to his waist, he loomed over Bobby, grinning down at him. Shirtless, the man was lean and muscled, broad across the shoulders and trim at the waist. His light tan seemed unusually even, like he might have been born with it. Water beaded across his flat stomach as if he were oiled.

      Carrie Ann swam up behind Drew and peeked at Bobby over Drew’s shoulder, looked at him as if she were frightened and hiding behind her protector. She wrapped an arm around Drew’s torso, and it was evident from the way she bobbed up and down that she was floating back there, clinging to this other man. Her thin arms and slim fingers looked so delicate in contrast to Drew’s sinewy physique. The way she had her hand pressed against the man’s stomach grated on Bobby.

      “I don’t blame you for trying to get him drunk, but I hope you used protection,” said Drew. “For your sake. Hate to see a man your age get knocked up.”

      “What—?” Then Bobby remembered the recording. The recording on Drew’s phone.

      He wondered how many times Drew and Ed had listened to it, dissected it. How many times they’d dragged the progress slider back, replaying the highlights over and over. Laughing—at him—as each of them picked out his favorite part.

      Listen, listen … here’s where he wants me to fuck him up the ass while you nail his wife. What a fucking queer! … and both men laugh and laugh and laugh …

      Fucking city boy cocksucker …

      Now they’re going to call your mom …

      Bobby felt a burn in his throat and chest, like he’d swallowed something acidic that was now making its way down his esophagus. He opened his mouth, then decided that an explanation of any sort would only invite further mockery. The old it’s all just dirty talk chestnut would sound like a pretense, probably even more spurious to Drew than it had been to Ed. Besides, Carrie Ann was here now, and Bobby had no way to know what she might have told Drew. He looked up at her pretty eyes, saw how they were alive with excitement. Bobby could see it—the same dark sparkle that had been there last night when they were

      being spied on

      indulging one another in what they had assumed to be the seclusion of their little tent. In her current state, God only knew what blend of fantasy and half-truths she had unspooled to Drew. Could have been anything.

      Bobby desperately wished for a few minutes alone with his wife. As it was, he felt cornered by the pair of them. He sat on a hard surface, in water halfway up his chest, with a dank and rocky grotto behind him.

      “Well, did you?” said Carrie Ann. She had climbed up behind Drew in full piggyback, both arms folded around his neck, her chin snuggled into his brawny shoulder.

      “Did I what?” said Bobby.

      “Use protection.”

      “No,” said Bobby. “We didn’t—”

      “Holy fuck, Ed took you bareback?” said Drew. Carrie Ann laughed along with him.

      “No. That’s not what … I didn’t—”

      “Hope you packed some of those morning-after pills,” said Drew. “Ed really can’t afford child support, and I ain’t raising your ass-baby.”

      Carrie Ann threw her head back and laughed so hard she fell off Drew’s back, splashing into the water behind her. She came up spitting and howling, struggling to get her words out. “Don’t … don’t worry. He’s … he’s on … he’s on the pill.”

      “Glad to hear someone’s responsible,” said Drew. “Because Ed sure ain’t. Hope you’re ready for round two.” He rose out of the water, and for the second time that day Bobby found himself with another man’s cock in his face.

      As it turned out, Bobby had been right when he’d told Carrie Ann that he thought Drew might have an even bigger dick than Ed. That one comment had set off Carrie Ann’s hair-trigger arousal last night, and Bobby wondered if things might be different right now if he’d never mentioned it. Had Drew been outside the tent to hear that little nugget as well? Was it part of the recording?

      Ed was big—longer than Bobby, and thicker—but Drew was only half hard and already as long and thick as Ed. His dick hung from his body with a slightly downward arc and then nosedived, bending mid-shaft like it had its own neck. His balls dangled loose, relaxed and low between his thighs. They looked to Bobby like a set of giant kidney beans which, like his cock, were apparently immune to the chill of the river.

      Carrie Ann was looking at him, watching to see what he would do. That moment Bobby had imagined earlier—his wife seeing him with a cock near his face—was here. What was he going to do?

      A shroud of fear fell over him. Fear of what would happen if he reached out and touched this man’s cock. He knew that’s what Carrie Ann wanted, what she’d probably told Drew that Bobby wanted. Hell, after hearing them in the tent Drew would even think it was what Bobby wanted. The man hovering over him already had him pegged as a homophile, and as a good old boy born and raised in the mountains of east Tennessee was likely to have a few choice phrases for what he thought about that.

      “Your wife said I could get a blowjob if you were around,” said Drew. “I thought she meant so you could watch, but—”

      “Yes,” said Bobby, seeing a way out. “Yes, I want to watch.” He looked to Carrie Ann, who was slinking through the shallows behind Drew, only her head above the water. He saw that sparkle in her eyes dim just a fraction, knew he was disappointing her, and hated himself just a little bit for it.

      Drew stood in water up to his knees. Carrie Ann approached from behind him, rising from the water until her eyes were on a level with Drew’s waist, and wrapped her arms around his right leg. That big cock hung only inches from her face, still dripping from its underside after its sea-monster-like emergence from the water.

      “I want to watch, too,” said Carrie Ann. She leaned her head against Drew’s hip.

      Bobby could see the color of his wife’s areolae through the white of her swimsuit top, could see her firm nipples peaking at the centers.

      “Looks like you two will have to take turns,” said Drew. “She’s more my type, but you got the look of a man who knows his way around a dick.”

      You do have a pretty mouth …

      “So who goes first?”

      Bobby felt himself getting hard looking at Carrie Ann so close to that oversized cock. It was the kind of involuntary arousal that had gotten him into this mess, but it was strong enough to muffle the fear coursing through him, powerful enough to make humiliation seem a reasonable price to pay.

      “You first, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. She licked her lips and Bobby could see the change in her, could see the excitement in her eyes bloom into raw lust. It was a greedy sort of wickedness he had never seen in his wife before.

      The strange situation was arousing Drew as well. His cock was no longer hanging toward the water. It had risen up, straightened its neck. That sharp bend along the shaft had transformed into a rigid curve. The foreskin had withdrawn, revealing a dusky bulb that now stared Bobby in the face. It was an arresting sight, all the more so because Bobby could see it subtly rise and fall with Drew’s heartbeat, almost like it was nodding at him. Nicetameetcha!

      “Go ahead, Bobby,” said Drew. “Just remember, what happens at the river stays at the river. Can’t have my neighbors knowing I let a dude give me head.”

      Says the guy who fucking recorded me with my wife, thought Bobby. Now he’s asking me to keep a secret.

      “Hey, if I close my eyes, maybe I won’t even know the difference,” said Drew. He closed his eyes, tilted his head back, and folded his arms behind him.

      “Do it, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. “Suck his beautiful cock.” She looked at Bobby with an intensity that frightened him. Her lower lip quivered visibly.

      He was a fool for her.

      He reached out and, for the first time in his life, touched another man’s dick. He made a circle with his thumb and forefinger around Drew’s shaft and pressed it back against the thatch of blond hair at the base, splaying his other three fingers across the man’s groin. Drew’s cock was so broad and firm at the root that Bobby couldn’t close the circle around it. His fingers wouldn’t meet.

      “No, ain’t working,” said Drew. “That’s definitely a dude.”

      Bobby was momentarily fascinated by the size of Drew’s cock. Looking at it had been one thing, but to hold it in his hand, to appreciate its heft, to feel the throb in that wide cable under his thumb … It was a feeling like he got from unboxing a new power tool and touching it for the first time. He slipped his circled fingers up Drew’s shaft until the pads of his thumb and finger touched, then closed his palm around it.

      Carrie Ann moaned. It came from deep within her, an almost masculine sound. Her eyelids fluttered, and the look on her face was pure ecstasy. She moved away from Drew’s side and got closer to Bobby, positioning herself where she could have a better view when her husband was ready to suck cock.

      Bobby’s heart pounded on his ribs. He looked away from his wife, hung his head for a moment, and took a deep breath. He let it out slowly, feeling a sizzle in his cheeks and across the bridge of his nose. Part of him was aware that he was stroking another man’s cock, but another part of him didn’t want to acknowledge it. That part of Bobby that didn’t want to look—the part that had to get back to work on Monday morning and go to the afternoon sales meeting with other married men—wanted to keep itself separate from the part that was engaging in this lewd act.

      He could feel what he was doing, though. His hand moved up over Drew’s swollen glans, slid back down to the base, then slowly up again. He closed his fingers around that fat cockhead and squeezed, feeling the way its rubbery ridge sprung back to meaty fullness.

      “So am I just getting a handy here, or what?” said Drew. He spread his legs a little further apart.

      Bobby tried the same thought experiment he’d used earlier with Ed—imagining the penis in his hand as a free-floating object, impersonal, not attached to

      Lewis

      any man. But much like Drew’s unserious trial of closing his eyes and pretending Bobby was a woman, the attempt failed. With his wife looking on hungrily, Bobby was unable to close his own eyes to his current reality: He was in a submissive position before another man—a larger man, stronger, with clearly superior sexual equipment.

      He raised his head, watched his hand slide up and down Drew’s cock.

      He couldn’t help but imagine what the guys at work would think, what the women at work would think, what they might say, if they could see him right now. What would Shawn

      You just don’t seem like the camping type …

      say if he knew Bobby had his hand wrapped around another man’s erection? Stroking it, looking at it … Admiring it?

      Yes, he was. He was admiring it. It was an impressive penis. No sense in denying it. He was admiring it and—he might as well admit it—he was also enjoying it. It felt good. Warm, and so firm. The skin was so tight it didn’t seem to move or give at all as Bobby’s hand glided along.

      It was a new experience. Every man in the world, he thought, knew what it was like to masturbate. Every human male on the planet was an expert. But the focus was always on one’s own sexual sensation, feelings so primal that the hand itself became irrelevant. Instead of a means of perception, of touch, the hand was reduced to an accessory.

      For the first time, Bobby knew what it was like to hold a hard dick in his hand free from the encumbrance of stimulating himself. And not just any hard dick, but a truly impressive specimen.

      He liked it.

      He stroked it faster.

      Drew’s cock was dry now from the friction Bobby applied, and he let his hand appreciate it fully—the skin, tight and tacky; the bulging veins; the firm, spongy ridge around the head. He let his fingers pop over that ridge with each trip up and down.

      It was a whole new kind of arousal for Bobby. He could feel his own cock getting hard, pressing out his trunks below the water.

      Carrie Ann sighed beside him. “Oh … oh, Bobby … baby …”

      Bobby wanted to look at his wife but couldn’t take his eyes off the huge cock in his hand. He saw a bead of clear fluid swelling from the hole at the tip, and he let his hand linger near there. Then, with a thumb on one side of the glans and two fingers on the other, he squeezed until more pre-cum surged from Drew’s cock.

      Something landed on top of his head, shattering his enchantment. When he felt the grip of fingers all around the top of his skull, he understood that it was Drew’s hand.

      “That’s enough,” said Drew. “Time to suck my fucking dick.” He reached down and knocked Bobby’s hand away. Then, with one hand still fastened over the top of Bobby’s head like a claw, he took hold of his erection like he intended to guide it into Bobby’s mouth.

      A rush of feelings hit Bobby all at once—fear, shame, guilt. But the thought of Carrie Ann, of what she would be feeling at that moment, trumped them all. He closed his eyes, parted his lips, and waited.

      “Out of the way, faggot,” said Drew. He shoved Bobby’s head away and swiveled himself toward Carrie Ann.

      Bobby fell back, startled, his mouth still hanging open. One of his elbows scraped across the rocky ledge behind him, and his funny bone delivered a jolt of shock-like pain down his arm and into his fingers on that side. He yowled and sat up, cradling his elbow with his opposite hand.

      He blinked at the vision of Drew offering his cock—which Bobby had primed to its current state of readiness—to Carrie Ann. Drew held it boldly toward her mouth, angled for entry, as if there were no question that it was desired and would be accepted.

      It was a vision that did not last long. The next time Bobby blinked, Carrie Ann was on it.

      Drew’s groans echoed in the chamber of rock and water as Carrie Ann went down on his cock. Bobby sat up and watched with amazement as his wife’s head bobbed on the huge shaft that Bobby had prepared for her with his own hand. She sucked sloppily, noisily, twisting her head as she worked him.

      Bobby ached with excitement. She was so sexy, so beautiful. His little goddess, his dirty girl, finally getting what she wanted. He had touched another man’s cock, played with it, enjoyed it, and she had been there to see it and that had been enough. Now they could do the thing they both wanted. Now it was Bobby’s turn.

      He sat forward, moving through the water, hoping he would be permitted to get closer, that he wouldn’t be shoved away. He looked up at Drew.

      Drew was looking down at Carrie Ann, reveling in the sight of Bobby’s wife sucking his cock. He flashed Bobby a wry smile. “I think she likes my dick. What do you think?” he said. “Don’t you, girl?”

      “Mmm … mmmph,” Carrie Ann moaned around the cock in her mouth. Her lips were stretched wide, and Bobby was stunned to see that she was able to take half of the man’s length into her mouth.

      It wasn’t enough for Drew, who said, “Get behind her, Bobby.”

      Bobby didn’t hesitate at the opportunity to get closer to his wife. He moved in behind her, his toes grappling for traction under the water, and put his hands on her waist. It thrilled him to feel the movements of her body as she sucked Drew’s cock. He wondered what it would be like to touch her while she got fucked, to feel her body shake and rollick as she was pounded. His mind drifted momentarily to Ed—Ed, with his own big cock, waiting out there to take his turn. Maybe Ed would swim back here and fuck her. Fuck her hard enough to make her adorable little breasts bounce while Bobby held her legs open.

      “Hold her head,” said Drew. “I’m gonna fuck your wife’s face.”

      Carrie Ann grunted her approval. Bobby put both hands behind her and pressed gently at the back of her head with both thumbs, letting his other fingers fall behind her ears. Drew started moving his hips, back and forth. Bobby supported Carrie Ann’s head, holding it in place for Drew, who fed her his cock, faster and faster.

      “Take that top off. I might shoot it on those tits,” said Drew.

      Bobby used one hand to pull down Carrie Ann’s swimsuit at the center of her back. It fell away, exposing her breasts to Drew.

      “Fuck, those are some sweet little titties,” said Drew. “You want me to come on those titties, baby?”

      “Mmmph,” she grunted. Drew took this as an affirmative, then looked at Bobby.

      “How about you, Bobby? You want me to come all over your wife’s tits?”

      “Yes,” said Bobby.

      “Her mouth is full of my dick, so you’ll have to do the talking. Tell me what you want,” said Drew.

      “Come for us,” said Bobby. “Come on her tits.”

      “Hold ‘em up. Put ‘em up there for me,” said Drew.

      Bobby reached around and placed his hands over Carrie Ann’s breasts. He felt her firm buds in the centers of his palms as he brushed across them. He squeezed hard and Carrie Ann cooed with delight around Drew’s cock, her head rocking back toward her husband from the force of Drew’s thrusts.

      “Keep her still. I’m … getting close,” said Drew.

      With his hands on his wife’s breasts, Bobby moved his upper body closer to Carrie Ann. Her head continued to beat back against him. Bobby maneuvered his shoulder behind her head, and that seemed to do the trick. Now they were cheek to cheek as Drew fucked Carrie Ann’s mouth.

      Bobby heard the gagging sounds in his wife’s throat, saw the overflowing saliva running down her chin. Neither of these things seemed to bother her. It was such an overwhelmingly erotic sight that Bobby turned and kissed her on the cheek. The sense of seesawing motion he detected with his lips gave him a thrill, and when he kissed her again he held his lips in place on her cheek.

      Yes, there it was—He could actually feel Drew’s cock with his own lips, could feel it on the other side of Carrie Ann’s cheek, powering back and forth.

      “Ughn,” grunted Drew. “Shit, shit … shit …”

      “Do it,” said Bobby. He moved his hands below his wife’s breasts, cupped and lifted them, pressing them together. “Shoot your load on her.”

      “Ughn … you want it … don’t you, Bobby?”

      “Yes. We want you to come. We both want it.”

      “You a little … a little fag … ain’t you, Bobby?”

      “What?”

      “A little fag who … who wants … wants your ass fucked.”

      “No—”

      “Say it,” commanded Drew. He slowed down, moving into his final rhythm, hips quivering. “Say it, Bobby. You know she wants to hear you say it.”

      Carrie Ann grunted twice, trying to speak but only managing to blubber around the cock that was fucking her throat.

      It was true. Bobby knew. She did want to hear it.

      So he said it. Said the things his wife wanted and Drew demanded.

      He cried out, his mouth next to Carrie Ann’s ear. “I’m a … a little fag. I want a cock up my ass. I want my ass fucked. I want—”

      “Ugh, shit, ooooohhhh …” Drew’s cry filled the little cavern, bouncing back and forth between the rocks and the falling water as he began to shoot cum into Carrie Ann’s mouth. He bucked his hips, shuddering at the shoulders, then pulled back, taking his cock from her mouth. Carrie Ann closed her lips with a slurp as Drew grabbed his cock and pumped.

      Bobby heard his wife swallow as more cum hit her across the face. Finally free to take oxygen, Carrie Ann opened her mouth and gasped. Bobby held her tits and watched Drew stroke his dick, aiming it like a cannon and blasting Carrie Ann in the face and chest. White ropes of thick semen fell over her open mouth, painting her from her forehead to her chin, again and again as Drew emptied his balls.

      “Ohfuck … ohfuck … fuck me,” said Drew. He slowed down, stroking the last drops from himself, letting them plop into the water, until a thick gobbet of cum hung from the end of his dick. “Shit … holy shit, that’s one for the record books.”

      Carrie Ann laughed. “I can’t see,” she said.

      “Sorry, baby,” said Drew. “Be a gent and wipe it out out of her eye, Bobby.”

      Bobby put a hand on his wife’s throat and gently leaned her head back. She had a line of semen across one closed eye and a milky pool gathering in the recess of the other. He wiped it all away, shook it from his fingers, and watched it roll down one side of her face.

      She opened her eyes and looked up at him. Those beautiful eyes.

      “Hey, baby,” she said. “You okay?”

      “Oh yeah,” said Bobby. “Better than okay.” His heart was thundering, beating so hard that he felt dizzy.

      “Go on, lovebirds,” said Drew. “Just pretend I’m not here.”

      Carrie Ann smiled, reached up behind Bobby’s head, and pulled him down for a kiss. Their lips met, and Bobby immediately recognized the taste of cum. He started to recoil, but Carrie Ann pushed forcefully on the back of his head, and when her tongue slithered up into his mouth he didn’t hesitate to meet her. Their lips locked and they kissed deeply.

      “Jesus,” said Drew.

      Bobby acted like he didn’t hear him—this man who had just violated his wife, used her for his pleasure in front of her husband, and spattered her with his seed; who had made him say humiliating things about himself; whose cum was now clinging to Bobby’s own tongue. He kissed his beautiful wife, happy that a big part of their fantasy had come true, happy that she seemed happy. He broke from her and looked at her smile as she laid back in his arms. God, how he loved her.

      “Dude,” said Drew. “Seriously, you’ve got some in your hair.”

      “What? Where?” said Bobby. He was still holding his wife, the two of them crouched down so that the shallow water came up to their necks. He patted his hands over his hair, which had nearly dried and was molded to his scalp. “I don’t feel anything.”

      Drew stepped toward them with his hand around his cock, a thick dollop of spunk still dangling from the tip. He bent at the knees until his semi-erect dick was directly above Bobby. “It’s right…”—He dabbed his cock behind Bobby’s temple, brushing it along the side of Bobby’s head as he came away—“…there.” He laughed and dove off to the side, splashing the two of them as he hit the water, evoking a mirthful squeak from Carrie Ann. He reemerged a moment later, rising up beneath the edge of the waterfall, keeping his eyes closed as the water pummeled his head, shoulders, and chest. Then he swam back to where they floated in the shallows, rubbing his eyes and pulling his hair back. He blew water from his nose, shook it from his head, then looked at Bobby with a sober expression. “But really, now you do have some in your hair.” He cracked up and backflipped into the water.

      Bobby drifted back from Carrie Ann and touched the side of his head. Two fingers came away sticky, with strands of semen dangling between them. “Fucker,” he muttered. When he looked up from his hand, Carrie Ann was smiling at him. Bobby swished his hand through the water, and then they were both laughing. It was uneasy on his part, tinged with anxiety. But when Carrie Ann was happy, it was hard not to smile.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie Ann and Bobby both spent a few minutes under the waterfall, washing themselves of sweat and semen. Bobby leaned back and let the cool water rush into his mouth, swishing and spitting, though he was never able to completely eliminate that foreign taste. It lingered between his teeth, where his tongue seemed to find it over and over. There’s something here that’s never gonna wash off, he thought.

      Drew swam back and forth in front of them. Bobby watched him closely, waiting for an opportunity to talk to his wife in confidence. He wanted to ask if she knew about the recording Drew had made of the two of them. Bobby suspected she’d feel a little differently about the guy if she knew he was basically a voyeur.

      What do you think you are, Bobby boy?

      Okay, that was different. Completely diff—

      We’re gonna have to call your mom …

      Shut up!

      The nagging voice in his head went quiet. For now.

      He stepped out from under the water just as Drew drifted in front of him in a relaxed backstroke. Drew’s big cock floated between his thighs like an eel.

      “Damn,” said Drew, tilting his head back and looking over his shoulder. Bobby followed his gaze to Carrie Ann. She was still under the water, letting it beat off her shoulders and run down her bare chest. “I don’t know how you do it, Bobby.”

      “Do what?”

      “Let anyone else touch that.” Drew flipped over. The rounds of his bare ass crested above the water as he swam toward Carrie Ann. He reached beneath the waterfall and pulled her out, then held her close, pressing her breasts into his firm chest. “She was mine, I’d keep this sweet little piece locked away.”

      Carrie Ann laughed, eyes still closed. She shook the water from her head. “Don’t you have a girl?” she said, looking up at Drew. “Someone who wonders where you are right now?”

      “Got lots of girls,” said Drew. “But none that look as good as you.” Drew leaned in and hovered his mouth over Carrie Ann’s. Bobby watched in horror as his wife put her arms behind the man’s neck and pulled him the rest of the way down for a kiss. Drew’s arm went behind her back, just above the blue of her swimsuit bottom, and he brought her closer, locking their hips together. The kiss went on and on, their tongues tangoing and circling one another. Bobby imagined his wife could feel that big cock against her bare thigh, probably getting hard again. Was she thinking about fucking Drew now, as she was kissing him, their two bodies pressed together? Thinking about how that enormous dick she had struggled to get her mouth around would feel inside of her? The idea excited Bobby, got his heart racing again.

      It also scared him to death.

      Drew broke from the kiss and turned his head toward Bobby. Carrie Ann continued to kiss along Drew’s chin and neck as he said, “You ever been with two men?”

      For a second or two Bobby thought the question was directed at him.

      “No,” said Carrie Ann. She turned to look at Bobby. “Guess I’ve got my chance now. You up for it, Bobby?”

      “Oh … oh no,” said Drew. “I didn’t mean this guy. I mean two men,” he said, putting a little emphasis on the last word.

      Carrie Ann squealed as Drew lifted her out of the water and turned her to face her husband. Her swimsuit top was still down around her tummy, and water dripped from her erect nipples. “Bobby’s a man,” she said. “He’s my man.” She blew Bobby a kiss. “He hasn’t been with two guys, either.”

      Bobby felt a cold finger run down the crack of his ass. Jesus, she was actually egging him on. She was making it worse.

      “That right, Bobby? Just one dude at a time for you, huh?” said Drew. Bobby laughed agreeably, like he was in on the joke. “Cheer up. You might get your chance before the day is out, too.”

      That comment made moisture well up from Bobby’s eyes, and he leaned back to let the falling water hit him in the face. He came upright wiping the water from his eyes with both hands, hoping it had gone unnoticed.

      Drew was behind Carrie Ann now, holding her in his muscular arms and using both hands to explore the front of her body. He caressed her breasts, lifted them and let them drop, flicked his thumbs over her nipples, all the while keeping his eyes on Bobby, watching his reaction.

      Carrie Ann was writhing in front of him, pushing her ass back and grinding it against Drew’s crotch, wild from the attention as well as—Bobby was sure—the thought of seeing two men use her husband. Especially that.

      Drew kept his eyes on Bobby as he said into Carrie Ann’s ear, “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Carrie Ann’s groaned response left no doubt that she would.

      He’s figuring her out, thought Bobby. Figuring out that she likes seeing me treated like this. That it turns her on.

      “You about ready to head back?” said Bobby, thinking about his plan to avoid double indignity. Drew and Carrie Ann both looked at him expectantly as he sought the words for his proposal. He didn’t want to sound at all eager. In fact, if he could phrase it in such a way that it sounded like something he’d rather not do, even better. He gave it his best shot.

      “We could wait here. Carrie Ann and me. And if Ed wants to come out—”

      “Man, you really miss him, don’t you?” said Drew. He nuzzled his nose into Carrie Ann’s cheek. “What about you, babe. You miss Ed, too?”

      “I’m ready for some sun,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Well that settles it. Lady wants, lady gets,” said Drew. “Let’s go.”

      “But … Carrie Ann—”

      Drew was already through the waterfall, pulling Carrie Ann along by the arm. “Come on Bobby, it’s cold—AH!” she yelled as she was dragged beneath the falling water. Then she was gone.

      So was Bobby’s chance to talk to her alone.
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      Bobby swam through the waterfalls.

      The secondary, interior falls—the one that had enclosed the three of them in the rocky hideaway, fell with just enough force to provide a vigorous massage. The primary falls, however, fell unobstructed from a much higher elevation. Moving in a kind of daze, Bobby swam directly into that plunging chaos rather than looking for the opening through which he had passed going the other way.

      The force of the crashing water briefly stung Bobby’s back and shoulders before it drove him below the surface. Submerged, his ears were filled with a churning sound. He flailed his arms, kicked his legs in a frog-like motion, but was unable to go anywhere but down.

      This is what it feels like, he thought. When Nature overtakes you. No sense trying to fight it.

      He relaxed his arms and legs. He still felt that force pummeling him from above, pushing him, deeper and deeper …

      Just let go …

      He wondered if the falls would pound his head into a submersed rock. Crack his skull, knock him out cold …

      Just let go …

      He’d read about these underwater currents that spun in an endless death-loop, refusing to let go of anything that got caught up in them. He couldn’t remember what they were called, but they definitely had a name. He seemed to recall that these current traps were generated by rapids and waterfalls. Maybe he was in one now. Maybe he would ride this spin cycle until his lungs ran out of air and started to fill with water …

      His head broke the surface. He gasped, sucking hungrily at the air. He shook the water from his eyes and looked around.

      Carrie Ann was more than halfway back to the riverbank, back to that spot where he had sat talking with Ed. He could see Ed there, too. Ed and his ridiculous backpack. But there was something else there as well, something that hadn’t been there before. It was long and silver, but from here Bobby couldn’t make it out.

      Where was Drew?

      Bobby looked behind him. He looked ahead, into the path of Carrie Ann’s breaststroke. Maybe Drew was swimming under the water. Bobby watched to see if he would surface.

      Nothing.

      Had he already reached the bank? Maybe he’d decided to get his clothes back on. Bobby couldn’t see from here whether the man’s clothes were still heaped at the edge of the river, but he didn’t think it likely that Drew had gone ashore. There was no way he was that fast.

      Bobby called after Carrie Ann and set out in her direction, propelling himself with a moderate doggy paddle. He had eyes on his wife, so was in no hurry. He swam along, continuing to look left and right for—

      He felt his swim trunks slide down off his waist. Thinking he was caught on something, maybe a tree branch that had fallen into the water, he stopped and reached down to pull them back up. Just as he got his fingers inside the waistband, which was nearly down to his thigh on one side and clinging to his hip on the other, his trunks were yanked forcefully away. “What the—” he yelled, feeling his trunks slip down his legs. Before he could process a response, they were whisked over his feet and gone.

      Now completely naked, he looked around wildly. He saw a few bubbles rise and break off to his right, then some more a little farther out. He swam in that direction, pretty sure of what he was following. Sure enough, he soon saw the back of Drew’s head as he surfaced for a quick breath.

      Drew was back under the water and moving again before Bobby could say a word to him, swimming too fast for Bobby to catch up. He didn’t seem to be heading toward the riverbank, either. Rather, he was headed out across the plunge pool, in the direction of the rocky drop-off at the far end.

      The water grew still and cold, in spite of the sun beating down on its surface. When Drew’s head came up again, he turned back to face Bobby and held the trunks up over his head like a hostage.

      “Look what I found,” he said. “Some shit-heel lost his bathing suit.” Drew never stopped moving, using his powerful legs to move in a circular pattern, keeping near to the ledge but always out of Bobby’s reach. Bobby followed in the same orbit, one outstretched arm reaching for his swimwear.

      “Gimme those.”

      “Guess they decided to go skinny dipping. Hey, maybe they’re Ed’s.” Drew spun around, still moving through the water, to face Ed back on the shore. “Hey,” he yelled. “Hey, Ed. These yours?”

      “Fuck you, man,” Ed called distantly. “I don’t wear that shit.”

      Bobby made a dive for his trunks, but Drew spun effortlessly out of reach and he collapsed into the water. Drew held them up above his head, stretched between his hands. “Well, they ain’t my size. So I guess fuck ‘em.”

      He tossed the trunks over the ledge and out of the pool.

      “Hey,” said Bobby. He swam over to the edge of the pool and looked down over the rocks.

      The water spilled neatly at first, almost like a fountain at a corporate park, beginning an uneven but steady descent into another outcropping of granite about thirty feet below. That rocky ridge funneled the water toward the lowest point, where there was a channel maybe twelve or fifteen feet wide. The water seemed to flow sideways from both directions along the rocks, crashing together violently at the center before passing through the opening.

      Beyond that, it became a river again.

      Bobby watched the water carry his trunks down the glassy slope. They smashed into the barrier at the bottom, got swept sideways, tumbled into a ball, and then disappeared into the white water at the mouth of the channel.

      Bobby held on to the rocky ledge above and leaned in, watching them go, calculating the odds on ever seeing them again. “Fucking hell—”

      “Hey, dickhead.” Bobby felt a hand on his arm, grabbing and pulling him back with tremendous strength. “Get away from there.” Drew held on to him with one hand and paddled with the other, moving himself backward and pulling Bobby along with him. He didn’t let go until they were a good twenty feet from the ledge. “Serious, man. Might not look like much, but you go over that and you won’t come back out. Not the way you swim, anyway.” He swam away from Bobby, then circled back on his other side, in constant motion. Bobby twirled at the center, feeling like he was being stalked by a shark. “They’ll find pieces of you in three states.”

      “Thanks,” Bobby said. He treaded water, painfully aware of his nakedness and distraught at the prospect of having to climb ashore in his current state.

      “Go,” shouted Drew. He came full circle and started swimming toward the riverbank.

      “What?”

      “You need to move. Keep moving out here.”

      Bobby turned and looked once more toward the ledge. What the fuck was going on here? He spun back around and saw Carrie Ann on the shore with Ed. He was relieved to see that she had pulled her top back up over her breasts.

      By the time Bobby came to terms with the fact that he would be striding onto the riverbank with his cock and balls dangling and his bare ass exposed, that he would be standing next to Drew, with whom comparison would be unavoidable, Drew was out of the water. He stood by the picnic table, right next to Carrie Ann, who wasn’t being at all subtle about staring at his huge cock. He pointed out toward Bobby, said something to Carrie Ann and Ed, and all three started laughing.

      Drew climbed up and stood on the tabletop. Legs spread, cock hanging low between his muscular thighs, brown skin gleaming, he looked like the God of the River.

      Carrie Ann looked up at him.

      Ed covered his eyes with one hand and shook his head, laughing. This fucking guy …

      “Better move, Bobby,” shouted Drew. “Let’s go.”

      Bobby recalled how the waterfall had pounded him below the surface, refusing to let him come up for breath as long as he fought its strength. Sometimes, the only way to survive a force of nature, he thought, is to give up and let it have its way with you.

      He started swimming. He didn’t have to go very far before it became obvious what that long silver object behind Ed was.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s that for?” said Bobby, crawling on his hands and knees.

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Ed.

      Drew was lying on the tabletop, propped up on one elbow with his head against his hand, one knee slightly bent and the other flat out in front of him. It was an almost feminine state of repose, like he was on a feigning couch, Bobby thought. Well … feminine except for the thick penis rising from between his thighs. And the lean cords of muscle running up his arms and legs. And the strong, box-like cut of his jaw. But aside from those little details, a hundred percent feminine.

      Conscious of his own nudity, Bobby couldn’t take his eyes off Drew’s prick. It appeared to be in a state of semi-arousal, sticking straight up at first and then curving, again with that neck-like articulation, until it was nearly parallel with the tabletop. Like it was taking a look around. In profile, it reminded Bobby of those purported photos of the Loch Ness Monster.

      Nessie, he thought. I dub thee Nessie.

      He crawled along until the broken mess of smooth pebbles became a flat surface, then stood up. He tried to be casual about putting a hand over his privates, like maybe he was scratching himself. He toyed with the idea of trying to walk back to the tent, to his bag of clothes, with a hand over his cock. He could get something else to wear, maybe some sweatpants or some shorts, and make it back here without putting his genitals on exhibition for the group.

      They were looking at him. All three of them. Now he became self-conscious about appearing to be self-conscious.

      Just let go …

      Fuck it.

      He took the hand away from his dick and raised it to the back of his head, trying once again to make the move seem natural. He had an itch there. Or he wanted to smooth back his hair after his swim.

      “Oh … Oh, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. The look on her face was one of concern, which Bobby interpreted as concern over her own embarrassment at the exposure of her modestly endowed husband. She covered her mouth with one hand.

      The two men, Drew atop the table and Ed seated on the bench next to Carrie Ann, both smiled. Ed looked like he was trying to contain a laughing fit.

      Bobby didn’t look down. Wouldn’t give them that. He knew what was there, knew what they were seeing. There wouldn’t be much except the head of his cock protruding from his pubic hair, a one-eyed pink peeper which might jiggle a little when he took a step. Even his balls had crawled up inside his scrotum to hide from the cold.

      “What?” he said. He extended his arms at both sides, then let them fall. They clapped against his naked hips. Ooh, that ought to give the little fella a jiggle … “That water’s fucking cold. And this jackass took my—”

      “Not that, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. She took her hand away from her mouth and pointed at him. “That.”

      It took Bobby a second to figure out that his wife wasn’t pointing at his penis. She was indicating something lower. He looked down, noting briefly that his cock was every bit as shriveled and hidden as he’d suspected. He looked at the tops of his feet, at his legs, along the insides of his thighs …

      “What?” he said, holding up his arms and examining along his ribs.

      “I told him not to sit still out there,” said Drew.

      Ed muttered something that sounded like dumbass.

      Then Bobby saw it.

      On the back of his left leg, on the calf. Something black, about two inches long.

      “What the fuck—?” He lifted his left foot from the ground and tried to knock the thing loose. It didn’t budge. His hand slipped right over it. He rested his foot on the ground, then raised it again and went in for a second attack. This time he pinched the thing between two fingers.

      It was slimy. His hand came away like he had touched something hot. He shrieked and shook his hand up next to his face, fingers splayed, like he was fanning himself on a hot day.

      “Ugh … oh, God …”

      Carrie Ann got up and walked toward him, slowly, like she wasn’t sure what to do. Bobby thought the look on her face might’ve been the same if he’d crawled out of the water with a whole leg bitten off and a bloody stump.

      “It’s a leech, Bobby,” she said. She bent at the knees and balanced on her heels, putting one hand on Bobby’s right thigh. “Turn around and let me see.”

      Bobby turned around and faced the water.

      Ed started by spitting laughter through his lips, but was soon roaring. Drew joined in, and the two men howled together like a pair of hyenas.

      “What?” said Bobby, twisting his neck and looking down at his wife’s face.

      “There’s more than one,” said Carrie Ann.
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        * * *

      

      “Ed, do the man a solid,” said Drew.

      “Fuck you,” said Ed.

      “Go on, man. Least you can do after he put out for you.”

      Ed was laughing now. “Fuck you. You do it.”

      “I mean, you two are practically picking out fine china—”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Say, if you don’t mind me asking—”

      “A fucking asshole.”

      “—are you always gonna be the top? I’m just wondering how it works—”

      Ed turned and punched Drew in the shoulder. Drew just laughed and kept going. “Like, when you guys sixty-nine … I assume your fat ass would go bottom.”

      Bobby heard all this, though it barely dented his consciousness. He stared out at the calm, sun-specked water, his mind running over everything that had happened. The mix of arousal, disgust, excitement, humiliation, fear, and now flat-out embarrassment was nearly overwhelming. He was vaguely aware that his legs were trembling. Even Carrie Ann’s hand on his thigh wasn’t enough to steady him.

      “How … how many?” he said.

      “Just two more, Bobby. One on your back and one on your butt. That’s all I see,” said Carrie Ann.

      That’s all I see? What was that supposed to mean?

      “Can you get them off?” said Bobby.

      “I … I don’t know. I think so. God, I don’t really want to touch them, sweetheart.”

      Bobby turned his head to see Drew and Ed engaged in a chase around the picnic table. Drew’s big cock—Nessie—swung between his thighs as he came to a stop at the opposite side of the table from Ed.

      “So you gonna introduce him to your mom?” said Drew.

      “I’m gonna introduce this to your fucking mom,” said Ed, grabbing his crotch.

      “I think she’ll love him. Your pa might not understand at first, but we’ll bring him around.”

      “Shut your shit-hole mouth, you little cunt.” Ed stepped to his right, then faked back to the left, but Drew saw through the maneuver and easily managed to keep the table between himself and Ed.

      “What’s wrong? I’m on your side here, dude,” said Drew. Ed lashed his arm across the table and managed to land a blow on Drew’s upper chest. His fist landed with a beefy thud, but Drew didn’t even react, just said, “I support alternative lifestyles.”

      “I’m gonna give you an alternative asshole,” said Ed.

      “Oh, wait, I get it,” said Drew, continuing to sidestep around the table. “You’re pissed your boyfriend gave me a handjob.”

      “I’m gonna … What?” Ed stood straight, looked down toward the water where Carrie Ann knelt examining her husband’s backside.

      “Don’t worry, Ed. It didn’t mean anything,” said Drew.

      “Motherfucker didn’t give me a handjob,” said Ed.

      “Honest. He didn’t even finish.”

      “That. Little. Homo.”

      “You know, I bet he feels guilty about it. You guys should talk.”

      “You’re a fucking homo, too. You know that?”

      “I’m sure he was thinking about you the whole time.”

      “Guys,” yelled Carrie Ann. “Can you cut it out and help here? I don’t know how to … do you just pull them off?”

      Drew and Ed nodded at each other across the table. Detente was reached.

      “Better let a man handle this,” said Drew. “You stay here. Don’t worry, I won’t touch his dick.” He strutted around the table in the direction of the shore.

      “Hey,” said Ed, gesturing for Drew to come closer.

      Drew stopped and slowly moved toward Ed, protecting himself from any reprisal with both hands between his legs, the head of his cock visible below his fingertips. “Don’t you even think about it,” he said.

      The two men conversed in whispers by the picnic table, Drew with his hand over his dick and Ed leaning into his ear. Only snippets of the conversation, interspersed with occasional snickers, made their way down to Bobby and Carrie Ann.

      “… anything we want …”

      “… she’ll love it …”

      “… I’m telling you … anything …”

      Anything. Bobby heard that plainly. Heard it above all else.

      Anything.

      It’s what he was thinking he’d be willing to do to for some clothes. To get the fucking leeches off of him. To be in his car headed back to Nashville with Carrie Ann.

      Anything.
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        * * *

      

      “Hold still, Bobby. I’m just gonna make sure,” said Carrie Ann. She was squatted behind him again, both of them facing the water.

      Bobby heard Drew approaching just as his wife’s hands settled on his buttocks.

      “Wait—” said Bobby.

      Carrie Ann pulled his ass cheeks apart.

      Drew whistled as he came to a stop behind the couple, starting at a high pitch and ending low. Trouble.

      “Fuck me,” said Bobby under his breath. They’re in my ass. The little motherfuckers are sucking on my ass and now someone’s gotta get them out. What the fuck am I gonna do? What the fuck … ?

      Carrie Ann removed her hands from Bobby and his back door slammed shut. “All clean back there,” she said.

      “Oh, my God. Thank God.” Bobby felt a relief so powerful he could taste it. It ran down his throat, cold and lemony like his grandmother’s sweet tea.

      “Nice,” said Drew. “Hey Ed, I see what you see in him. He does have a great ass,” he yelled.

      Bobby twisted his head around to see Ed give his response from up by the picnic table: a silent, one-fingered salute.

      “Can you not?” said Carrie Ann. “He’s scared. And so am I.”

      “Hey, come here,” said Drew. He put out his hand, and Carrie Ann took it. She stood, and Drew led her around in front of Bobby. “I’m sorry,” he said. Drew put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her close. Carrie Ann’s hands found the man’s naked hips, and she looked up at him.

      “You gonna help him?” she said.

      Drew cupped her neck with one hand and leaned down to kiss her, finding Carrie Ann’s mouth already open and waiting. Bobby watched as his wife seemed to melt into this other man, her legs shifting, her body responding to his, as if she hadn’t done something so wanton and purely physical as suck him off not twenty minutes ago. That big cock

      Nessie

      that she had already enjoyed, already tasted, was filling out, firming up, poking its fat head into Carrie Ann’s taut tummy. Bobby had to fight off that obsessive-compulsive part of him that wanted to reach out and lift Drew’s dick, lift it up and out of the way so the two bodies standing before him could come together, so Carrie Ann could feel the full length of that hardening cock lie warm against her belly.

      The kiss went on. Hard. Passionate. Bobby watched the two of them suck at each other’s lips, watched their tongues slither together. A tightness formed in his chest. He was close enough to put his left arm around his wife and his right arm around Drew. That was what he wanted to do, in fact. He wanted to be a part of what he was seeing. They looked good, his wife and this man. They both looked good, and together they looked even better. The arousal he felt was weird, unnatural, but powerful. He loved seeing this man get hard, knowing that it was his wife making it happen. It was almost enough to make him forget about the parasites sucking blood from his body.

      When the kiss finally broke, Bobby sighed, unable to contain a slight shudder in his breath.

      Drew looked at him, glanced down, then brought his gaze back up to Bobby’s. “You know, I think Bobby would have a little stiffy right now if it weren’t for the leeches.”

      “Ha ha,” said Bobby. “I get it.” He forced a smile with one side of his mouth, nodding, wanting Drew to know he could take a ribbing. That he was just another one of the guys, who could banter and talk smack just like Drew and Ed around the picnic table a few minutes earlier. “Because they take just a little bit of blood, and—”

      “And you got a little dick,” said Drew, finishing for him. He stared fixedly at Bobby.

      Bobby stared back, looking for that trace of derisive humor that had been just below the surface of everything Drew had said to him today.

      He didn’t see it.

      “Hey now,” said Carrie Ann. She stroked Drew’s chin, ostensibly to make him play nice. But Bobby heard the little catch in her breath, saw the way her breasts had heaved at Drew’s comment.

      It turned her on.

      It actually turned her on to hear this man insult her husband so arrantly, so … intimately. Right in front of her.

      He could see her nipples ripening through her swimsuit.

      That dirty little bitch.

      God, I fucking love her.

      Bobby tried to think of something funny, something one of the guys would say. Something bold enough to show he wouldn’t let a challenge go unmet, but impersonal enough to be disarming. He took Your momma didn’t think it was little last night for a spin. Went so far as to open his mouth, but that look of Drew’s stopped him.

      Maybe I’ll let that one go, he thought. In his current state of peak vulnerability, maybe this wasn’t the right time to be one of the guys.

      Gonna let you have that one. Consider it a freebie, a pass from Bobby Ambaugh to you, Drew. But if you say one more—

      “I mean, I go fishing with bait bigger than that,” said Drew.

      Bobby swallowed.

      Carrie Ann’s chest bloomed, the flush creeping up her neck. Bobby wanted to believe it was sympathetic shame, but he knew better. She leaned her head against Drew’s chest, her face toward her husband, eyes wet.

      “Other hand, if you think of it like a clit, I guess it’s really kinda big.” Drew’s eyebrows shot up under his blond locks, like he’d just had a revelation. “Fucking huge, in fact. How the hell you pack that thing into your Hanes Her Ways?”

      “Drew, come on,” said Carrie Ann. “Are you gonna help him or not?” She craned her neck to look up at him, but Drew’s eyes never wavered from Bobby’s face.

      “I bet you’re the dixie-darlin’ of the dyke bar. Every tomboy in Nashville must wanna bump cunts with you—”

      “Listen—” said Bobby.

      “—grind on your toadstool … Bet you’re a squirter, too.”

      “Just tell me how to get these things off.” Bobby bounced at the knees, like he suddenly had to go to the bathroom.

      “But you turn ‘em all away, don’t you? ‘Cause you ain’t no homo, are you, Bobby?”

      “Look, I’m asking you to help me—”

      “No. No pussy for this girl. I bet you take all the big sweaty dicks you can get, every way you can get ‘em.”

      “Whatever. Ok—”

      “We know you give a good handjob, but I bet you could put your girlfriend here to shame in a dicksucking contest.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my wife—”

      “And I just bet you’re an anal girl.”

      “Goddammit,” Bobby exploded. “Will you shut the fuck up? Just shut your fucking mouth. Please! Please, just get these things off my back and then we can talk all you want.” Bobby screamed and threw his hands up in surrender. “Whatever you want, just … please!” His body shook from his outburst. He closed his eyes and took a few breaths, deep and slow, and uttered a final please, quiet and desperate. He opened his eyes.

      Drew hadn’t moved. Carrie Ann had her face buried in his chest, his long flaccid

      Nessie

      cock lying fully across her thigh.

      The corners of Drew’s mouth curled upward. “I think we can save you from the harmless bloodsuckers,” he said. “But first, you gotta do something for me.”

      Bobby sighed. He didn’t have another outburst in him. His heart thudded at the center of his chest. “Okay. What?”

      “I want to hear you to say it,” said Drew.

      “Say what?”

      “Say … ‘I got a small dick.’”

      “Fine. I have a small dick.” Bobby raised both hands in a there ya go gesture. “Now can you—?”

      “Wait … a minute. Now say … ‘I got a big clit.’”

      Bobby rolled his eyes. “Okay, and … now I have a big clit.”

      “Show me,” said Drew.

      “What?” Bobby felt anger bubbling up in his gut. The kind of anger that might make him sock this hick in the balls, consequences be damned.

      “Show me your clit. I wanna see you play with it.”

      Bobby rubbed his temples, looked around at the back of his leg, at the little black worm that was taking more and more of his blood with every passing second. And there were two more …

      “If I do this, will you just get these things off me?”

      “Yes,” said Drew. “But you gotta say it, and show me. And keep showing me until I say stop.”

      In a way, it was a relief. License to touch himself. The way Nessie was slithering along the outside of Carrie Ann’s leg was shooting sparks into his heart. He felt hot little needles pricking the back of his neck, prodding his imagination. As much as he wished he was away from here, he wished even more to see his wife’s face when Drew slipped that big cock inside of her. He wanted to hear the sounds she’d make while he fucked her. Wasn’t that bound to happen? He knew she wanted it, and knew Drew would give it to her.

      He also knew that Carrie Ann would walk away from all of this if he gave the word. He could take her by the hand right now, say Let’s go, and lead her back to the tent. They would pack up, follow the flags out to their car, and drive out of here.

      Only, Drew had the keys. Didn’t he?

      Just leave them in the car—That’s what Drew had told Bobby to do, and that’s what he’d done. Just in case I need to move it.

      Were those keys still under the driver’s side floor mat, where Bobby had left them?

      Or were they in Drew’s pocket right now?

      Or Ed’s pocket?

      Or under the till in the cash register at the General Store, which was at this moment being manned by …

      Who?

      “Hey, come on,” said Carrie Ann. “If you help him out first, he’ll do it. Then maybe we can have some fun.” She removed a hand from Drew’s chest and let it fall to where Nessie was thickening along her thigh. She wrapped her hand around the shaft and massaged it, her elbow cocked like she was pulling on a parking brake. “Bobby wants to watch.”

      Drew finally broke his gaze from Bobby and looked at Carrie Ann. “Isn’t this fun? Aren’t we having fun?”

      She smiled up at him. “A little.”

      Bobby didn’t want to believe that she was actually enjoying this, but couldn’t deny what his eyes were seeing, couldn’t ignore what he knew of Carrie Ann’s darkness, that kinky little itch she had to see her husband toyed with.

      It’s just talk …

      Except it wasn’t, was it? It never is.

      He had already handled another man’s dick in front of her, stroked it

      and loved it

      No! She loved it. And if he did love it, it was only because she loved it, and he loved her.

      Hadn’t that been enough?

      Bobby twisted his neck and looked behind him. There was Ed, still sitting on the bench, too far away to hear their conversation. Bobby just wanted to make sure Ed wasn’t back there making another recording. Ed raised his hands and shook his head—What’s taking?

      Next to Ed was the canoe. It hadn’t been there when Bobby swam out to the waterfall, but it was there when he got back. Where had it come from? Had it been hidden somewhere? A toy Drew kept tucked away under some brush, without any concern that it would get swiped since, as they claimed, no one camped up here?

      But someone lived up here. The guy with the wheelbarrow. Merle. Was it his? Was he somewhere out there right now, watching? Had the canoe come from his home? That was pretty far back there. Closer to the Coosawatee General Store than to the river. Seemed like a long way to drag such a large item, but hey, a guy who could wheel his dead dog all the way into town wouldn’t have a problem with it.

      Or had Merle had help?

      Or had he had nothing to do with it?

      Leaning up against the canoe were the two hunting rifles Ed and Drew had brought with them when they’d surprised him and Carrie Ann that morning. The two rifles they’d left near the tent when they’d all wandered away to go “swimming.” Ed must have gone back for those while Bobby was in the little grotto behind the waterfall.

      He probably just didn’t want them to get stolen … by …

      … all those people who wander around up here?

      But it did make sense. A canoe would be considerably more difficult to make off with, and was surely less valuable than a pair of rifles. Even if they were cheap ones.

      Bobby turned back to Drew, who stood there with an expectant look on his face.

      Would this man—who seemed to have a darkness in his eyes not that different from Carrie Ann’s; who seemed to be having a fine late-summer Saturday here in the woods making a chump out of Bobby; who was comfortable walking around naked as a newborn in front of strangers; who now had his cock sheathed in the hand of a beautiful woman; who had a guaranteed piece of ass in Bobby’s sexy and willing wife, a piece of ass he had already sampled—Would this man just let the two of them walk away?

      They had his car keys.

      They had rifles.

      “I have a big clit,” said Bobby. He pulled on his cock, brought it out to its full flaccid length. His palm was warm, stimulating. He twisted his hand below the ridge near the tip, squeezing, making his glans swell. “I have a … a big fucking clit.”

      “Atta girl, Bobby,” said Drew.

      Carrie Ann snickered, watching her husband play with himself. “This is silly.”

      Bobby hung his head, watched himself. It felt good, in spite of the humiliation and fear roiling within him. His scrotum relaxed. Bobby took his other hand and placed it over his balls, pushing them back to keep the illusion going. “This is my big clit.”

      Drew’s big cock hung at the top of Bobby’s field of vision. Watching himself this way, he could look at it freely, unashamedly. Carrie Ann’s hand slid down to the base. Nessie wasn’t even fully hard, and yet his wife’s thumb and finger couldn’t close in a circle around her down there.

      It was making Bobby hard, looking at that big—

      No! It was his wife’s hand on it, seeing her touch it, knowing that she was feeling it and thinking about it. That’s what was making him hard. If he kept this up, his dick would soon be so hard that calling it a big clit would be absurd. Not that it hadn’t been absurd to begin with.

      Carrie Ann’s hand began massaging Nessie’s belly, stroking her underside with her thumb and rubbing across her fat one-eyed head with two fingers. Bobby saw the monster throb.

      “Ugh … mmm … I got a huge fucking clit …” Bobby started rocking his hips back and forth as he stood in place.

      “Anything else you want him to do?” said Drew.

      That got Bobby’s attention. Fear hit his heart like a driven nail, fear that his wife was going to open her mouth and say I want you to bend him over and fuck him with this big cock …

      Which Drew of course would not do. Whatever the depth of his sadist tendencies, the man had limits, and homosexuality was forbidden. He had made that clear enough.

      Then again, Bobby had already ventured into forbidden territory himself. And why had he done that?

      Because I wanted to

      Because of Carrie Ann. She had pushed him. Because it was something she desired him to do.

      liar

      And now Carrie Ann’s hand was all over Nessie, stroking that thick dick, communicating a promise of a warm, wet cave for the monster to bury its nose in.

      Was it a stretch to think that Carrie Ann could also talk Drew into doing something he might be hesitant to do? Just as she had talked Bobby into it? Maybe he had this all wrong. What if Drew and Ed weren’t the provocateurs here? What if it was his own wife? Did Drew and Ed know what they were getting into?

      He had a comic vision of himself rallying the other two men to escape.

      Come on, boys—Grab the rifles and my car keys and let’s get the hell outta here before she makes buttfuckers out of us all!

      Phew! Thanks, Bobby. That was a close one! Gimme a high-five!

      “No,” said Carrie Ann. “I think it’s time you got those leeches off, like you promised.” She looked briefly down at the big cock in her hand. “Then we’ll see what else we can get off.”

      Drew laughed at that, bent down and kissed her mouth. He pulled Carrie Ann close, wrapped his arms around her as she settled her head on his shoulder, and looked down between Bobby’s legs. “Yeah, you were wrong,” he said.

      “About what?” said Bobby.

      “About having a big clit. That’s definitely just a small dick.” Drew shook with quiet laughter, and Carrie Ann rebuked him with a gentle swat across his cheek.

      Bobby exhaled with relief. His cock had gone soft as quickly as it had gotten hard, and now that feeling of shame was back in full force. Shame not only for what he had just done, but for thinking of Carrie Ann as some kind of witch.

      What kind of man was he?

      Well, I’ll tell ya, Bobby—You’re the sort of guy who wants to see his wife fuck another dude so bad that you’re willing to prostrate yourself, mock your own anatomy, stroke another man’s sea-monster, and give sweet cummy kisses to your wife after she’s blown a total stranger. Did I mention that you’ve assigned a nickname to another man’s dick? Because that’s just so fuckin’ weird. Now, if you think all that’s bad just wait and see what’s in store for—

      “Hey, Bobby. You in there?” Drew snapped his fingers in Bobby’s face.

      Bobby blinked. He relaxed his arms, put his hands on his hips. How long had he been standing here? His legs were getting tired. He rolled his shoulders and let his hands slip back over his buttocks—

      —and touched something slimy.

      “Shit.” He gasped and jerked his hand away. The goddamn leech, the one on his ass cheek. It was there, unseen but feasting away while Drew made Bobby play with himself.

      “Not very pleasant, are they?” said Drew. He looked to Carrie Ann. “You guys got any salt back at your tent?”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “How about a lighter? Or matches?”

      “Definitely a lighter.”

      “If you’ll go get those and hustle back here, I think we’ll have everything we need to get Bobby straightened out.”

      “Okay,” said Carrie Ann. She turned, then stopped. She smiled at Bobby, gave him a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

      She trotted off, leaving Bobby alone with Drew.
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        * * *

      

      “You must really love her,” said Drew.

      “That’s right. I do,” said Bobby. “You mind if I sit?”

      “The fuck I care?”

      Bobby started to crouch, looking forward to some relief for his legs.

      “But mind the leech on your ass,” said Drew. “You might squish the little booger and make him mad.”

      “Ugh, fuck.” Bobby bounced back up. “What is the lighter for, anyway? You don’t have to burn it off, do you?”

      Drew stood with his arms crossed and his hip cocked. Nessie had gone flaccid but still looked healthy, hanging thick and low between his legs and bouncing back and forth between his muscular thighs as he moved. “Turn around,” he said.

      “What? Why—?”

      “Just do it.”

      Bobby turned around. There was Ed, sitting up on top of the picnic table. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted down to the two of them, “Now grab your ankles, Bobby.”

      “Fuck you, Ed,” Drew shouted back.

      Bobby felt a pinch on his ass cheek. It didn’t hurt so much as startle him, and he whirled back around.

      Drew had a leech between two fingers, holding it out between himself and Bobby. It was black as the night, maybe an inch and a half long, and glistened with its own moisture. It didn’t move at all, and Bobby wondered if it was dead.

      “Sorry about Ed,” said Drew. “He can be an asshole.”

      Takes one to know one, thought Bobby. He reached around, wiped his ass cheek, and looked at his fingers. There was a small smear of blood on them. It made him a little queasy—not so much the sight of his own blood as the thought that another living creature had been sucking it out of him.

      First blood has been drawn, he thought. Guess pretty much anything can happen now.

      “So you don’t need … salt or—?”

      “No,” said Drew. “You can usually just pick ‘em right off. Stings a little, but that shouldn’t bother a big man like you.”

      “So why did you—?”

      “Send your wife off? I just thought you and I should have a chance to talk. That’s all. Burning or salting one of these while it’s got its hooks in you is a bad idea. It starts to spit back all the shit it sucked out, and the only thing it sucks out is poison.” Drew held the leech up in front of his face, turned it around, examining it from every angle. “Little miracle workers, these things. Doctors still use them. Did you know that? For some things they can’t figure any other way to treat. They can suck the shit out of you better than any dialysis machine.”

      “I think I … saw something about it on TV once,” said Bobby. As Drew rotated his hand, the leech moved. Just a little at first. Then it reared up at one end and revealed its alien-like maw. The little mouth tightened into a pucker and relaxed, and Bobby had to look away.

      “Don’t like that, huh?” said Drew. “You’re a strange one, Bobby. You can watch your wife suck another man’s dick but you’re grossed out by a harmless leech.”

      “You put it like that, I guess it does seem strange,” Bobby said. “You gonna kill it?”

      “You crazy? This is the cure for cancer right here, in my hand.” Drew cocked his head, keeping his eyes on the leech as he spoke. “You know, there’s this guy lives out in the woods here. Bit older than me, but I’ve known him since we were both kids. Keeps to himself nowadays. Odd guy, really. I mean, not as fucked up as you, but pretty far out there all the same.

      “Anyway, a few years back he gets cancer. ‘Docs tell me I’ve got six or seven months, a year at most,’ he says. Few days later, he wanders into the store and I see about five or six of these babies along his arm. I’m like, ‘What the fuck, Merle?’ He says, ‘They’re gonna make me better.’ Turns out, he was coming up here once a week, letting a few of these babies take hold, then taking ‘em home for a sleepover. Next day he’d pull ‘em off. Week later, he’d do it again. Crazy bastard.”

      Drew watched the leech wriggle until it settled down across the pad of his middle finger. It stopped moving.

      “So, did it work?” said Bobby.

      “Huh?”

      “Did it cure him? The leeches?”

      “Well, I don’t know about cure, but he’s still around. Still comes in and gets a carton of Winstons once a week so, you know, matter of time until he gets another six-pack of tumors. He’ll probably finish out his days up in his cabin, naked, chain smoking, and covered in leeches. Like I said. Crazy.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      Drew pulled the leech off with his other hand and a tiny rill of blood ran down the side of his finger. He tossed the leech into the water behind him, then stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked it clean.

      “But not as a crazy as a man from the city who brings his wife up to this river with nothing but a pop-up tent and a couple of sleeping bags.”

      “I … We brought flashlights—”

      “No weapons of any kind. Just a fucking iPhone—”

      “—and food—”

      “Oh? You brought food?” Drew dragged out the syllables. “Got it all packed up tight in a cooler, do you?”

      “Some of it. Ice, and some meat.”

      “And the rest?”

      “It’s … in a gym bag.”

      “Great. The bears are gonna love it. Makes it easy for ‘em to smell. What did you do with the trash, after you ate?”

      “We didn’t eat last night. But, I guess we’d … tie it up in a Walmart bag and carry it back down with us.”

      “He’s gonna tie it up in a Walmart bag. The bears will thank you for that, too. You know, you’re lucky when we came up this morning we didn’t have to put what was left of you and Carrie Ann in a big plastic bag.”

      The two men regarded one another in silence for a few seconds.

      “Are there really bears here?” said Bobby. “Or are you just fucking with me?”

      Drew scoffed. “To be honest, I’ve never seen one. Not in my entire life,” he said. “But it’s like my uncle told me once—If you want to see one, just head on out into the woods without your rifle.”

      “That why you came around our tent in the middle of the night? Because you were worried about us?”

      “Me? No. That was Ed. I was sleeping like a baby. At least until he shook me awake at a quarter past five telling me he’s got something I just gotta hear. ‘You just ain’t gonna believe it,’ he says. And I listened. And I didn’t believe it.” He stepped forward, coming nearly nose to nose with Bobby. “But now I’ve seen it, so I guess I believe it.” He bent down and reached behind Bobby.

      Bobby reflexively covered his cock with one hand. He felt a pinch on the back of his leg, and then Drew stood up and showed him another leech before tossing it into the water.

      “Turn around,” said Drew.

      Bobby turned, and felt another pinch in his low back. It was sharper this time, making him suck air through his teeth. He looked up and saw that Ed was no longer sitting on the picnic table. Bobby looked around, but didn’t see him anywhere.

      Is he with Carrie Ann?

      What are they doing?

      “That’s it,” said Drew. “Looks like you’ll live to die stupid another day.”

      Bobby turned back around. “So, I’m glad we have a chance to talk.”

      “About?”

      Bobby swallowed. He put his hands on his hips. “Rules.”

      “Rules. Oh. You’re going to lay down some rules?” said Drew. “Well, I am new to this sort of thing, so I guess you’ll have to teach me. Please … proceed.” He swished his hand derisively between himself and Bobby.

      “You can do whatever she wants, whatever she’s willing to do—”

      “With you so far.”

      “—as long as I can watch.”

      “Jesus.” Drew shook his head.

      “I just need to know that, you know, she’s not getting hurt.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s why you want to watch. Because you’re the protector.”

      “But … I just don’t want … I don’t want any—”

      “Wait a minute,” said Drew, holding up both hands with his palms out. “Why don’t you sit down now, Bobby.”

      “Uh, okay.” Bobby sat down on the rocks.

      “Is this the part where you tell me the things I can’t do? The things you don’t want me to do?”

      Bobby opened his mouth to speak, then caught himself looking at Nessie again. Nessie was right at his eye level, thick and veiny and lazy.

      “Because I want to help you, Bobby. I already plan to do whatever Carrie Ann wants. We had a little talk out by the falls. I tell you, that woman has a wild streak you might not be aware of.”

      “Yeah … yeah, I know,” said Bobby.

      “And as for you, you’re definitely going to watch. From what I know of you, you wouldn’t want to miss it. Hell, we’re gonna give you the best seat in the house.”

      Bobby looked down at the rocks. There was some blood on his foot, and he wiped it away.

      “Now, as to rules. While I appreciate your effort to make this a safe space, I invite you to look around.” He paused. Bobby could practically see the air quotes around safe space. “There’s no HR department here to settle disputes. You had to know that when you came up here. To put it blunt, you are not in a position to set the rules.”

      “Yeah, okay,” said Bobby. “I get that. I just don’t see why—”

      “I’m going to do whatever I want. I’m going to show your lady a fine time. I think she deserves it. Don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” said Bobby, sheepishly. “I do.”

      “You want to fulfill her every desire, right?”

      “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk about,” said Bobby, seeing an opportunity. “I don’t want to do some of the things she and I talk about. I mean, actually do them. And I don’t think you do, either.”

      Drew raised a hand to his chin and stroked his fingers along both sides of his mouth. “What I want, Bobby, is to see you squirm. And that’s what she wants, too. Isn’t it?”

      Bobby had no reply. Giving another man permission to fuck his wife, and telling that man that he wanted to watch—Somehow, that was not as bad as admitting out loud that his wife got off on seeing him humiliated.

      I’ve always wanted a man who would do anything for me …

      “So if there’s something you don’t want to happen … Well, before you go laying out your rules, Bobby, let’s just say I wouldn’t want to give me any ideas if I were you.”

      “Okay. Fuck it, then,” said Bobby. “We’ll just leave. Right now. As soon as she gets back. You have my car keys?”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      Bobby thought about the rifles. And the canoe. “You going to hold us at gunpoint? Because that wouldn’t—”

      “Bobby, what kind of guy do you think I am?” Drew knelt down, resting back on his heels, eye to eye with Bobby. “You’re free to leave. Hell, we’ll even help you carry your shit. Don’t you think Carrie Ann will be disappointed, though?”

      “She’ll get over it. And she will leave, if I say so,” said Bobby.

      “Well, I guess you do wear the pants. Maybe that’s what it’s about. Maybe she wants to strip you down and wear the pants herself. Women these days, you know.”

      “Yeah. Must be a feminist thing,” said Bobby, knowing it didn’t really make any sense. He stood up. “So that’s it. We’re leaving.” He turned to walk off toward the woods.

      “All right,” said Drew. “But I’d hate to be you on Monday morning … when everybody at your office gets a copy of the recording Ed made last night in their email.”

      Bobby froze. His stomach soured. Patches of heat spread across the tops of his shoulders.

      Drew came around in front of him, Nessie swinging along as he moved.

      “How … how do you know where I work?” said Bobby.

      “Got your attention now, do I?” said Drew. “Good. Now let me tell you the rules. Have you told Carrie Ann about the recording?”

      Unable to make any sounds, Bobby shook his head.

      “Good. Here’s the rules. You’re going to do what you’re told. No matter what it is. Because if you don’t, I’m emailing your office. And you’re not going to let on to your wife that it’s because you’re worried about an embarrassing little recording making its way around. If you tell her about it, I’m emailing your office. That recording wouldn’t exactly be flattering to Carrie Ann, either, would it?”

      “No,” croaked Bobby. “Please don’t.” He closed his eyes. A numbness spread from his chest out to the tips of his extremities as he saw a nightmare play out on the backs of his eyelids.

      … Every interaction with every coworker would be a landmine of inside jokes. The endless sideways glances. The secret life of Bobby Ambaugh would be whispered into the ear of every new hire as part of their initiation.

      … Shawn, listening to a recording of his executive account manager talking about sucking cock and taking it in the ass. Would Shawn ever take him seriously again? How could he?

      You just don’t seem like the type.

      … Lewis—

      Oh God … Lewis …

      … Lewis Mayhorn laughing at him, gloating, day after day, over a recording of Carrie Ann talking about fucking his cousin … and of Bobby, talking about—

      Oh God …

      They would have to move away. To another state. Start over. There would be no other way.

      “Bobby? We on the same page?” said Drew.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you doing this? What do you … what do you get out of it?”

      Drew laughed. “Because you’re here, Bobby. That’s why. You came up here thinking we’re all a bunch of hillbillies who fuck anything and anyone. Our sisters, each other, maybe the backyard billygoat, because we don’t know better. All just a bunch of rubes who can’t control ourselves, right? You’ve seen some movies and think we all sit around a burn barrel on the weekend and play bluegrass.”

      “That’s … that’s not—”

      “And you thought you’d come up and show the little woman where the wild people live. The freaks. No need to worry about the actual wild animals. Hell, you’re prepared. You’ve got a smartphone. But you know what, Bobby? This ain’t the zoo. You can’t just come up here and stare through the bars at us.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Bobby. “I just wanted to camp out, by the river, like when I was a kid.”

      “Isn’t it funny, though? I mean, if you think about it? I’ve spent almost my whole life up here in the mountains. You? You’re a big city boy. Which one of us wants to beat off watching his wife fuck someone else? Who’s the pervert? The freak?”

      Bobby sat on the rock and looked at the waterfall, trying to think of a way out. He wanted to push that canoe down to the water, jump in and let the Coosawatee carry him away. If he hit on some rocks and got broken, or if he drowned, so be it. It was no more treacherous a path than the one he found himself on now.

      But it wouldn’t be as thrilling.

      “Here they come,” said Drew. “Hope you’re ready.”
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      The two pairs—Carrie Ann and Ed, Bobby and Drew—came together as four at the picnic table.

      Bobby followed Drew up from the water’s edge, ambling along listlessly. His nudity, to the extent he was even aware of it, was no longer a source of shame—That was merely his body laid bare, damage already done. At risk now was a part of him clothing couldn’t conceal, and as he walked tenderly over the hot rock he wore his dignity like a ghostly girdle, held in place by delicate threads, containing his very soul.

      Now it was his soul about to be laid bare. He would hold onto it as best he could.

      “Whoa, look at these two naked men,” said Carrie Ann. She had a plastic salt shaker in one hand and a stick lighter in the other, twirling the lighter on one finger by its trigger guard.

      “I’d rather not,” said Ed. He had their sleeping bag rolled up under one arm, the one they’d bought just two days ago at Everything Outdoors from … What the hell was his name? The big guy, who’d told them that the people were the thing to be worried about up in the mountains. Started with an L, Bobby was pretty sure.

      “Hey, look at this,” said Ed. He dropped the sleeping bag on the table and pulled a brownish sac out from under it. He spread it out between both hands, and Bobby saw that it was the backpack-style tote bag that had come with their tent. Ed held it with the label facing outward, tucking one end under his arm as he pointed. “See what it says there? Ain’t that hilarious?”

      The bag’s label was on heavy white paper beneath a clear plastic enclosure. Beneath the product’s description—TWO-PERSON INSTANT SETUP TENT 8.5 x 5—was a list of features. Ed was pointing at the top of the list, at the big black lettering there:

      SELF-ERECTING

      Ed chuckled like a man telling a dirty joke to a group of middle-schoolers. When no one laughed—except Carrie Ann, who shook her head—Ed said, “I thought, considering who it belongs to—”

      “What the hell are you laughing about?” said Drew. “You’re the most self-erecting fool I know. I hear you down the hall at night, when I’m trying to sleep—”

      “Shut up,” said Ed, throwing the bag on the table.

      “—You’re a one-man whack factory.”

      “Fuck you, Andy. You ain’t got to say that in front of her. That’s his real name, by the way,” said Ed, rounding on Carrie Ann. “Andy. Did you know that? Andy Baby. That’s what his momma called him.”

      “Actually, it’s Andrew. And why would she care if you jack off? Look who she’s married to,” said Drew. He moved closer to Carrie Ann, his big dick starting to arc away from his body, like he was already excited. He put his hands on Carrie Ann’s hips and pulled her close. “You don’t care if Ed jerks off, do you?”

      “He’d be weird if he didn’t,” said Carrie Ann. “What about you?”

      “Me? I prefer someone to help me get this big guy worked up.” Drew opened a space between himself and Carrie Ann, looked down between them, and shook his hips back and forth. Nessie wagged her long neck.

      “Mmm,” said Carrie Ann. She touched the base of Drew’s cock and slid two fingers down its length, like she was petting it. When she reached the end she tapped the side of the big head, sending it swinging. “Maybe Bobby could help you.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, baby?” said Drew. “Bobby does have some magic hands. Ed, wait’ll you see what Bobby can do with—whoa!” Drew had turned toward Ed and caught sight of Bobby standing at the end of the table, next to the canoe. “Maybe you were right, Ed. Bobby is self-erecting as we speak.”

      Bobby looked down. He was hard. Not just everyday hard, but as hard as he’d ever been. His heart started pumping overtime the moment Carrie Ann had touched Drew’s cock. Now he stood there awkwardly, shifting on his feet, wishing he could just be invisible.

      “I bet you had a little stiffy under the water the whole time you were playing with this,” said Drew. He turned toward Bobby and hoisted his cock, encircling it with two fingers near the base and swinging it around

      Nessie’s gonna get dizzy

      and around—a feat Bobby would look ridiculous trying to emulate. But Drew was able to pull it off, and the way Carrie Ann stared at the display of machismo made Bobby’s dick throb.

      “We need to get you some relief for that,” said Drew. “Bobby, grab that sleeping bag and carry it up there.” He pointed to that rocky plateau further down the shore, about halfway to the waterfall. It was the same spot that had looked so inviting to Bobby the previous evening. “Ed, bring your pack. We might want some beer.” He trotted down toward the riverbank and picked up his pile of clothes. “Where’s my phone?”

      “I got it,” said Ed.

      “Bring that, too.” Drew went back to Carrie Ann, pulled her close again with one arm. “That okay with you, babe?”

      She kissed him, and he took that as assent.
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        * * *

      

      They formed a little caravan, walking through the grass beside the river, trying to avoid the mud. Bobby led the way this time, carrying the sleeping bag. His wife walked behind him with Drew. Bobby listened as she questioned how Drew had managed to get the leeches off without the salt or the lighter.

      “Bobby worked his courage up and we just yanked ‘em off,” said Drew.

      “Ooh, didn’t that hurt?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Oh, he cried a little at first, but he manned up after the first one. He was just glad to have ‘em off. Ain’t that right, Bobby?”

      Bobby muttered an affirmative.

      Ed brought up the rear, lugging his backpack.

      Bobby stepped up onto the rock. It was the largest amid an arrangement of massive stone slabs the river had worn smooth over the decades. Its surface tilted gently toward the shore, where the rock disappeared into the mud just a few feet shy of the water. Under the earth, who knew? The rock might be a mile long.

      The arms of at least two immense river birches extended out over the rock, their branches fighting for space. The dense foliage formed a canopy, and the higher two-thirds of the rock was covered in a thick bed of moss. It felt almost like carpet under Bobby’s feet.

      “Just spread that out right here,” said Drew.

      Bobby unrolled the sleeping bag, shook it out and let it fall evenly, like he was putting fresh sheets on a bed. When he turned around, Drew was kissing his wife again, holding her body tight against his. She had one hand between them, and though he couldn’t see it Bobby knew it was all over Nessie. Carrie Ann shook her hips, grinding her pelvis against Drew’s thighs. It made Bobby’s heart sick to see how easily she gave into him, how under his control she seemed, how intimate they were. It also made his cock ache with an arousal he could feel in the pit of his stomach. He stroked himself, softly, using only the tips of his fingers, sending electric tingles into his balls.

      “Ah ah ah,” said Drew. “Hands off the little guy.” He kept his eyes on Carrie Ann and said, “Why don’t you come over here and help your wife out of this swimsuit.”

      Bobby complied. He stepped behind Carrie Ann and placed his hands on her back. He let the soft ends of her brown hair brush over his fingers as Drew kissed her. He could smell her. He could smell him—this man who had Carrie Ann under his spell and Bobby under his control. Their scents combined into a powerful bouquet, something new and nearly pheromonal in its effect on Bobby.

      He got close enough that his erection pressed into Carrie Ann’s rounded bottom. The nylon was scratchy on his cock, and he pulled the bottom of her suit to one side and let his dick slide against the white skin of her ass, which had dried and gotten cold.

      “Mmm,” she moaned into Drew’s mouth, rocking her hips back toward Bobby when she felt his cock.

      Bobby squatted, hooked his fingers into her suit bottoms on both sides, and pulled them all the way to her feet. They turned inside-out and Bobby noted that, although they had long since dried, they were soaked through the crotch.

      Drew’s hands immediately came around and palmed both of Carrie Ann’s ass cheeks. He squeezed them hard, turned them red, clapped them together as he kissed down her neck. Carrie Ann squealed with delight.

      It drove Bobby insane. His heart fluttered in his chest as he stood and lifted up the back of her suit top. It was a single piece, with no hooks or straps, and she lifted her arms so that he could remove it.

      Drew put one arm all the way around her back and spun her sideways, so that she stood between himself and Bobby, the two men facing each other. Carrie Ann put an arm around Bobby and writhed. Her nipples were taut little bullets.

      And there was Nessie.

      Drew was fully hard. His cock pulsed, angry looking, almost head to head with Bobby’s. Carrie Ann took each of them in hand.

      So close together, both in the hands of the same woman, the contrast between the two men’s anatomy couldn’t have been sharper. Bobby’s full length fit into Carrie Ann’s palm, only the rosy tip with its thin ridge sticking out between her thumb and first finger, like a timid animal checking that the coast is clear before emerging from its hidey-hole to forage.

      Drew’s cock was more like the prince of the savanna—hungry, fearless, always on the prowl; the kind of beast that made smaller creatures take cover in the tall grass. It made Carrie Ann’s other hand look like the tiny, feminine thing it was. She held his girth underhanded, near the center, with her thumb lying along the side of his shaft. Her fingers curled up from underneath, not quite able to make contact with the fleshy pad below her thumb. Bobby could see her squeezing it and could imagine her feeling its heat, feeling the blood flow through that vein along the top as Bobby himself had done. The neck of the beast curved impressively where it emerged from Carrie Ann’s hand, lunging upward and off to one side, its head a bruisy golfball-sized glans that flared out around the throbbing stalk. There was enough cock there to accommodate a second hand, and for a moment Bobby wondered if his wife was waiting for him to reach out and take it, play with it, stroke it in tandem with her. But then she raised it up so that it looked Bobby in the eye. He stared back at that urethral slit—it made him think of a dime slot in an old-timey pay phone—until Carrie Ann’s hand glided up and massaged the tip. She pressed the spongy flesh on both sides, forcing Nessie’s eye open. She stroked one finger along the stretched frenulum until the eye began to weep clear fluid. Then she pulled his cock back down, level with the earth, and pushed it to one side to account for its curve, until it was head to head with Bobby’s again. She led Bobby by his dick, squeezing and pulling, forcing him to step forward until the two cockheads were less than an inch apart.

      Bobby groaned at the comparison, at the proximity, at the thought that one of the two cockheads could open its mouth and completely swallow the other. It made him think briefly of those nature videos where a snake consumes another animal, whole and living. Except that wasn’t quite right because in this case there would be no awkward lump moving slowly down the predator’s throat. In this case, Nessie could devour Bobby’s prick in a single swallow, an afternoon snack, without so much as a burp.

      Carrie Ann’s excitement was evident. Her chest rose and fell, and her eyes were glued to the bigger of the two cocks she held. Bobby knew she wanted it, and he wanted her to have it. She was unbelievably sexy, with the sun breaking through the foliage above and painting her breasts with moving patterns of light. A stray lock of her brown hair curlicued down between her half-lidded eyes.

      “What do you want him to do?” said Drew. Carrie Ann smiled impishly, like a shy devil, and looked at Bobby.

      “Now help Ed out of his clothes,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Ed muttered a mild protest from behind Bobby, who had almost forgotten he was there.

      Drew threw back his head and laughed. “Go on, Ed. She’ll make it worth it.” He looked down at Carrie Ann. “Won’t you, baby?”

      Bobby turned to find Ed waiting. He took the hem of the man’s shirt, and Ed raised his arms so that Bobby could pull it up over his head. Ed rolled his eyes, obviously annoyed at having to playact the part of a giant baby, but he went through the motions. The shirt came off, revealing Ed’s pale skin, with a farmer’s tan that ended around his biceps. Ed tore the shirt away from Bobby and tossed it onto the moss. “Hurry up. Let’s get this over with,” said Ed, eyeing Carrie Ann’s tight bottom.

      A bulge tented out the front of Ed’s jeans—Watching Carrie Ann and Drew had apparently had the same effect on him as it had on Bobby. Ed stood with both hands on his hips as Bobby unfastened the button above his fly, releasing some of the tension behind his pants. With one shaking hand, Bobby started to fish for the zipper pull.

      “Get down, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. “On your knees.”

      Bobby could feel all the eyes on him. He glanced around—at the waterfall, at the trees along the opposite shore, back toward the picnic tables. Was there anyone else watching? If there was, it didn’t matter. He knew he had no choice.

      He lowered himself at the edge of the sleeping bag, which sank softly into the moss under the weight of his knees, until his eyes were on a level with the bulge in Ed’s fly. His hand trembling, he worked the zipper down. It got caught less than halfway down.

      “Gets a little sticky sometimes,” said Ed, looking down at him.

      Bobby used his other hand to hold the fabric up at the waist, making the fly straight and tight so that he could work the zipper the rest of the way down. Then, anxious to get this over with, he hooked his fingers into Ed’s pockets on both sides and pulled the jeans down. Ed lifted one foot and waited until Bobby realized what he was supposed to do. He guided Ed’s jeans over one foot and then the other as Ed laughed, enjoying Bobby’s servility.

      Ed kicked the jeans to one side and stood there in those plaid boxers, his erection pointing straight out such that Bobby had to scoot back a little when he sat up.

      “Go on, Bobby. Everything,” said Carrie Ann.

      He looked up at Ed who, other than the slight paunch around his midsection, was surprisingly well defined, if not as muscular as Drew.

      “You heard the lady,” said Ed.

      Bobby pulled the boxers out around Ed’s erection, slid them over his hips with two hands, then let them fall. This time, Ed did the honors of stepping out of them on his own.

      Bobby was close enough to the man’s thick penis to smell it—a musky, earthy smell, with an overlying aroma of soap.

      “Jesus, you’re not gonna make him suck it, are you?” said Ed.

      “Don’t disappoint the man, Ed,” said Drew. “I think that’s what he wants. Don’t you, Bobby?”
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        * * *

      

      Bobby was at another decision point. If he said no, Carrie Ann would tell him to do it. His wife would tell him to put his mouth on Ed’s cock, and he wouldn’t be able to say no. On the other hand, if he played along, played his part

      It’s just talk

      maybe this would go another way.

      “Yeah,” he said.

      He heard his wife moan. He turned and saw that Drew had spun her around and was holding her with her back against him so that she could watch. She leaned into Drew while his hands explored her body, sliding over her hips and feeling her breasts. Drew bent down and kissed her neck, keeping his eyes on Bobby.

      “Do it, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann.

      Bobby swallowed. His heart was racing. He felt his pride melting inside his stomach. He reached out and, for the second time that day, wrapped his hand around another man’s cock.

      “Do it, bro,” said Drew. He began a quiet chant: “Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE …”

      Carrie Ann laughed and joined in, the two of them chanting in chorus:

      Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE …

      Bobby’s mouth was dry. He licked his lips. Would this be so bad? He probably wouldn’t have to do it for long, surely not until Ed …

      Ugh.

      “This is so fucking weird,” said Ed.

      Bobby walked on his knees toward Ed and lifted the man’s cock, which gave him a good look at Ed’s balls. They were huge, maybe even bigger than Drew’s, hanging low in a beefy red sac that sprouted wild dark hairs growing every which way.

      Drew stopped chanting long enough to say, “You can lick his balls first, if you want. Go on Bobby, suck those balls.” Then he rejoined Carrie Ann—

      Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE …

      He looked up at Ed, that big cock cutting his field of vision in two. Ed was looking down at him, and his eyes were … angry. The man’s lips were quivering slightly, and Bobby saw him shake his head back and forth almost imperceptibly, as if he didn’t want Drew or Carrie Ann to see.

      But the message seemed clear—Don’t you dare.

      If Bobby was reading this right, then Ed’s earlier offer for Bobby to suck his cock—whipping it out while Drew and Carrie Ann were out at the waterfall—had been a head fake. Just Ed being macho, testing the waters. All Ed really wanted was to humiliate him a little. But to actually let another man suck his dick? Bobby had a feeling that if he had tried that, Ed might have beaten him senseless right there by the picnic tables. In fact, he was sure of it. If he had even touched Ed’s dick earlier in the day, Ed would have worked him over.

      But he was touching it now.

      “Go on, Ed. Just let him lick your nuts. Doesn’t make you gay if he just licks your balls. Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE …”

      This is just as humiliating for him as it is for me, thought Bobby. I’ll show him … I’ll show him I can take it.

      Ed’s cock throbbed warmly in his hand. There was no denying the man was aroused, if involuntarily. He moved closer, until he was holding Ed’s prick up over his head, and ducked down below Ed’s hanging testicles. He could feel the coarse hairs tickling the bridge of his nose, and the scent of the man’s sweat filled his nostrils.

      Baaah-BEE, Baaah-BEE …

      He stuck out his tongue.

      Made contact.

      He touched the tip of his tongue to Ed’s crinkled bag. Ed made a little grunting noise and backed away.

      “Fuck, he did it,” shouted Drew. Bobby heard Carrie Ann clapping.

      Bobby pressed Ed’s cock flat against his belly and moved forward again. This time, he opened his mouth and applied both of his lips to the loose flesh between Ed’s testicles. He detected a flavor that reminded him of sawdust. Salt and sawdust. He loosened his lips and brought his tongue forward for another taste, then felt a slap at the side of his head.

      “Fuck this,” said Ed. “Let him suck your fucking dick, you think that’s so cool.” He took two steps back, his semi-erect cock swinging free from Bobby’s hand, leaving Bobby on his knees with his mouth hanging open.

      Ed hadn’t hit him hard, hadn’t intended to hurt him. He’d just knocked him away. Bobby was relieved—He was right about Ed. And if he doesn’t want me to suck his dick, there’s no way he’s going to try to fuck me.

      Drew was cracking up, laughing so hard he was holding his chest.

      Good, thought Bobby. He won’t try to fuck me, either. Anything else, I can take. I can get through this.

      He knew Ed and Drew both had their sights on Carrie Ann. That’s who they were hard for. Both men wanted her. She was naked, and she was willing. Bobby didn’t think it would be much longer before they turned to her. He didn’t think Carrie Ann would wait much longer, either. Bobby could hardly wait to see it happen, to see these two men drive their huge cocks into his wife. And if all he had to do was suffer some more humiliation to get there? Well, if that was the price, he would pay it.

      How bad could that possibly be?
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        * * *

      

      “Ed, give me my phone,” said Drew.

      Ed produced Drew’s phone—the same device that held the audio recordings of Bobby and Carrie Ann—from a side pocket of his backpack. He held it out for Drew.

      “Just give it to her,” said Drew.

      “What’s going on?” said Bobby.

      “You just stay where you are,” said Drew. He took a moment to show Carrie Ann something on his phone, pointing at the screen and explaining as she nodded. “You want some keepsakes, don’t you?”

      “Oh my God,” said Carrie Ann, laughing into her hand.

      “Actually, move over here, Bobby,” said Drew. “Out of the shade.”

      Bobby walked on his knees past the end of the sleeping bag, making little indentations in the moss, until he was fully in the sun. He turned back to face the others, trying to keep his anxiety in check. What the fuck were they going to do with the phone? Record him again?

      Drew stood on Bobby’s left and instructed Ed to stand on his right. At first, Ed stood facing Bobby. Then Drew corrected him, reaching in front of Bobby and whirling a finger in a circle to show Ed that he intended for them all to face Carrie Ann. In the process, Drew’s cock—not fully erect, but still plenty hard—swung toward Bobby’s face.

      Bobby put up a hand to protect himself and felt Drew’s dick slap his open palm barely an inch from his nose. At the same moment—trying to keep things light, in the manner of a person trying to maintain a sliver of control—he opened his mouth and said, “Whoa there, Nessie.”

      Ed was chuckling, having figured out what Drew had in mind. Drew was turning back to face Carrie Ann and stopped. “Wait,” he said, putting up a hand.

      Ed stopped laughing.

      Bobby felt his stomach sink.

      “What did you just say?” said Drew. He looked at Ed. “Did you hear that?”

      “Sounded like he said ‘whoa, Nessie,’” said Ed.

      Drew looked down at Bobby. “So, like, you think my cock is a horse?”

      “No,” said Bobby. He paused, then proceeded to make things worse by trying to explain. “Nessie is … like … you know. The Loch Ness Monster.”

      Drew and Ed looked at one another. In the silence, Carrie Ann said, “What is it?”

      The two standing men burst out laughing, their semi-hard cocks bouncing around Bobby’s head.

      “Did you just come up with that?” said Drew. “Like, on the spot?”

      Bobby looked down. His cock had gone soft as the embarrassment flowed slow and thick like honey down the back of his neck. He looked up to see Carrie Ann laughing at him, too. Some instinctual part of him made him put his hand over his dick.

      Bobby could have just let it go, let the guys get their laughs out. The moment would have passed. Or he could have said yeah, with probably the same result. Instead, he added another bad decision to the string of bad decisions he’d been making since yesterday.

      “No,” he said.

      Drew cracked up all over again.

      “That’s fucking cute, Bobby,” said Ed.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” said Drew, gasping for air. “I gotta know, when did you … when … When did you come up with a name for my dick?” The last few syllables got progressively higher in pitch as Drew struggled to speak through his laughter.

      “I don’t know,” said Bobby quietly, realizing his mistake. “A while ago.”

      “Serious … Oh, God … seriously, man. Was it when you were jerking me off?”

      “No,” said Bobby. He didn’t want Drew to think that he had assigned the name of a legendary monster to his cock at the same time he held it in his hand. Only when it was too late did it dawn on Bobby that he had dug the hole deeper still.

      “When then?” persisted Drew. Bobby stuttered and shook his head while Drew turned to Carrie Ann. “Did you know about this?”

      “Absolutely not,” she said. “But I fucking love it.”

      “Come on, Bobby. Fess up,” said Drew. In his throes of laughter, his cock had softened enough that he could swing it around again, like he had done over by the picnic table. He came around and stood in front of Bobby swinging his dick like a propeller. It made Bobby dizzy.

      “Hey, what about me?” said Ed, always the follower when it came to his friend. “Watch out, Drew. What about this dick?” Drew stepped aside, and Ed took his place in front of Bobby. Ed laughed and began swinging his dick in imitation of Drew. He wasn’t quite as endowed as his blond friend, but he had more than enough to pull it off.

      “Yeah, what do you call Ed’s little dick?” said Drew.

      “How about, The Abdominal Snowman,” said Ed.

      Drew stopped laughing. He furrowed his brow at his friend.

      “What?” said Ed. He stopped swinging his dick. “It’s big and it’s white.”

      “What did you say?” said Drew. Ed repeated his suggestion, and Drew put a hand on his forehead and smirked. “It’s abominable, you shitkicker.” He pronounced it again, one syllable at a time. “A-bomb-in-a-bull. Not fucking abdominal. That’s your—You know, Ed, it’s guys like you make us all look bad.”

      “Who gives a fuck? I mean, unless he’s got a better idea,” said Ed.

      Bobby hung his head. As the two men ignored him for a moment, he saw something he hadn’t noticed before.

      Ed had enormous feet. Even his toes seemed elongated, with little tufts of hair atop each. There was even a patch of hair on top of both feet. God, does he comb that? Bobby thought. Fucking guy must wear a size thirteen sneaker.

      “Bigfoot,” said Bobby.

      Drew and Ed looked at each other again. After another few seconds of silence, Drew shouted, “Yes! Yes, yes, I like it. Fucking perfect.” He pointed at Bobby. “Bobby, you are the man.”

      “Guys. Can we?” said Carrie Ann.

      “You got it, babe,” said Drew, spinning toward Carrie Ann and back again. “This is gonna be so perfect.” The two men reassumed their positions on each side of Bobby, the three of them facing Carrie Ann, who held the phone up.

      “A little closer,” said Carrie Ann. Drew and Ed complied, each taking a sidestep in the other’s direction so that their cocks hung just inches away from either side of Bobby’s face.

      Carrie Ann pressed her thumb to the phone.

      “Liiiiiitle closer.”

      Ed chuckled, and they both stepped closer. Now the two cocks, each nearly the length of Bobby’s head, were so close he could feel their warmth.

      “Remember now,” said Drew, “just chest down for me and Ed, like I showed you.”

      “Yep,” said Carrie Ann.

      She took another photo.

      “This is for you, Bobby,” said Drew. “Something to remember this weekend. Call it What I Did on My Summer Vacation.”

      “I want you both hard,” said Carrie Ann.

      Drew looked over at Ed, then down at Bobby. “You heard the lady, Bobby. Get these cocks hard,” said Drew. He took a step back, and Ed did the same.

      “Fuck, here we go again,” said Ed.

      Bobby looked at his wife, his mouth hanging open. He shrugged. You really want me to do this?

      Carrie Ann winked and blew him a kiss.

      Bobby looked up, first at Drew, then over at Ed. Both men waited, Drew with his hands on his hips and Ed with his hands folded behind him.

      “Let’s go, Bobby. I know you know what to do,” said Drew.

      Bobby’s heart flopped like a netted fish in his chest. Now he was going to touch two cocks at once, was going to have one in each hand. He knew that the point of the exercise was to humiliate him further, to subjugate him. And it would be humiliating. But …

      But …

      But he couldn’t deny that little spark of excitement he felt at the prospect of something so dirty.

      He reached up, both hands at once, and took the two men in his hands. Coming from below, he took them underhanded, cupping them in his palms, lifting them, and wrapping his fingers over the top of each penis. He slid his hands back until he hit the root of each prick, felt the pubic hair against his fingers. He squeezed there, just a little. Both cocks responded immediately—he felt them pulse along the undersides of his fingers. He brought his hands forward, pulling the loose skin along and rolling it over the plump ridges at the ends.

      It was such a strange sensation, to hold these sexual instruments in his hands. Familiar and, at the same time, unfamiliar. Familiar in the sense that the feel of a penis is known to every man. But the thickness and length of these two men was something unknown, almost exotic to Bobby. His own lifetime of furtive autoeroticism was a history of twitching hand motions—It was all in the wrist, with maybe an assist from the thumb along the bundle of nerves where his glans met his shaft. With Ed and Drew, Bobby had to use not only his wrist and fingers, but his arm.

      Or both arms, in the case of the present moment. It was a foreign concept to Bobby—that stroking a penis, even a hard one, should require such movement, such effort. Whereas his own erection fit neatly in the palm of his hand, Ed’s hard-on was two handlengths. And Drew’s was even a bit more than that.

      He slid his two hands in unison, adjusting his speed on his left to account for Drew’s length so that his hands arrived at both cockheads at the same time. He felt both shafts thickening under his fingers, getting harder until, after a minute or so, there was no more slack skin and he had to tighten his grip.

      “Damn, Bobby. You’re a little too good at that,” said Drew. “What did I tell you, Ed?”

      Ed responded with a throaty groan.

      Bobby turned his head from right to left, then back again, looking from one cock to the other. His breathing quickened, and he could feel a slight burn in his triceps from his overhanded workout.

      He looked at Carrie Ann.

      She was still there, standing a dozen paces away, grinding her hips against the hand between her legs. Her mouth hung open, and her eyelids fluttered. Bobby could see she had her fingers hooked into her pussy.

      She was so sexy in that moment, so incredibly beautiful in her state of arousal. And it’s me that’s doing this to her, he thought. Me who’s doing it for her.

      Bobby looked down. He was rock hard himself.

      If there was a hidden part of him that had enjoyed stroking Drew’s cock behind the waterfall—liked it not just because of the effect it had on his wife, but enjoyed the act for himself—that dark and secret part of Bobby liked it twice as much now. If such a part of him existed, an aspect of his own sexuality that he would never admit to, then Drew’s little blackmail scheme gave him cover to explore it.

      If …

      Bobby pumped with renewed vigor, pulling with both arms like a man fastened to a yoke. He added a twist of his hand with each stroke, letting his fingers roll over the swollen heads of the two erections, flicking over the firm ridges. He put his thumbs to work kneading the undersides of

      Nessie … and Bigfoot

      both cocks, right where he knew the men were most sensitive. He started to feel a sticky moisture on his right hand, and looked up at Ed.

      Ed’s eyes were closed. His hands were at the tops of his thighs, the fingers splayed out on both sides. His shoulders shuddered and he made a sound that was somewhere between a groan and a whine.

      “I think Ed’s about to nut, Bobby,” said Drew.

      And if he does, thought Bobby, he’ll be out of commission. At least for a while.

      Bobby kept his eyes on Ed’s cock. He rolled two fingers over Ed’s tip, gathering the pre-cum from his slit and spreading it down Ed’s throbbing shaft. Ed’s hips bucked once, then again.

      Just do it, thought Bobby. Go on … blow your fucking wad. Blow it in my fucking face for all I care.

      “It’s gonna happen,” said Drew. “Ed’s gonna come and then you two are gonna have to get married.”

      “Do it,” Bobby said out loud. “Come.”

      “Fuck that,” said Ed.

      “Is that even legal in this state?” said Drew, laughing.

      “No way. Get the fuck off me. I ain’t no fucking homo,” said Ed. He stepped back, taking his cock with him, leaving Bobby with an empty, sticky hand on that side.

      Bobby wiped his right hand on his thigh. His arm ached on that side, and as he continued to masturbate Drew with his other hand he felt strangely off balance. His upper body rocked back and forth now as he performed his task with this new asymmetry, filling him with an alien sense of disappointment.

      “Damn, look at her,” said Drew.

      Carrie Ann’s head rolled from side to side. She held that one hand in place between her legs and used her hips to grind her pussy against her fingers. When she saw all three men looking at her, saw that Bobby now held a hard cock in only one of his hands, she stopped and raised the phone in front of her.

      Bobby let go of Drew’s cock and stretched his arms out in front of him.

      “You know, I can see now what she sees in you, Bobby,” said Drew.

      The man who would do anything for me …

      “You get what you wanted?” shouted Drew.

      “Hold on,” said Carrie Ann, gasping. “Move in.”

      “Let’s do this. Come on, Ed, bring it in.”

      Ed was bent over, resting his hands on his knees. When he stood up, his cock was still raging hard. He moved back toward Bobby, who repressed an urge to grab the man’s dick and finish him off.

      “All right,” said Drew, stepping closer on Bobby’s left. Ed’s turgid cock loomed at the edge of Bobby’s vision just as Drew’s massive erection appeared on the other side, the two rock-hard members vying for space around Bobby’s face.

      Carrie Ann aimed the phone at her husband. She said his name, lifted her eyebrows, and raised her free hand up several times in a go on gesture.

      He understood. He took Ed’s cock in his right hand, Drew’s with his left.

      “You’ll be glad you have this, Bobby,” said Drew. “No one would believe you went camping and saw Nessie and Bigfoot.”

      Bobby could feel the two hard cocks shift in his palms as both men laughed. A knot formed in his chest as he looked at Carrie Ann, at that tiny camera eye at the top edge of the phone in her hand, and imagined what it saw—

      … Bobby Ambaugh, naked, down on his knees, a modest woody sprouting between his legs … a naked man standing on each side of him, each with an erection that dwarfed his own … Bobby’s hands wrapped firmly around both of those big cocks … like they were something he desired, something he coveted …

      … like it was the cocks making him hard.

      He had been so focused on his own humiliation, on enduring it in order to literally protect his ass, that he had missed what the mastermind of this prurient tableau surely intended: Now, in addition to the recordings of Bobby and Carrie Ann already on his phone, Drew would have photographic evidence of Bobby’s depravity. Evidence he could now use to coerce Bobby all the more effectively toward further degradation.

      He was such a goddamn fool.

      “Smile, Bobby,” said Drew. “You’re gonna be famous.”

      Carrie Ann took the photo.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, Bobby, you don’t look happy here at all.”

      Drew was looking at his phone, at the photo Carrie Ann had taken. He was grinning like a fool, his arm around Bobby’s wife.

      “I think we need to make Bobby happy. What do you think, Ed?”

      “Fuck him,” said Ed. He was ogling Carrie Ann’s naked form like a starving man eyeing a ribeye. Sooner or later, he was going to get his shot. And when he did, he was going to tear into Carrie Ann with that huge cock. The thought of it, of the inevitability of seeing it happen, made Bobby swoon on his knees.

      “Bobby, come back up here and get down on the sleeping bag,” said Drew. Then he turned to Carrie Ann and said, “You want to make Bobby happy, baby?”

      Carrie Ann tilted her head and grinned. Bobby knew this was all driving her crazy, that she was ready to start enjoying these hard cocks that had been flaunted in front of her so shamelessly. Seeing Bobby toyed with by two superior men, seeing him touch them in a sexual way—a thing she really wanted, Bobby knew, despite her claim that it was just talk—had her so stimulated that her eyes were glassy. Like Ed, she wasn’t going to be able to hold out much longer.

      And Drew? The man was surely ready to burst. Had to be. Must have a half pint of semen built up in those egg-sized testicles. Whatever Drew had in mind now, Bobby hoped it would be the last thing he would have to endure before Drew was ready to bury that huge dick of his in Carrie Ann’s pussy.

      For that, Bobby could hardly wait.

      He got up, brushed the moss off his knees, and walked back into the shade. He got down on his knees at the center of the sleeping bag and bent over so that he was on all fours.

      “No, dickhead,” said Drew. “I know you’re dying for your boyfriend here to drill your butthole, but that’s not what I meant. Turn over. Lie on your fucking back.”

      “I wish you’d cut that shit out,” said Ed.

      “Say what you want, but I saw you checking out his butt when he bent over.”

      Bobby let the two men grumble as he turned over. Why had he assumed they would want him in that position? What had he been thinking?

      Drew was standing over him, his cock in Carrie Ann’s hand as he whispered in her ear.

      “Okay,” she giggled.

      Carrie Ann got down on the sleeping bag and crawled over top of Bobby. She brought her lips to his, and there was no mistaking the tenderness in her kiss. For just a moment she was the only thing in the world. Bobby smiled, put his hands on her arms. Her hair brushed his cheeks, his collarbone. She rubbed her nose against his.

      “I love you, Bobby,” she said. She threw one leg over him. Bobby could feel the heat of her pussy hovering over his cock.

      “I love you, baby,” he said. His cock surged as it touched his wife’s soft belly.

      She kissed him again, kissed along his cheek, down his neck. As her ear came close to his mouth, Bobby took advantage of the opportunity to whisper, “You have to get him to delete—“

      “Hey,” said Drew. Bobby looked up. Drew stood directly over them, glaring down. He held his phone up and shook it. “Guess I need to send some emails. Let me see if I can get enough signal …” He held the phone as high as he could reach, looking up at the screen as he moved it around.

      Bobby went cold, instantly sick at the though of anyone at work,

      Lewis

      anyone back in Nashville,

      Lewis

      anyone from his normal life,

      We’re gonna have to call your mom

      knowing anything about what was happening. He closed his mouth and shook his head, the fear in his heart written plainly on his face as he looked up at Drew with pleading eyes.

      Drew stared back, smirking with silent satisfaction, and slowly lowered his phone.

      Bobby tilted his head back as Carrie Ann’s lips placed fluttering kisses along his neck, keeping his mouth as far as he could from her ear. If she had taken any notice of what he’d been trying to say, she gave no sign. Which was hardly surprising given her current state. She continued to grind her hips against him.

      If I could just get her alone, just talk to her with no one else around, thought Bobby. I could make her understand what they’re doing to me. I could make her understand that I don’t want all this. It would be risky. There was no way Drew could have heard the actual words he had whispered into her ear. Just seeing Bobby’s attempt at private communication had been enough to make him threaten to spill the beans. If Bobby tried it again and got caught …

      He didn’t want to think about it, about the degree of public humiliation that would result. It made him want to melt into the dirt. When it was just the audio recordings, it might not have been so bad. There might have been a way to

      weasel

      get out. He could have swooped up Carrie Ann, marched out of the woods, and just let the fucking chips come crashing. He could always deny it was him on the recordings. That was at least plausible, even if the people who would most enjoy his disgrace would be the ones least likely to buy his denial. But now, with those pictures …

      Bobby groaned at the thought. It made his bowels flop in his gut.

      You’re gonna be famous!

      Besides, what good would it really do to tell Carrie Ann? Seeing him like this was what she wanted, wasn’t it? Letting her in on Drew’s scheme would only further empower her. They were a lot alike, Drew and Carrie Ann, now that he thought about it. Two swirling typhoons coming together over a Tennessee river. A perfect storm.

      And Bobby was the little fishing boat they were going to batter until his hull splintered, until he took on too much water to stay afloat.

      I will not sink, he thought. I won’t. No matter what. I’ll keep my mouth shut, my mind open, and do what I’m told.

      All storms pass. Eventually.

      I will protect the hull.

      “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” said Carrie Ann. Her eyes, so close to his, were wet, sparkly. She had the look of a woman in ecstasy, or a woman on Ecstasy. It was not a feeling he wanted to take away from her, and he felt an almost out-of-body sense of pride that it was him doing this to her, making her feel this way. It took the edge off his anxiety.

      Then she whispered, her breath hot in his ear, “You’ve got me on fire, baby … but I still want to see them fuck you.”

      It nearly stopped his heart, reloading his anxiety and shooting a bolt of pure fear into him. He closed his eyes, let his wife kiss him, let her say the things she had to say.

      I will protect the hull.

      He reasoned: The storm would pass.

      He knew Ed was repelled by the notion of sex with another man. Ed was only going to go so far. Whatever Ed dished, Bobby could bear.

      But Drew? About him, Bobby was less certain. While he had a niggling worry that Drew might do something extreme sheerly as a show of dominance, especially if Ed wasn’t around, he was pretty sure Drew didn’t go in for that. Drew was just stringing Carrie Ann along to fuck her; torturing Bobby, for his own pleasure as well as Carrie Ann’s, was a side benefit. Bobby didn’t think Drew could take things much further, and he’d survived so far, hadn’t he? His dignity was beat to shit, but that would heal.

      On the other hand, Carrie Ann was a woman who had power over men. If anyone had the wiles to convince a man

      Drew

      to do something he had no interest in doing, even something that threatened to turn that man’s conception of himself upside-down, it was his wife. Bobby himself was the living proof.

      He flexed his gluteal muscles, squeezing his anus tight, as if in defiance of the thought.

      I will protect the hull. Batten down the goddamn hatches.

      “Bobby … Bobby, are you in there?”

      Carrie Ann ran her hands up and down his chest, scratching her nails over his nipples. He felt her heat on his cock as she sat up, felt her dampness as she writhed her hips.

      He looked up at her and smiled. “Yes, baby.”

      “You’re so hard, Bobby. I want your cock. I want you inside me.” Bobby felt her hand on his dick as she guided him to her entrance. She rubbed his swollen cockhead around her clit, making him wet, then raised herself up and pushed him lower. When she had the tip of him where she wanted it, she sank her weight down on him.

      Bobby cried out in pleasure as his entire shaft was swallowed in his wife’s boiling pussy. His cock throbbed as she began to ride him, her hands pressing on his chest, her juices running down his balls. The heat from her core radiated up into his belly as her bottom bounced against his thighs.

      It was heavenly. It was the way things were supposed to be. It was right.

      It was so right, so right that for a moment—one perfect moment—Bobby forgot where he was. Forgot he was on a rock by a wild river in the middle of nowhere, at the mercy of two men with

      guns

      intentions on fucking this woman, his woman, while making him abase himself.

      For that moment, Bobby reveled in the sensation of his wife. He felt her need, felt it in her energy as she fucked him. He reached out blindly and put his hands on her hips, felt the muscles in her haunches pulse and contract, tighten and release as she used them to buck her ass on his hard prick. Bobby felt a climax coming, felt the sensation building up in his loins. It made him catch his breath, and he feared—no, he knew—that when he came, when that long-denied sensation took over his body and shook him from his throat down to his toes, he was going to pass out. He was going to see stars and lose consciousness.

      “Oh, God … oh … my God,” Carrie Ann cried. “Yes … I want it. Yes, give it to me … give it to me …”

      She was close, too. Carrie Ann was going to come. She was asking for it, begging for it to happen. They were going to come, both of them, together. He was going to fill his wife’s pussy with his cum and she was going to come and then he would pass out and she would collapse on top of him and then they would both sleep and when he woke up they would be in their bed at home in Nashville. It would be morning and they would go out to get breakfast, maybe go to IHOP, get some of those pancakes with chocolate chips in them and whipped cream on top, and they would share a large orange juice served in one of those odd-shaped glasses that looked like a rejected part from the assembly line at an hourglass factory, and Bobby would drown his pancakes in blueberry syrup because why not blueberry and chocolate taste great together—

      He was going to come. All was going to be well. A storm had passed and he was the executive sales manager in charge of the Landon account and it was a new day holy shit he was going to come so fucking hard and he was going to take Carrie Ann …

      … camping.

      Bobby shuddered at the cusp of orgasm. Just another two or three thrusts would be enough, that’s all it would take—

      But Carrie Ann wasn’t moving.

      She sat on him, wet and warm and still. Bobby tried to thrust his hips but only succeeded in lifting her up an inch or two as his ass came up off the sleeping bag. He whined out loud, a girlish sound, as his pleasure turned painful. His orgasm retreated and it felt like he had been climbing a thorny vine and almost reached the top but fell and now was hitting every prick on the way back down.

      “Ugh, mmm, fuck me,” he cried.

      He heard another voice: “Aw yeah, baby … lick ‘em …”

      It was Ed.

      Bobby peeled his eyes open. His vision was blurry at first, but as things came into focus he saw Ed standing over him. Ed was there, naked, his big cock in his hand. He was holding it up, and Carrie Ann’s face was buried beneath it.

      “That’s right, baby,” said Ed. “Suck those fucking balls.”

      Carrie Ann pulled Ed’s balls into her mouth, one at a time, and sucked on them. Bobby could hear her struggling for air, trying to pull it in through her nose, her nose that was tucked into the furrow between Ed’s testicles. She managed little huffs, then released him with a pop, her mouth hanging open, gasping. The part of him she released fell heavily back into Ed’s sac, filling it out, and Ed shifted to offer Carrie Ann the other side. Ed put a hand on the back of her head, but she needed no encouragement. She ran her tongue wildly all over his balls as she took in air, plastering the hairs to his dangling red flesh. When her lungs were full she latched onto Ed’s other side, pulling it into her mouth and forming her lips around it.

      “Oh fuck. That feels so … fucking … I’m gonna come,” said Ed. He stroked his big dick as his free testicle hung like a wet bag across Carrie Ann’s cheek.

      The display was so vulgar, so dirty, so unexpected and so unlike anything he had ever seen his wife do, it made Bobby’s cock ache painfully inside her pussy. He had been so close, so fucking close to satisfaction. To fulfillment. Now it had been taken away, taken away and transferred to this other man.

      “You like that, Bobby?” said Drew.

      Yes, he thought. She’s beautiful.

      Bobby turned toward the voice. Drew stood on the other side of Carrie Ann, a few feet away. Bobby had been so focused on Carrie Ann sucking Ed’s balls that he hadn’t even noticed him.

      He noticed him now.

      Drew was full-on hard and stroking himself, working his shaft with purpose, pumping his big hand slowly over that crazy curve all the way to the fattened head and back again.

      “I didn’t hear that, Bobby,” said Drew.

      Had he spoken? Was his head so fogged with his own arousal that he’d spoken his thoughts out loud without being aware of it? Bobby guessed he had. No sense not telling the truth.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Drew laughed. “You are some kind of freak, Bobby.”

      Now Carrie Ann was making noises, slobbering noises as saliva overflowed her mouth and dripped from her lips onto Bobby’s stomach, gagging noises as she tried to fit both of Ed’s balls in her mouth at once.

      “Ugh,” said Ed. “Here I fucking come.”

      Carrie Ann popped out from between Ed’s legs. Bobby watched, electrified, as his wife tilted her head back, opened her mouth, and stuck out her tongue for Ed’s cum.

      “Uhhh,” cried Ed, his knees shaking. He shot three thick ropes, one right after another, across Carrie Ann’s pretty face, painting her smooth cheeks and brow with sloppy white strands that clung to her skin. She chased his cock with her tongue as Ed groaned again, opening his eyes and taking aim for her waiting mouth. He bounced the head of his cock against her lips and outstretched tongue as he stroked himself empty, pumping the remainder of his load into Carrie Ann’s mouth.

      Bobby could see the creamy spurts fly between her lips. He saw the muscles rippling in Ed’s upper chest and along his arm, which seemed to have much more definition than he had noticed before. A man never looks so muscular as when he’s coming, he thought.

      Finally, Ed’s chest heaved and he grabbed Carrie Ann by the hair and shoved his cock in her mouth before she could swallow. She tried to lock her lips around his girth, but semen gushed from the corners of her mouth and dropped onto the tops of her tits.

      “God, that’s hot,” said Bobby. “I fucking … love you, Carrie Ann.”

      Carrie Ann cooed around Ed’s dick, her eyelids fluttering.

      “Well, no more kissyface for me,” said Drew with an odd tone, like a late-night comic trying out new jokes on himself. “Thanks a lot, Ed.”

      Ed had no response. He was still quivering from his orgasm.

      Carrie Ann tilted her head back, and Bobby saw the lump in her throat move up and down as she swallowed. It drove him crazy. He wanted to throw her off of him, turn her over, spread her legs and fuck her until he shot his own load. His cock was harder than ever, and he was desperate to come.

      “You ready for this now?” said Drew. Bobby couldn’t tell if he was talking to him or to Carrie Ann, but he was obviously referring to his cock. He held the massive shaft with three fingers just below the glans, squeezing it, making that fat bulb pulse with his heartbeat.

      Bobby marveled at the veins running along Drew’s shaft, at the thick cable running underneath. For some reason he couldn’t explain, it made his heart race. He saw Carrie Ann looking at it, too. She had her eyes locked on it, her cum-soaked chest rising and falling with her excitement. She started to squirm, moving her hips in a slow circle, grinding on Bobby’s prick.

      “God damn,” said Bobby, grabbing his wife’s hips. “I need to fucking come.”

      Suddenly Drew was behind Carrie Ann. “I don’t think so,” he said. He grabbed her under both arms and lifted her off Bobby, hoisted her up like she weighed nothing. Bobby’s cock came unsheathed and flopped, slick and hard and hot in the cool, shady air. Bobby reached down to take himself in hand and felt something wet and warm just below his navel.

      What the fuck?

      He held his hand up to his face.

      “You didn’t already nut in her, did you Bobby?” said Drew.

      Bobby was briefly stunned at the sight of cum dripping from his fingers. Some of Ed’s load had dripped onto him, either right out of Ed’s dick or out of Carrie Ann’s mouth. He hadn’t even noticed.

      He heard Ed laughing.

      “You didn’t, did you?” said Drew.

      Bobby slung the cum from his hand, looked at Drew and shook his head.

      “You sure about that? If I stick my cock in her and find out I’m getting sloppy seconds, I might put you in that canoe over there and send you downriver.”

      “Hey,” said Carrie Ann. “You know you wouldn’t do that.”

      I wouldn’t bet the farm on it, baby, Bobby thought.

      “I … I’m sure,” said Bobby, sitting up.

      Drew grinned at him. He was behind Carrie Ann, running his hands up and down her sides like she was a possession, looking down at Bobby like he was an old toy he didn’t want to play with any longer.

      Which suited Bobby just fine.

      “You want me to fuck her, don’t you Bobby?”

      Carrie Ann sighed, swaying her hips back and forth, and Bobby knew she could feel
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      Drew’s big cock against her backside. It was probably nestled into the crack of her ass right now, the curved behemoth parting the halves of her bottom, teasing his wife.

      Bobby nodded.

      “You want him to fuck me, baby?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Yes,” said Bobby, a little too quickly. Finally. In fact, he wanted it more than anything. All the bullshit he’d suffered would be worth it, he thought, if he got to see his wife get hammered by this hung country boy, if he got to see her take that huge cock in her pussy until she came.

      Drew leaned carefully into Carrie Ann’s ear—Bobby noticed that he kept clear of her upper body; her face and chest were messy with Ed’s cum—whispered, and pointed toward Bobby.

      Carrie Ann didn’t hesitate. She stepped away from Drew, up onto the sleeping bag, and walked toward her husband. With that feverish look in her eye, the sheen of sweat and semen on her skin, Bobby thought she had never been so beautiful. It was as if this place, and these men, had freed the wildling in his wife, loosed some animal which Bobby had always known was there but had only glimpsed over their years of dating and marriage.

      She knelt next to him and Bobby let his eyes wander over her body, taking her in. Her lips were full and wet. Her nipples were plump, dark beads. Her breasts, sloppy with another man’s spunk, heaved with her heightened respiration. Her eyelids jittered as she looked at Bobby. He could smell her, the scent of her sweat, the arousal between her legs. She was almost feral. It made his cock throb, and he reached out to touch her.

      She turned her back to him, turned her back to her husband and laid back on the sleeping bag next to him. She brought her bare feet up toward her bottom and slid her hands down the tops of her thighs, keeping her legs together until her hands crested her knees and then pulling herself apart, opening herself up to be taken, showing her treasure to the man who would plunder it. Her eagerness made Bobby grunt out loud with lust and dread. He’d have never dreamed it possible to feel sick on his stomach and have a raging hard-on at the same time, but here he was.

      Then Drew was on her, down on his knees and sitting back on his legs. He fastened his big hands to both her ankles and pulled them apart. He scooted in closer, into the space he’d made for himself, into position to take what he wanted. With his hips up against Carrie Ann’s thighs, he let his hands glide down over her calves until her legs came to rest atop his shoulders. His cock stood erect against his stomach, the swollen glans more than halfway up his torso. If not for that curve in the thick shaft, Bobby thought it would reach the man’s taut pectoral muscles.

      Drew’s cock bounced against his chest as he rose up over Bobby’s wife, settling his balls on top of her mound. To Bobby, it had never looked so huge, so impossibly hard.

      My God, he thought. He’s going to put that thing inside my wife. For the first time, he felt concerned. He hadn’t thought about it before, but Drew’s cock could reach places inside Carrie Ann’s body that had never been touched before.

      “You sure like looking at my dick, don’t you, Bobby?” said Drew.

      Bobby put a hand on his chest, could feel his heart pounding. “It … it’s just big,” he said. “So fucking big.”

      “It’s what a man looks like, Bobby. Not surprised it’s new to you.”

      Carrie Ann lifted her hips off the ground and whined.

      “I’m gonna ruin this pussy for you, Bobby. You sure that’s what you want?” said Drew.

      Bobby looked at Carrie Ann. Her head lolled from side to side. She arched her back and reached between her legs. She fondled Drew’s balls, the big sac overflowing the palm of her tiny hand. Then she spread her fingers over her thighs and pulled her gash wide with her thumbs. Her clit stood up, shiny and firm in a ray of sun that came lancing through the trees overhead.

      Clearly, it was what Carrie Ann wanted. And it was what he wanted, too. No sense in denying it. Besides, if he said no Drew would just fuck her anyway.

      “Yes,” said Bobby. “I’m sure.”

      “You ready, baby?” said Drew, looking down at Carrie Ann.

      “Fuck me, just fuck me,” she said.

      Drew moved his hips back and placed a thumb over the base of his dick. He pushed it down until the head of his cock hovered over Carrie Ann’s clit, then used it to tap on her button. Carrie Ann yowled, and Drew did it again. He bounced his glans at the top of her slit, over and over, grinning at the wild sounds Carrie Ann made in response. Finally, he took his cock and rubbed the head in circles around her entrance, making sloshing noises that Bobby could hear over the sound of the nearby waterfall.

      “Put it in,” said Bobby. He was panting at the obscene sight, his breath coming even heavier than Carrie Ann’s.

      Drew lined himself up and inched his hips forward, and Bobby watched, transfixed, as that enormous cockhead began to mash his wife’s tender labia, pushing her open and pressing her lips out on either side.

      Drew sucked in air through his teeth and backed away like he’d been burned. His cock came bounding straight up against his stomach, the tip glistening with Carrie Ann’s wet. “Shit, that’s tight,” he said. “Gonna need your help, Bobby,”

      Carrie Ann whimpered, a long and continuous sound, like an angry cat.

      Bobby gritted his teeth at the obvious ruse, felt heat rise in his cheeks. It was one thing for Drew to humiliate him, as he had relentlessly done all day, as he was doing now with the implication that years of sex with Bobby’s penis had left Carrie Ann practically virginal for a well-hung stud like himself. And as he was about to do with … whatever the fuck he was going to put Bobby through now. But to deny Carrie Ann, to tease her—it made him angry. He resented Drew for his big cock, and he feared him for the power he held over him, but now he was starting to hate him.

      “What do you need?” he said.

      “Get my dick wet, nice and wet so it’ll slide right in that pussy,” said Drew.

      Bobby hopped up on his knees and bent over Carrie Ann until he could feel the heat radiating from between her legs. She was unbelievably wet, practically dripping. He looked at Drew’s cock, which was bone dry except at the tip.

      Does he actually want me to suck his dick? thought Bobby.

      He looked at Carrie Ann, at his wife, lying there on the sleeping bag, legs open, writhing with desire, with need for Drew’s cock.

      “Can I … Do you want me to spit on it?” said Bobby.

      Drew’s arm flashed out. He socked Bobby in the forehead with the heel of his hand, knocking his head back. Bobby squawked with surprise and pain. Drew threaded his fingers through Bobby’s hair and held his head back at an uncomfortable angle, forcing Bobby to look him in the eye.

      “Motherfucker, you spit on me, I’ll make sure you swallow every tooth in your fucking mouth,” said Drew.

      “I won’t, I … I’m sorry, I won’t,” said Bobby. “God, that fuckin’ hurts.” He held his mouth open in submission, showing his willingness to do whatever Drew wanted.

      “Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” said Drew, glowering at Bobby through narrowed eyes. Bobby looked back at those eyes and saw that something was different. Whereas there had been a playfulness to Drew’s cruelty all day, since the moment he had showed up at the camp site in the late morning, that playfulness—that smartass, creative, mischievous aspect of the man—was absent. Now there was just pure malice in those eyes.

      This was a man who was ready to fuck.

      Bobby shivered.

      Drew jerked Bobby’s head around by the hair, aiming his gaze at Carrie Ann’s sopping pussy. “Use that,” he said. Then he let Bobby go.

      Bobby contemplated the task before him. The pain in his scalp was intense, like his hair was still being pulled out.

      Carrie Ann sobbed and Bobby slid two fingers inside of her, entering her with no resistance at all. It was like sticking his fingers into liquid. Hot liquid. He swirled them around, feeling his wife’s insides, that soaked channel that Drew was about to stretch open with his dick. He withdrew, juices running down over his hand.

      He turned to Drew and, glancing up to make sure it was okay, touched his massive erection with his wet fingers. Drew didn’t say anything, didn’t respond at all, but he wasn’t hitting him or grabbing him by the hair so Bobby figured this was what he wanted.

      He closed his fingers in a circle around the shaft, right up under the head, under that ridge that was so swollen it overlapped the width of Bobby’s forefinger. He twisted his hand, smearing the lubrication from his wife’s pussy all the way around.

      He put his fingers back inside Carrie Ann. She was holding her head up, watching Bobby’s lewd act of servility with fascination. Her chest rose and fell, Ed’s jizz rolling down under her breasts.

      Bobby brought the juices to Drew’s penis, this time spreading it all around his dark glans, running his finger over the urethra at the tip two or three times, feeling the little dip there.

      “Hurry up, Bobby. She’s waiting. Use two hands,” said Drew.

      We can’t let the pretty lady down now, can we?

      Bobby went back to Carrie Ann for more. He dipped two fingers of one hand, then three of the other hand, inside of her. Carrie Ann had laid her head back and was making a clacking noise with her tongue on the roof of her mouth.

      Bobby rubbed his hands together, getting his palms wet, then went to work on Drew two-handed. He stroked the shaft with one hand starting at the base, the other hand starting up below the head, fingers tucked under the ridge. He couldn’t help but marvel at those two or three inches that remained between his hands.

      “God damn,” he muttered, not realizing he was speaking out loud until Drew chuckled. It made Bobby simmer with shame, but he couldn’t help himself. He slid one hand up and the other down, bringing them together. He twisted his hands in opposite directions, listening to the squelch as he massaged his wife’s lubrication into Drew’s cock. He could actually feel the blood pumping through one of the big veins.

      Bobby was hard again.

      “That’s good,” said Drew. But Bobby kept going, kept stroking that enormous erection. He let his lower hand travel down and cup Drew’s balls. He ran his upper hand up over the glans, gripped it, squeezed, then let his fingers pop down over that rubbery ridge.

      “I said that’s enough,” said Drew. It got Bobby’s attention, and he took his hands off Drew. Not because he wanted to, but because he was afraid.

      Drew took his cock, hard as steel and gleaming wet now, and lined it up with Carrie Ann’s waiting hole. He pushed the head in, and Bobby held his breath as that dusky cockhead disappeared between his wife’s labia.

      Carrie Ann cried out once, a sound that nearly stopped Bobby’s heart. She lifted her legs and placed her hands under her thighs and pulled herself open as wide as she could.

      “Oh, that pussy feels so sweet,” said Drew. He filled his lungs, expanding his chest in an exaggerated manner, and sighed. But he went no further.

      Carrie Ann was still, her mouth open and her eyes closed, as if bracing herself.

      Bobby could feel his teeth chattering. “Fuck her,” he said. “Come on, do it. Fuck her.”

      Drew laughed. He rocked his hips slightly, moving his cock in and out of Carrie Ann by a mere fraction. It made Bobby furious.

      “You’re a fucking queer little dude, Bobby.”

      Roberto …

      “Yeah he is,” said Ed.

      Bobby looked up to see Ed, his cock hanging flaccid, on the other side of Carrie Ann. How long had he been standing there?

      Drew threaded the fingers of both hands together at the back of his neck and cracked his knuckles. “I think you’d do about anything to see me put this dick all the way in your wife’s cunt.”

      “Yeah, he does love your dick,” said Ed.

      “I think Ed’s on to something there. Do you love this dick, Bobby?” Drew rubbed two fingers along the top of his shaft like he was petting a sleeping animal.

      “Yes,” said Bobby. “Are you going to fuck her or not?”

      “I’ve been curious all day just how bad you want this,” said Drew. “So let’s hear it.”

      Bobby put a hand on his chest. His heart was thundering. He took a deep breath. He could feel wet gathering in his eyes.

      Protect the hull.

      “I want that big cock in my wife. I love it. I love your big, beautiful dick and I want my wife to have it. I want her to feel it. I want her to have what I can’t give her, and I want to see you give it to her. Please, please fuck my wife. Fuck her—” Bobby broke down in sobs.

      Then he felt soft fingers. Rubbing the top of his hand.

      It was Carrie Ann, reaching for him.

      Bobby looked up, watched his wife take his hand. She interlaced her fingers into his.

      “Thank you, baby,” she said.

      The tenderness in her voice, in her touch, was painful. Bobby tore himself away from the sight of Drew’s cock breaching his wife between her legs and sought out her pretty face. Her cheeks and forehead were either flushed from excitement, or maybe she was a little sunburned. She peered out at him through eyes that were narrowed to slits, as if from another world.

      She squeezed his hand. “Does it hurt?” she said.

      “No,” breathed Bobby, dropping two heavy tears onto his wife’s arm.

      “Bobby … Bobby … Bah … bee” Carrie Ann continued to form his name with her mouth, even as her voice softened to the point of vanishing.

      “What?” he said, leaning closer, struggling to make sense of the silence. “What is it?”

      She opened her eyes wide, said, “Do whatever he says.”

      Bobby’s emotions were a whirlwind, threatening to tear him apart from the inside. His cock ached with arousal, his heart with pain. His thoughts were consumed with fear, near the point of panic. On top of it all, his wife’s firm touch was a partially effective salve.

      Do whatever he says.

      Bobby was on all fours, naked. He looked back at Drew, but couldn’t bring himself to meet the man’s eyes. He wondered if he would ever be able to meet another man’s eyes again.

      They were laughing. Drew and Ed.

      They were laughing at him.

      “Fuck her,” said Bobby.

      “I will, Bobby,” said Drew. “Just as soon as you do something for me.”

      Bobby’s mind raced. What did he want now? What could he want? What else could there be? He raised his head, noticing that Ed was gone. Or at least no longer standing on the opposite side of Carrie Ann.

      “What … what do you want me to do now?”

      Drew inched forward, grasping Carrie Ann by her hipbones. She raised her legs in response, her slim feet dangling over the tops of Drew’s shoulders, as the head of the blond man’s cock slipped back inside of her.

      Then he stopped, withholding his thick, curved shaft from Carrie Ann. He looked at Bobby.

      “I want you to squeal like a motherfucking pig.”
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      A short time later, he would think: I should have taken it seriously.

      But how to take a thing like that seriously? It was preposterous, a bald power play intended to steer the scene toward deliberate farce.

      An obvious contrivance to further humiliate him, depersonalize him, reduce him to a lowly animal while the lion took the spoils and spread his seed, Bobby couldn’t help but see it as something else as well: another dig at his perceived city-boy sensibilities. This is what you thought you’d find up here, so we’re going to by God give it to you.

      He wanted to laugh. With his head hanging low such that no one could see his face, he smiled.

      Okay, he thought. I can play along.

      He opened his mouth and, like a preschool teacher instructing a circle of seated children in barnyard sounds, said, “Oink.”

      The animals came out.
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      Oink.

      He only said it once. It left his mouth along with a little puff of breath that betrayed how silly he felt.

      The next sound he made was much louder.

      The pain, accompanied by the cracking sound of Ed’s open hand smacking Bobby’s bare ass, was sharp enough to knock him forward. He cried out and went sprawling, throwing one arm across Carrie Ann to keep himself from collapsing on top of her.

      “Get the fuck off,” said Drew, “and try that again.”

      Someone grabbed Bobby by the hair and yanked him backward, back up onto his knees. He winced in pain, one arm flailing out behind himself to shield his burning bottom. He just managed to cover that searing spot when the next blow came on the other side.

      CRACK!

      “Ughhh, fuck! Stop! Stop it!” he screamed. This time he managed to stay upright, clenching the halves of his ass together in pain. “God! What the—”

      Ed hit him again, thunderously hard—CRACK!—this time swatting low, across the back of his thigh. He felt Ed’s fingers graze his balls from behind as they passed. The force of the blow sent him reeling to one side as a fresh salvo of pain lit up his nerves.

      “Oh … oh, God … oh, my God …” It was Carrie Ann. Bobby thought she sounded disturbed. And why wouldn’t she be? Why wouldn’t any woman be disturbed at the sight of her husband being assaulted—no longer just verbally, but now physically assaulted—mere inches away.

      He rocked back on his knees, instinctively sitting on his heels to protect his most vulnerable parts. His ass and thigh burned. He raised his head, trying to sit up, and saw that Drew’s cock—still gleaming wet from Bobby’s preparation—was now halfway embedded in his wife’s pussy. Bobby could see the strain it put on her body. It cleaved her sweet flower, that private and precious part of her that until this moment had belonged to him. Drew’s shaft forced her labia wide apart, stretching her in a way Bobby had never seen and would not have thought possible.

      It was making him hard again. In spite of the pain. In spite of the revelation that the sounds she was making had nothing to do with Ed’s abuse. Bobby thought he saw a flicker of fear in her eyes, but didn’t think it was for him. If there was fear, it was fear for herself Carrie Ann was feeling. He was sure of it. Fear of the unknown, fear that the sensations commandeering her body might overwhelm her, drive her to madness.

      And it was excitement, unmistakable in her eyes and in her breathy cries. Adrenaline-laced excitement. Bobby felt it, too. Felt it in every part of himself. His nerve endings hummed. The hot tingles in his backside where Ed had struck him were part of it, too.

      Carrie Ann placed one hand low on her belly, massaging below her navel, giving Bobby the sense that she was trying to show him how far Drew was inside of her. She pressed her fingers above her mound then rocked them back and forth, rolling them over something. “There he is,” she said. Bobby looked up at her, met his wife’s eyes. Her lids jittered crazily. Ed’s semen was still evident on her chin, collar, and breasts. “This is where I feel you … when you’re all the way in.”

      Bobby looked back to where this other man was penetrating his wife and saw how much Drew still had to give her. That as yet unsheathed length of erect manhood that curved between Drew and his wife’s stretched opening—that part of Drew alone was more than Bobby had to offer Carrie Ann. More than he had ever given her, or ever could give her. It was more than the erection he now held in his hand.

      And he’s already as deep inside her as I’ve ever been, he thought.

      Bobby pulled at his cock, his temples pounding. He was getting lost in his own arousal, and it felt good. He wanted to just let go, but couldn’t quite manage. His own fear sat like an ice cube on his heart: That when this man, who was already inside of his wife, inserted the rest of himself into her—when he was fully mated with her, touching places inside of her that were forever out of Bobby’s reach, when he fucked her, laid claim to her body—Bobby would be, at least for a time, shunted off as irrelevant. A nettlesome flea to be swatted away. Maybe she would have him back … after—after Drew made her come, filled her with his seed and left her panting for breath. Maybe then, once her focus returned and her heart rate slowed, she would remember that back on Planet Earth she had a husband. Nice guy. Name of Bobby Ambaugh. Who loved her.

      But in the meantime, what was to happen to him?

      Ed provided an answer.

      CRACK! CRACK!

      “Oh. Fucking. Sh-shit,” Bobby cried, taking a blow to each buttock. The sting radiated all the way to the tops of his feet. One side felt almost numb back there, numb except for the diffusion of pinpricks over the back of his thigh. It hurt, but did nothing to dampen his arousal. It even crossed Bobby’s mind, as he teetered on all fours, that the pain might be contributing to his arousal. Weird, but he was still hard. Perfectly hard. Immaculately hard.

      “That didn’t sound like no fucking pig, either,” said Ed.

      Bobby waited for Ed to hit him again. He didn’t have to wait long.

      Ed’s open palm whipcracked at Bobby’s side, just below the hip. It hurt like hell, and a long cry escaped Bobby’s mouth. It came from the back of his throat, wavering from low to high and low again.

      “Now he thinks he’s a chicken,” said Drew. “You chicken, Bobby?”

      “No,” said Bobby. Then, incredibly, he laughed. The idea of pretending to be a chicken was just so goddamn funny, he couldn’t help it. It was short, the best his straining lungs could do with the little air they had to work with. His mouth was dry and his heart felt like it wanted to break out of his chest and decamp. He closed his eyes and inhaled sharply through his nose to refill his lungs, and his effort produced a low, guttural snort, a sound like a snore.

      “There it is!” said Drew. He slid his cock a little deeper into Carrie Ann, who responded with a low, masculine-sounding moan that made Bobby’s cock throb. “You can do better. I know you can, Bobby. Let’s hear it. She’s waiting for it.”

      Bobby chuckled. So this is the game. I make animal noises, Carrie Ann gets another inch of dick.

      “Fucker thinks this is funny,” said Ed. Ed obviously thought it was, too, since he was laughing. But Ed’s was a different kind of laugh—a grim sound, akin to a cackle.

      Bobby understood. This was funny. It was supposed to be funny. For Ed, and for Drew. But as the butt of the joke, he wasn’t supposed to think so. It wasn’t the laugh along with ‘em kind of funny. How ridiculous did he look? What would a passerby think, should one happen upon them? Another camper?—not likely. Maybe that guy who lived in the little cabin above the Coosawatee General Store. The guy
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      with the dead dog. Hell, whoever. What would such a person see?

      … Four naked people. Three of them men. One of the men fucking the woman, who was on her back, spreadeagled, legs up on the man’s shoulders. Another naked man down on all fours, bent over the couple, as if to inspect the action, to make sure it was being done right. Poor guy with an ass as red as a ripe strawberry. And behind him? The third naked man, thrashing the red-assed fellow’s backside while he and the other man prompted him to make animal noises.

      It was a shocking scene, for sure. And in that sense, not funny. Whoever saw this would run like hell, Bobby thought. Their eyes would bug out, and they would run. Not right away, though. First they would stare. They’d do a double-take, just to make sure they were really seeing what they thought they were seeing. Just to make sure they weren’t hallucinating. Then they would skedaddle. They would head for the hills. And that? Well, that was funny.

      But we’re already in the hills, he thought. He laughed again, and Ed rewarded his queer mirth with another slap on the ass, this one the hardest yet. He rocked forward from the force of the blow, but barely registered any pain. His backside had started to go numb, and it made him sigh—the same sort of sound he might make as he relaxed into a hot bath after a long day.

      “Squeal, you fucking freak,” said Ed.

      Bobby looked again to where Drew’s big cock entered his wife. Her clit protruded, wet and swollen, from under its hot little hood, and her tender labia were mashed thin against her inner thighs by Drew’s monolithic shaft. He heard her voice, low and urgent: “Do it, Bobby.”

      He cleared his throat and made the snorting sound, on purpose this time. He broke it up into three separate grunts, one right after the other. It apparently pleased Drew, who sank his cock almost all the way into Carrie Ann.

      “Oh, shit,” said Drew.

      Bobby made the sounds again and watched Drew withdraw from Carrie Ann, then immediately thrust back in, though not quite as deep as before. Carrie Ann quivered and squawked, her voice cracking, like she was in pain. Like it hurt. Bobby imagined that it did hurt. It had to.

      He snorted again, louder, hoping to motivate Drew to give Carrie Ann everything he had. He ignored Ed’s laughter, coming from behind him, and focused on the sounds coming from his wife. She was muttering, making strained incomprehensible sounds as her pussy was stretched and filled, as Drew’s
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      massive erection opened her up and bored into her. This was it, what Bobby had longed to see. It had all been worth it—all the derision from Drew and Ed, all the juvenile mockery. Even the whipping. Bobby was on fire, chest heaving, sweat rolling down from his forehead. He felt his own orgasm welling up and fought off the urge to touch his throbbing cock, fearing he would come the instant he touched himself. He wanted this to last, last as long as possible, though he felt sure that he would eventually come even without touching himself. Would spray his milky seed all over the sleeping bag as he watched this muscled blond bully drive his mountain man’s dick in and out of his wife, as he listened to her moan, as he listened to her come.

      Drew tightened his hold on Carrie Ann, digging his thumbs into her hips, fucking her a little faster, but not yet with any kind of rhythm. He was feeling her out, opening her up, seemed almost to be probing her, letting her body get accustomed to his size. He threw his head back and grunted, a sound Bobby was glad to hear. He knew it meant Drew was losing himself, that his focus was shifting entirely onto Carrie Ann and his own pleasure, that he would soon lose control.

      Doesn’t she feel wonderful? he thought.

      Watching Carrie Ann’s body respond to Drew’s big cock, Bobby thought his wife had never been more beautiful. She parted her legs a little more, letting her feet fall off the sides of the man's shoulders, giving Drew room to get his hips in between her legs. She was getting confident, getting past the pain, and now wanted to be sure she could get everything Drew had to give. Her nipples were full and fat and dark as she arched her back in the bars of sunlight breaking through the trees above. Her small breasts wobbled slightly with her shuddering breaths. She reached down below her waist and placed her fingers over Drew’s big hands, letting him know she was ready.

      “F-fuck me,” she said. “Oh … ughn … Bobby …”

      Bobby thought his heart would burst at the sound of his name. Just knowing he wasn’t forgotten, that he was still part of this, was nearly overwhelming. He reached out to touch her with an eye on her taut belly. He wanted to place his hand there, wanted to feel that huge cock moving inside of her.

      Drew had his own reaction to the sound of Bobby’s name.

      Pain erupted in Bobby’s face. It wasn’t a particularly hard blow, not much more than a smack, but it was bone on bone, the knuckles of Drew’s hand taking him across the bridge of the nose. Bobby reeled back and slammed his eyes shut, shrieking from the unexpected punch, a high caterwauling sound.

      “That’s better,” said Ed. “Sounds like you’re in the pen now.”

      “Get him out of here,” said Drew.

      Bobby covered his mouth and nose with one hand and forced his eyes open. The pain in his nose ached all the way into his forehead, and his vision was blurry, but he had no trouble making out Drew’s naked figure—He was still upright, thrusting into Carrie Ann with a little more urgency now, back and forth, just hard enough that Bobby could see his wife’s body start to rock as Drew plunged himself into her.

      His vision cleared quickly, though the throb between his eyes remained. He regained his focus just in time to see Drew finally bury his full length into Carrie Ann. The hulking blond, who was starting to sweat himself, did it slowly. Like he was performing for Bobby, like that last inch of dick was a challenge for Carrie Ann’s body and a moment of supreme dominance for him, a moment he wanted to make sure Bobby saw and remembered.

      Bobby saw it, all right. Saw the mat of dark hair above the root of Drew’s shaft slowly come together with the neatly trimmed landing strip atop Carrie Ann’s mound. Saw his wife’s silky folds peeled open as that dusky vein at the top of Drew’s penis vanished inside of her.

      Drew kept his cock sheathed, holding Carrie Ann in place with one arm wrapped under her thigh. He reached down with his other hand and brushed through their tangled hair until he found Carrie Ann’s stiff button. It was sticking up in there, waiting for him, and Drew flicked his big thumb across it and ran circles around it. Carrie Ann’s hips bucked as she screamed through clenched teeth. She was going to come.

      So was Bobby. He was all but there, at that point of no return. He could feel his balls tighten up. All he had to do was take a breath, just give his body enough oxygen to power it out of him.

      “Go on,” growled Drew. “Make him squeal somewhere else.”

      A searing pain cut into Bobby’s scalp as Ed took hold of him by the hair again. This time, he pulled Bobby fully upright.

      “The fuck—” Bobby screamed. He felt the hair being ripped from his head by the root as Ed yanked him up off his knees and back, away from his wife. His stiff prick shimmied in front of him and spit one thick dribble of cum before the pain beat his orgasm back. It retreated all the way up into his stomach and stayed there, heavy, like bad food he couldn’t purge. “Lemme … ugghhh … fucking asshole—”

      Ed tossed Bobby off the sleeping bag behind Drew, sending him crashing onto his shoulder with a thud. It hurt like hell, in spite of the thick blanket of moss. Bobby curled up in a fetal position, his single burst of semen dripping from his ebbing erection, and cradled his arm.

      He heard Drew’s voice: “Gonna fuck you now, baby. Gonna fuck you right.”

      He opened his eyes, looked up. The world was sideways, but there was Drew. Bobby could see the muscles in the man’s ass flex as he put them to work thrusting his cock into Carrie Ann. The sight needled his brain, arousing him again in spite of the pain in his head, his arm, his face. He just had time to think Jesus, I am a sick man before a pair of thick legs stepped in and blocked his view. A big cock
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      hung just at the top of Bobby’s vision, then started swinging as the legs moved closer.

      Ed was coming for him.
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      Move, thought Bobby. Just move. Please! I want to see. I just want to see. Please move. He couldn’t seem to find the air to say anything out loud.

      He heard his thoughts reflected back to him in Ed’s command: “Move.” It gave Bobby the queer sensation that Ed could hear him, or could read his mind, and was mocking him. It startled him, and he raised his head up off the moss, but he still couldn’t see anything around Ed’s hairy shins.

      “I said move,” shouted Ed.

      Bobby sat up, balancing himself on his good arm, and tried to crawl around Ed, tried to make his way back to Carrie Ann.

      He could hear her, the breaths getting pounded out of her, could hear the slap of skin on skin, and knew she was getting fucked.

      “Other way, little man,” said Ed.

      Bobby heard his wife’s voice and tried to zero in on the words: Ugh … oh my God, oh my God … fuck … me … fuck … me …

      “I said other way, dickhead.”

      “I … I wanna … see,” said Bobby. Then he felt pressure below his chin as calloused fingers gripped him by the jaw and twisted his head around in the other direction. Ed’s powerful hand turned his neck so far that Bobby was forced to let his body follow. He let his weight fall onto his injured arm and cried out, but Ed kept that iron grip on his jaw.

      “Yeah, that’s right. You’re mine now. Gonna make your ass squeal all day,” said Ed. “Get moving.”

      Bobby got up on all fours and leaned into his good arm. Facing down the rock toward the water, he limped forward.

      CRACK!

      The numbness in Bobby’s behind had abated, the nerves in his backside fully awake as Ed once again whipped him across the back of the thigh. It stung like a hundred angry hornets, but Bobby gritted his teeth and let gravity help him make his way down the rock.

      “Come on, move it, fag,” yelled Ed. He slapped Bobby again, harder than before, with a downward blow on the ass cheek, pushing Bobby toward the ground. This time, a sound escaped his lips that did resemble a squeal.

      “That’s it, boy. Let’s hear you squeal. Faster, let’s go,” shouted Ed. He followed up with two more violent swats across Bobby’s bare ass, using one hand and then the other.

      Bobby yelped as the pain traveled up his spine.

      “That don’t sound like no pig,” said Ed. He slapped Bobby again, just as they moved out from under the trees and into the sunlight where the mossy growth ended.

      Bobby’s knees slid across bare rock. He bit his lip and screamed through his closed mouth—a shrill, primitive, miserable sound that seemed to please Ed because he didn’t immediately hit him again. Hoping now to appease Ed, to avoid further blows, Bobby willfully made the sound again.

      Weeeeeee …

      Ed laughed like a drunken jackal and popped him on the ass anyway.

      Weeeeeee …

      They went on like that—Ed slapping Bobby, Bobby squealing, Ed cackling and hitting him again—all the way to the bottom of the rock, to the narrow strip of mud where the water plashed the bank. Bobby’s knees were raw and probably bleeding. The waterfall was loud here, humming in Bobby’s head and obscuring whatever Ed was saying.

      “I want … I wanted to see. I want to watch,” said Bobby to himself. “Why … Why are you doing this to me?” His head hung low and wobbled on his neck.

      Ed leaned close and spoke into Bobby’s ear. “You said you wanted it in the ass. I heard it.”

      Bobby could feel Ed’s hot breath on his face. “No,” he said. “I didn’t … She—”

      “You didn’t say that? ‘Cause we can play it back. You want me to go get the phone?”

      “No. She … my wife—”

      “Oh, it’s just your wife. You’re gonna blame it on her?”

      “It’s … just talk,” said Bobby. “For … fuck’s sake.”

      “Looks like she’s got you pegged. Knows what kind of man she married.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Bobby braced for it, and sure enough felt another open-handed slap to his ass. Ed managed to hit a spot he hadn’t struck before, lighting up a fresh center of pain.

      “Fuck you, huh?” yelled Ed. “That’s what you want, ain’t it? You want me to fuck you, freak?”

      Bobby found the strength to lift his head and look back over his shoulder. Ed stood behind him with a raging hard-on.

      Oh my God, he’s going to do it. He’s going to put that thing up my ass, thought Bobby. He wondered how he could have misjudged Ed, how he could have thought this was something beyond the pale for him.

      His nose throbbed, his scalp burned, his knees hurt, and his ass felt like it was being pricked with ten thousand needles. Fuck it. He probably wouldn’t even feel it.

      Bobby looked back at Ed, who was stroking his erection. Bobby shifted his knees apart and locked eyes with the man. “You’re … you’re the one … coming up behind me with a hard-on. So which … which one of us is the … the freak?”

      Ed let go of his dick.

      “What did you say, motherfucker?”

      Bobby’s heart thrummed in his chest. He lowered his upper body to the ground, reached back and touched his tender ass, and pulled one cheek to the side. It was strangely comfortable, taking some of the pressure off his knees. “You’re … you’re all pissy ‘cause Drew gets all the pussy. Fucks your girl. Now he’s … fucking my wife, and you just get this ass.” Bobby gave his ass a little shake for emphasis. “So come on. Get it over with … freak.”

      Ed stood there with his hard-on, staring at Bobby’s ass, speechless for a moment.

      Bobby turned his head to the side, closed his eyes and waited for it. Waited to feel Ed’s big hands take hold of his hips, waited to feel the head of that big cock slide down the center of his ass.

      He waited.

      He heard Ed move behind him, getting closer, hovering over him.

      When Ed finally spoke, it was directly into his ear again. Quietly. Almost intimately.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you. I’m going to fucking kill you, and I’m going to put you in the river and let it carry your dead ass down the mountain. And then I’m going to fuck your bitch.”
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      Fear.

      It wrapped itself around Bobby’s heart as tightly as Ed wrapped his hands around Bobby’s neck.

      He regretted so many things. Regretted bringing his wife up here to the mountains. Regretted ever indulging their fantasy, let alone giving voice to it out in the wilderness. He regretted eating off another kid’s tray in elementary school. He regretted the way he’d treated Lewis Mayhorn, a man who worked hard and maybe, just maybe, deserved half the Landon account.

      Most of all, Bobby regretted mouthing off to Ed.

      He thought he had known fear before. Thought that the greatest fear of his life was when Drew threatened to reveal his dirty secrets to the world. When those twin cold fingers of fear and shame punched holes in him, earlier this very day, he thought he’d reached rock bottom. Thought that if he could just avoid that outcome—having the world know what was inside him—everything else would be okay. Because nothing could be any worse.

      He’d been wrong.

      Now his whole body felt cold and dull, like it was full of one of those gases that turned into thick liquid when it reached subzero temperatures. Now, he would shout his secrets from the rooftops if he could just go back in time sixty seconds.

      Bobby didn’t want to die.

      He tried to speak, but could only croak. His mouth hung open. He felt Ed’s fingers curled under his windpipe, squeezing. He was running out of air.

      I’ll just pass out, he thought. I won’t wake up.

      He tried to clear his mind, tried to think of something peaceful, something beautiful. He didn’t want the last thought he ever had to be that he’d rather be getting his ass reamed right now instead of strangled to death.

      But … Carrie Ann—

      If he died, what would happen to Carrie Ann?

      Surely they wouldn’t kill her.

      Would they?

      Suddenly, Ed let go. Bobby sucked in air, sweet air, the most delicious air he had ever tasted. It moved through his sore throat and into his lungs with a rasping sound.

      Then the world went black.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      His face was buried in something cool. Cool and soft. And wet.

      He tried to lift his head. Something was holding him down—Ed’s hand, with fingers spread out over the back of his skull.

      He heard Ed’s voice in the darkness: “Yeah, eat that shit, you fuck.”

      His face was in the mud.

      The hand on Bobby’s head twisted, screwing his face into the rich earth at the water’s edge. Mud oozed into his nostrils, and he had to open his mouth to breathe. He managed to inhale one quick breath before there was mud in his mouth.

      And there was that fear again—that fear that was absolute. The kind of fear that, once it had you, would never fully go away.

      The kind of fear that makes a man do whatever he’s told.

      The pressure on the back of his head went away and Bobby came up gasping.

      “Make that fucking piggy noise again,” said Ed.

      Bobby didn’t think about it. He snorted.

      “The other one,” said Ed. “The screaming little pig.”

      Bobby cleared his throat and sang out, as loud as he could.

      Weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee …

      “That’s it. Do it again.”

      Bobby did it again.

      “Now we’ll see who the freak is. Root.”

      Bobby coughed, spit mud out of his mouth. “Wha-what?”

      “I said root. You’re a fucking pig, right? So root. Root like a motherfucking pig.”

      Bobby thought he understood. He took another breath and placed his face back down into the mud. He went in nose-first, head tilted forward, trying to keep his nostrils clear. He smeared his forehead in the sopping dirt, turned his neck side to side.

      “Not like that. Like I just showed you. You need me to show you again?”

      Bobby did not need to be shown again. He filled his lungs, closed his mouth, and pressed his face into the mud. He could hear the squelching as it formed a seal around him. He shook his head, back and forth, back and forth, felt the mud cover his chin, both cheeks and ears.

      “Now squeal, pig,” shouted Ed.

      Bobby kept his mouth closed and made the sound down in his throat. Made it nice and loud so Ed would be sure to hear it. It was muted and sounded more like a rrrrrr than a weeeee. He hoped it was good enough.

      Ed slapped him on the ass, as hard as he had yet.

      CRACK!

      Bobby grunted from the blow and kept wallowing.

      “That’s it, Bobby. Get good and dirty.”

      Bobby moved his head in circles, trying to sneak a breath every time his head was turned away from Ed. But he didn’t dare stop. He could feel the mud packed inside one of his ears. He kept going. A cake of mud the size of a walnut slipped into his mouth, and Bobby bit down on it. And kept going.

      Ed slapped him on the ass. Bobby collapsed, scraped his knees on the hard rock, and struggled to keep his cock off the ground.

      “You want to get fucked so bad, you ought to stick a finger up your ass,” said Ed.

      No fucking problem. Just let me go.

      Bobby reached around behind himself, clawing at the flesh of his buttocks, but Ed swatted his hand down. “No, shithead. I don’t want to see that.”

      Make up your fucking mind. Fuck me. Don’t fuck me. Just let me go. Just stop this.

      “Get up,” said Ed.

      Bobby lifted his face from the mud and spit a dark clump out of his mouth. He ran his tongue along his teeth, pulling grit away. He could feel it caked over his eyes, and so kept them closed.

      “Get back up on your knees.”

      His knees hurt like mad, but he brought them up closer to his chest.

      “Are you ever gonna come up here again?”

      “No,” said Bobby.

      “Are you ever gonna tell anyone what happened here?”

      “No. God, no.”

      Why the hell would he do that?

      “Put your hands on that rock.”

      Bobby wiped the mud from his face well enough to open his eyes. He saw the rock Ed was talking about. It was about a foot wide, off to his left, protruding from the mud an arm’s length away. Bobby crawled toward it, which took his knees off the rock and into the soft muck where he’d been wallowing. The cool mud was soothing, and Bobby was grateful for the relief.

      It wouldn’t last long.

      Bobby put his hands on the rock. He was going through the motions. Doing what he was told, driven by that dread that still had hold of him, that fear for his very life.

      Why does he want me to put my hands on this rock?

      Bobby looked behind him, peering out at Ed through the mud encircling his eyes.

      Ed looked like a mountain of mean muscle. His cock was fully hard, barely moving as he walked, his big balls hanging loose between his legs.

      Bobby sobbed as he felt Ed’s hand grip him at the hip, felt his fingers dig in toward the bone. An understanding came over him.

      Ed wasn’t hard because he wanted to fuck him.

      Ed was hard because this was what got him off.

      This … What he was doing. And whatever he was about to do.

      Bobby gripped the rock.

      “I want you to say you’re sorry, Bobby. Sorry for calling me a freak.”

      “I’m sorry, Ed. I’m so fucking sorry. You’re not a freak,” said Bobby.

      The man was a fucking freak. He was worse than Drew. How had he ever thought that Ed was the nicer of the two, the one who might be reasonable?

      Ed slapped him across the ass again. Softly. It barely made a sound.

      “Tell me who the freak is, Bobby.”

      “It’s me,” said Bobby. “I’m the freak.”

      “Why are you a freak, Bobby.”

      “Because … I … I don’t know—”

      Ed tapped him on the ass, over and over, like he was petting a dog.

      “Come on now, Bobby. Tell me why you’re a freak.”

      “I’m … I’m a freak because I want to watch another man fuck my wife.”

      Ed did nothing. Bobby kept going.

      “I still do. I still want to see it. I want to see you fuck her, Ed. I want you to fuck my wife. Will you fuck my wife, Ed? Will you fuck Carrie Ann? Please?”

      It was weird how easy it was to say these things. Because they were the truth.

      Silence from Ed.

      “I’m a freak who … I want to take it up the ass. I’m … I’m a pig. Ha ha! I’m a dirty pig. Weeeeeeee … weeeeeeee …”

      Just let go.

      The strands that held the parts of Bobby’s mind together into a unitary whole started to fray. He could feel the strain, feel them about to snap.

      Protect the hull.

      “Weeeeee … weeeeeeeeeeee …”

      He dove back into the mud, stirring it with his face, slathering himself with a fresh layer. He wallowed until he ran out of air. He came up gasping, looking out across the water, spitting gobbets of dark mud as he shouted.

      “I’m a freak! You hear me, river? You hear me, daddy? I’m a dirty freak. Weeeeeeee … Ha ha ha! I’m … I’m a … I’m a fucking city boy cocksucker!”

      As Bobby used the last of his air and fell silent, his final words echoed out across the water. They bounced off the falls, the trees, and the rocks, repeating and overlapping until, like the pride he was relinquishing, they dwindled to nothing.

      city boy cocksucker

      boy cocksucker

      cocksucker

      sucker

      ker

      When the last echo faded, Ed was speechless. Then one sound, vague and distant, but crystal clear in Bobby’s ears, drifted down to the two men by the water.

      Jagged, rhythmic breathing. A woman’s breathing.

      Carrie Ann.

      Bobby listened to her breaths being fucked out of her. It was happening so close, so very close, just at the top of the big slab of river rock. And yet, he couldn’t see it.

      It hurt. Hurt worse than he could have imagined.

      Bobby muttered to himself: “Take it. Take it, baby. I love you so much. Fuck her fuck her fuck her fuck her—“

      “Jesus, you’re even worse than I thought,” said Ed.

      Bobby barely heard him. He was listening around Ed, focusing in on the sound of his wife having the fuck of her life. He closed his eyes and could almost see it—her little breasts bouncing up and down, her eyes rolling madly in their sockets. Drew would really be on her now, leaning over her, propped up on his two big arms, his hands out by her shoulders, thrusting that thick
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      cock into Carrie Ann, stretching her pussy, burying himself deep with every stroke. He’d be sweating, straining from putting all that muscle to work. Pounding her like a rag doll until—

      Until he came.

      Fuck.

      Drew was going to come. He was going to fuck Carrie Ann and fill her with his sperm, and Bobby wasn’t going to be there to see it.

      It was going to happen, just a few yards away. Any moment now.

      It made him want to cry. Instead, he only whimpered.

      Ed laughed at that. “Now, are you ready to take your medicine?”

      Here it comes.

      “Yes,” said Bobby. Anything to take his mind off what he was missing. “I’ll take it.”

      Ed smacked his ass cheek. It wasn’t playful this time. There was real meanness behind it, but Bobby barely felt it.

      “That enough, you think?” said Ed.

      “No,” said Bobby. He could still hear Carrie Ann’s stuttered, rapid breathing.

      Ed hit him harder, on the other side. This time it stung, made Bobby flinch and suck air through his muddy teeth as his body rocked forward. He braced himself against the rock at the end of his arms.

      “How about that?” said Ed.

      Something caught Bobby’s eye across the water. There was something there. There was someone there, on the other shore. Looking at him. He narrowed his eyes. The figure was standing near the waterfall, holding something.

      A banjo.

      It was him.

      It was the boy. The boy who had played the guitar just the night before, up above the store. The recording of him had disappeared from Carrie Ann’s phone, but there he was. He wore overalls and had his instrument slung in front of him. He locked eyes with Bobby, standing still as a statue.

      “Ha,” said Bobby. “There he is! That’s him!”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” said Ed.

      “You said you didn’t know, but there he is! Do you see him?” He looked back over his shoulder at Ed.

      The look on Ed’s face was one Bobby would never have expected. It was a look of concern, tinged with caution. The kind of look a man who happens upon an unknown dog might make while he tries to figure out whether he should invite the animal to sniff his hand or turn and climb back over the chain-link fence.

      Ed looked out across the water, looked left and right, then turned back to Bobby and spoke softly, in a voice like he was delivering bad news to a loved one.

      “Bobby, you are not only a freak. You are fucking crazy.”

      Bobby wiped mud from his face and laughed. He felt delirious. “Hey,” he shouted across the water. “You see me? It’s me. I’m the city … the city boy cocksucker. Ha ha.”

      The only response Bobby heard was a series of grunts and growls, almost on top of one another. Then the growls became speech: “Yeah … oh, fuck yeah … fuck, gonna shoot it on you, baby … gonna fuckin’ come …”

      Drew.

      Bobby’s spirit plummeted, his mania dissipating like the last tendrils of mist on a windy mountaintop. If he couldn’t see it, he didn’t want to hear it.

      He turned back and locked eyes with his tormenter. Ed’s eyes burned. His upper lip was curled in a snarl. Bobby glanced down to see what he already knew: The man had a powerful hard-on, which he held in his hand like a lever he was about to shift into high gear.

      Good.

      “You gonna give it to me or what?” said Bobby, giving his naked ass a shake.

      Ed smiled. He closed in behind Bobby, raising one hand up over his head. The muscles in his thick arm lengthened and bulged.

      Bobby turned around, held onto the rock, and closed his eyes.

      When Ed’s hand came down, it was like a lightning strike on Bobby’s tender ass. One bolt followed another, over and over, each one harder and hotter than the one before.

      Bobby took it seriously.

      He squealed like a pig.

      Ed beat him and beat him and beat him, and Bobby squealed and squealed and squealed.
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      The man behind the cash register at the Coosawatee General Store was losing his patience. Three or four hours, they’d said.

      “Three or four hours, my ass. Been gone all day,” he muttered. He tossed aside the Field & Stream he’d been reading since lunchtime. He’d been through the damn thing a dozen times, to the point that he could rewrite the article on fly fishing on the Cumberland from memory. Word for word. Backwards. Stupid magazine was mostly ads, anyway.

      Besides, he didn’t come up here to fish.

      He hopped up from the barstool and walked over to the wall of coolers for another Red Bull. It would be his fourth one since lunch—his fifth, if he was to count the one he downed at ten AM. But hell, who was counting? It was a long drive, coming all the way here in the middle of the night, and he needed the boost to keep him going. He opened the glass cooler door and, reaching for a can, saw the two boys over by the beer coolers.

      They didn’t look a day over fifteen. He supposed they could have been a year or two more than that, but it wasn’t likely since neither of them had driven. Had to be locals. And since there weren’t too many homes within walking distance of this fine establishment, he’d bet there were a couple of bicycles leaning up against the propane cage out front.

      The shorter of the pair, the one with the Titans ball cap turned around backwards on his scruffy head, even had some facial hair. It was thin, but it was there. He seemed to be the one in charge. The taller boy wore a stressed fatigue jacket that was several sizes too big, the shoulder seams a third the way down the kid’s skinny arms. He’d probably picked it up from the army-navy surplus store down in Sixmile. That, or it was a hand-me-down from the kid’s dad. Either way, it was an awfully hot day to be pedaling uphill in a coat like that.

      The only use for a jacket like that on a day like today was to conceal a few beers as you slid them out the door. There was room in that thing for a whole six-pack of Michelob. Maybe a twelve, if you got cans.

      As if the man tending the store was stupid. This wasn’t his line of work—he was just holding down the fort until it was his turn to go to the river—but he sure wasn’t stupid.

      He knew they were there, of course. Hard to miss, since they were the only customers to set foot inside the store over the last three and half hours, since some guy named Whicket had come to pick up the Subaru parked out back. The boys had shuffled in some ten minutes ago and had been milling about ever since, acting like they couldn’t decide between a bag of Funyuns or a couple of Kit-Kats. The chips and candy were, of course, both on the aisle facing the beer coolers.

      Not that there hadn’t been any customers. There were plenty. This was the only gas stop in twenty square miles (except for old Pete’s Pump ’N’ Go on this side of Happy Valley, and he wasn’t sure that place was still in business. In fact, old Pete himself was bound to be six feet deep in the mountain these days. If he wasn’t, he’d be a hundred by now. Or close to it.), so it was here they came for a fill-up, the locals and the few families hauling RVs to or from Little Smokey State Park, and every once in a while someone wandered in for a pack of smokes or something from the soda fountain or to ask for the restroom key. But mostly they paid by credit card and went on their way. Which was fine by him. Gas pumps took care of themselves.

      But these two were hanging around, looking nervous, asking for trouble. He decided to help them make a decision.

      “Cheaper by the case,” he said, cracking open his Red Bull. Army Jacket’s head spun his way, eyes bugging. This kid had been waiting for the signal from his friend, a nod or a glance to let him know he was clear to slip a few cold ones inside his coat. Plan just got more complicated. “You can get a case of Beast for the price of a twelve of the good stuff.” He leaned his shoulder on the cooler door and gave them a grin, tipping his can toward them.

      “Where’s Drew?” asked Titans Cap, not looking up. Oh, now this kid was cool. Didn’t give a fuck. Sending a signal that the usual storekeeper had no problem selling him alcohol, no matter his age.

      “Drew is taking a few hours …” He sighed. Fuck. “He’s taking the day off.”

      “Probably just get the twelve,” said Army Jacket.

      This is the part where I say, ‘long as you got ID,’ he thought. That’s what you’re waiting for now, right? See if I’m gonna let you buy, or if you’re gonna have to stick to your original plan.

      It wasn’t as if he really gave two shits if these kids bought beer. Didn’t give two shits if they stole it, either. What he couldn’t abide was these two turds thinking he was stupid. No, he wasn’t a man who let anyone pull the wool over him.

      “Well, I’ll be right over here when you’re ready,” he said. “But could you hurry it up? Thinking about closing early.”

      “You can’t close early,” said Titans Cap, finally turning to look at him. “This is a corporate store now. You have to stay open until midnight.”

      He decided right then that the two dipshits would not be getting any beer. He wouldn’t be selling it to them, and he wasn’t going to let them steal it. But he’d wait until they hauled it up to the counter and then ask them for ID.

      “Son, this is a privately owned franchise. We can do what we want. I’ll see you at the checkout.”

      He let the two boys mull their options and went back to his perch behind the counter. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, just to be sure he hadn’t missed any messages. Signal was bad up there, so on the one hand he didn’t necessarily expect anything.

      On the other hand, he had received a couple of texts this afternoon. With photo attachments. Photos that were a little hard to believe. He guzzled the last of his energy drink as he pulled them up for review.

      They were still there. Right there on his phone.

      Un. Freaking. Believable.

      The images really got his blood boiling. On several levels. They made him angry. They aroused him, though some of the reasons for that he didn’t really understand. Mostly, he just found them knee-slappingly, gut-bustingly hilarious.

      Above all, the images suggested … possibilities. A whole world of possibilities. He had come up here, had driven half the night, to take back what was his. But now, it seemed, he might get a little payback as well. A little cherry on top. That was possible.

      He flipped back and forth through the images as he kept one eye on the boys at the cooler. They were hoisting a twelve-pack of cans from one of the refrigerated shelves, and they weren’t trying to hide what they were doing. So they weren’t going to try to shoplift, that was clear. They’d be bringing it up to the counter. He was going to make them wait. He’d look at them for a few seconds, let them sweat. Might even go ahead and ring up the purchase before stopping, as if he’d just remembered something, and saying, nice and slow and friendly, Just need to see some ID from you boys.

      He could hardly wait. Afterward, he thought he might show them one of the pictures on his phone. Just to fuck with them. Just to show them they could be having a much worse day. Or maybe a better one, depending on how one looked at it. Depending on one’s proclivities, so to speak. So what do you boys think about this fella right here? God, the looks on their faces. They’d think he was some kind of pervert for sure. But he didn’t care. He’d rather be taken for a pervert than a sucker any day of the calendar year. Truth was, his sexual tastes weren’t exactly vanilla. Not by most people’s standard. But a sucker? Stupid? No fucking way.

      He crumbled the empty in his hand as the boys approached. He looked at the photo on his phone’s screen and thought he’d just leave it there. He’d leave it on the screen and just set the phone down on the counter and wait for one of the boys to see it. It almost made him giddy wondering what they’d do. Probably just ignore it, pretend it wasn’t there, which would be one flavor of awkward. Or hell, they might scream—

      Scream …

      He cocked his ear, just as Army Jacket set the twelve-pack on the counter next to the lotto display.

      Someone was screaming.

      “Just the beer then, I—“

      “Shut up,” he said.

      “Wha … what the hell, man?”

      He turned on Army Jacket with a look that made him and Titans Cap step back from the counter. “I said shut the fuck … Just, wait here a minute.”

      Someone was screaming.

      He came out from behind the counter and headed for the door, leaving the two boys with confused looks on their faces. They turned and watched him step outside.

      He let the door shut behind him, then closed his eyes. Listened.

      Someone was screaming.

      No, maybe not screaming. It was more like … an animal. An animal being put to the slaughter.

      He listened.

      It was faint, and very far away. But it was coming from the right direction.

      He listened.

      Now it was a bit louder, just enough he could tell he’d been right the first time. It was screaming. It was a person, screaming like an animal.

      Things were out of control. Things were out of control, and he was going to have to

      join in the fun

      put a stop to it.

      He went back inside. “Take the beer,” he said. “We’re closed.”

      “Dude, it’s four-thirty in the afternoon,” said Titans Cap.

      “Uh … Cory,” said Army Jacket. He was staring down at the sales counter, at the phone that was lying there with an image on its display. His mouth hung open, and he had that nervous bug-eyed look again. “Let’s just go.”

      “Listen to your friend,” he said, swiping his phone up off the counter. “Free beer today. Just don’t tell anyone where you got it. Now go on, get out.”

      The pair were halfway to the door with their merchandise when he stopped them. “Wait.” He took the twelve-pack—a light American ale that he barely even considered beer—out of Army Jacket’s hands. “Don’t drink that pisswater.” He took it back to the cooler and exchanged it for twelve bottles of a darker, hearty German brew. His hand on the package, he looked down and noticed that the same product was available in a case of aluminum cans. He grabbed the twenty-four-pack instead and walked it over to the two boys.

      “Here,” he said, dropping the case of beer into Titans Cap’s arms, knocking the kid back a step. “Now that’s beer. Don’t drink and drive. Not that you’re old enough to do that, either.” They were all standing next to the Personal Health and Beauty aisle. He grabbed another box from a nearby rack and tossed it on top of the beer. “And always wear a condom. You’re probably old enough for that. Stay in school. Don’t do drugs. Blah blah blah. Now get the fuck out.”

      The two boys got the fuck out. They moved like they were being chased, before the crazy man they’d never seen before and hoped to never see again changed his mind.

      So many possibilities, he thought. He stood, his hands out in front of him, working his fingers like he was warming up for a piano recital, thinking.

      The gas pumps accepted credit cards around the clock. Big whoop if someone couldn’t come in for a soda or a pack of cigarettes. They could get their Cokes and smokes at the grocery in Happy Valley. And there were vending machines up at Little Smokey, if they were headed in that direction.

      And if someone needed gas and only had cash?

      “Fuck ‘em. Rednecks ought to get credit cards,” he said to the empty store. He flipped the sign in the door around so that CLOSED would be displayed to anyone on the outside.

      What do I need?

      In the end, he just threw a few cold bottled waters into a plastic bag. He might need those. This was bound to be thirsty work.

      He double-checked that he had his phone, went outside and locked the front door, shoved the ring of keys Drew had left him into his pocket, ran around to the back of the building, past the rusted van that now sat there alone, and headed off toward the river for the second time that day.
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      “What in holy hell is going on?” said Drew. “Are you trying to get the sheriff up here?”

      “Just … just making him squeal … like you said,” said Ed. He sat at the base of the rock, arms across his knees, panting for breath.

      “I was asking him,” said Drew.

      Bobby sat in the mud, vaguely aware that he was being spoken to. He had collapsed and rolled onto his back when Ed’s arms gave out. Or maybe his hands went numb; Bobby couldn’t be sure. He only knew that the blows had stopped some time well after he lost all feeling in his backside. His throat was sore from screeching, his mouth dry. He had given it everything he had, let his own sounds obscure his thoughts, let the pain in his body smother the pain in his heart. He counted it as a little victory that his own endurance had outlasted Ed’s.

      The mud was cool and soothing on his rear. He looked up and saw Drew standing there. The man’s body seemed to have somehow become more lean, his muscles more defined. His chest rose and fell from his exertion, his skin glowed, and his hair was darkened in the front and sticking to his forehead. It was the look of a man who’s just had a vigorous workout. But Drew hadn’t just left the gym; he had just left Bobby’s wife.

      Did you come in her? Bobby wanted to ask, but his body was using all the oxygen his lungs could draw in just to keep his heart beating, leaving him none to speak with.

      “You should’ve heard him,” said Ed.

      “What do you mean? They probably heard him in Sixmile.”

      “I mean the things he said. Tried to get me to fuck—”

      “And what is he doing in the fucking mud?” Drew’s entire body shined with perspiration, but his cock seemed especially glossy. It arced away from his body in a semi-hard state, swinging back and forth as he turned from Bobby to Ed.

      “He’s a pig, ain’t he?” said Ed, grinning. “He likes it.”

      “Looks like you like it, too,” said Drew, gesturing to Ed’s crotch. The man still had a hard-on.

      Ed shifted his leg, and Bobby thought he might have turned a little red. His grin became a scowl. “I’m just waiting my turn.”

      “You sure you didn’t already do a little fucking?”

      “No. Hell, no,” said Ed.

      “‘Cause from up there it sure sounded like someone was getting it.”

      “Man, shut the fuck up. That ain’t funny.”

      “Bobby, tell me the truth. This guy fuck you?”

      Bobby was tempted to tell Drew that yes, Ed had fucked him. Just to see what would happen, to see if Drew would turn on Ed. But he shook his head no. Drew wouldn’t believe him, anyway, and it might earn him another beating from Ed, who didn’t seem to have much of a sense of humor about that sort of thing. If Ed laid into him again, Bobby might be in for something worse than ass-whipping. Drew might even join in. Either of the men could overpower him, but the two together might give him the kind of thrashing that puts a man in the hospital, and they were a long way from any hospital.

      Still, the thought made Bobby smile.

      “I’m not too sure,” said Drew. “He looks pretty happy.”

      “Fuck this,” said Ed. “I’m going to fuck a woman. Maybe I’ll fuck her ass.”

      Ed stood, but Drew grabbed his arm and stopped him. “You’ll want to wait a minute. We need to arrange a reunion first.”

      Bobby’s pulse, which had just started to return to normal, quickened again.

      “Get in the water and get all that shit off you, Bobby. When you’re done cleaning yourself, we’re going to need you to clean up your wife,” said Drew, stepping toward him. “Could use a little swim myself.”
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        * * *

      

      The mud was drying on Bobby’s face, arms, and chest, and he waded in just far enough to get down on his knees and submerse himself. He cleaned up thoroughly, running his hands through his hair and peeling away the clumps that clung to his cheeks and chest, picking crusted earth from his ears and nose, scrubbing his skin. Drew swam close by, giving Bobby space but keeping an eye on him.

      Does he think I’d try to drown myself? he thought, then felt a further touch of shame recalling that he’d entertained that very idea earlier in the day, if only in passing.

      The cool water was invigorating and he could have stayed longer, but Carrie Ann was waiting and Bobby was on fire to see her, so when Ed beckoned he didn’t hesitate.

      He stood, stepped out of the water, and made his way up the rock. The surface was smooth and sun-warmed under his bare feet, and he moved like a man trying to make a getaway. Drew stayed behind and continued to swim.

      “Damn, Bobby. Your ass looks like a pair of candy apples,” said Ed, falling in behind him.

      He found Carrie Ann just where she was when he’d been forced away from her—on her back, lying naked in the middle of the sleeping bag. She wasn’t moving, and Bobby had a moment of gut-twisting panic: Was she hurt, unconscious … dead?

      Carrie Ann turned her head as Bobby fell to his knees beside her, frantically calling her name. She looked at her husband with sleepy eyes.

      “Bobby …” she whispered.

      Relief soared through Bobby, making him lightheaded again. She was okay. She hadn’t been hurt. She kept her arms at her sides, like she didn’t have the strength to lift them, and her legs were closed. That precious place that she had opened for another man was closed to him now.

      Drew had not come inside of her. That was evident. Bobby had noticed the semen on her belly immediately, even before he reached the sleeping bag, but his panicked mind had skipped over it. Now, he took a good look at his wife’s body.

      Drew had pulled out. He had pulled out and marked Bobby’s wife as his own, covering her stomach with an enormous amount of cum. The thick ropes stretched from below her navel to the undersides of her breasts, crisscrossing and zigzagging, piled one atop another in places. Her mound was dotted with nickel-sized beads of it, heavy drops that Drew left there as he stroked out the last of his load. Bobby could see it vividly, as if it was happening right now, right in front of him. It made him sick. Sick that he had missed it.

      “Did you … did you come, baby?” said Bobby. Carrie Ann didn’t answer. Only smiled. And that was answer enough for Bobby. He desperately wanted to hear more, wanted to wait for his wife to come out of her haze and tell him every detail, but then the streaks of sunlight across Carrie Ann’s cum-drenched body disappeared in Ed’s shadow.

      Bobby looked up and saw that the man was hard, his thick cock standing as straight as the trunks of the trees behind them. Bobby watched him squeeze with one hand at the base of his

      Bigfoot

      dick, like he was trying to hold himself at bay.

      “You ready for more, aren’t you, girl?” said Ed.

      For a moment Bobby thought Ed was talking to him—more mockery, calling him girl. Then Carrie Ann opened her eyes, saw Ed’s hard cock, and drew in a sharp breath. She unlocked her legs, parting them just a little. The head of Ed’s cock surged, fattened, and Bobby saw his wife’s eyes go wide.

      That queer mix of emotions came back again—that thrilling arousal he could feel like warm air inside his balls, and that sense of shame that overlaid it like a lace curtain he could see right through, right through to the thing he wanted.

      He was going to get to see it after all. Ed had torn him away from the scene of Drew having sex with Carrie Ann, but now Ed was going to make it right. This man who had tormented him, made him wallow in the mud and say

      true

      horrible things, this man who’d made him feel that bottoming out his self-respect was a matter of survival, was going to fuck Carrie Ann.

      It was almost enough to make Bobby forgive him.

      He watched Carrie Ann’s hands glide up the insides of her thighs and realized that he, too, was hard again. Hard as a rock.

      “Come on, Bobby. She’s waiting,” said Ed.

      Bobby’s confusion didn’t last long. He recalled what Drew had said moments ago, down by the water—

      … we’re going to need you to clean up your wife …

      So Ed didn’t want to mount a woman covered in spooge, mostly another man’s but some of his own as well. Understandable. Bobby reached toward his wife’s stomach to start wiping it away. It would be far from the worst thing he’d had to do today.

      “No,” said Ed. The tone in his voice made Bobby stop, and he knew what was coming next. “That ain’t gonna do it. Lick her clean.”

      Bobby felt his stomach tighten, and his arms and legs turned to lead. He looked up at Ed. “She can walk down to the water—”

      “No.”

      “It’s right down there, and she can—”

      “No, Bobby.” Ed shook his head, slowly, like a mother explaining to a child that he had to eat his vegetables. “This is for you to do. Go on, now. Take your medicine.” The corners of his mouth curled up in a grin.

      Bobby looked again to his recumbent wife. He had never seen so much cum. It didn’t seem possible. He looked further up her body, up above her tits, beyond the reach of Drew’s discharge. There was cum along her collar, along her slim neck—Ed’s, from earlier, from when Carrie Ann hot gotten him off by sucking on his balls. It had mostly gone clear and runny now, but was still speckled here and there with splotches of creamy white.

      Bobby groaned. A heaviness settled in his stomach. He didn’t know if he could do this, and wondered what they’d do to him if he flat-out refused. Beat him some more? Really hurt him this time? Make him squeal like an animal and wallow in the mud again? But he had already done those things. They would think of something else now. And, Bobby was sure, it would be something worse.

      Take your medicine.

      Eat your vegetables.

      Bobby was suddenly very hot, even here in the shade.

      “Yes, Bobby,” said Ed. Bobby hadn’t realized he was shaking his head back and forth.

      Carrie Ann laughed. She was stirring a little now, moving her hips, and she reached for her husband. She took Bobby’s hand, and he let her pull him down to her.

      Her eyes were bright, lively, and wet, full of mischief. He hovered over her, their lips not quite touching.

      “Do you still love me, Bobby?” she said.

      It warmed the center of him. His chest. His heart. “Yes, baby. Yes, I … I love you more than ever,” he said. He felt like he couldn’t get the words out fast enough.

      She smiled, lifted her lips to his.

      “I love you, too. More than ever,” she said. “Did you see it?”

      The mysterious banjo boy was what came to Bobby’s mind. For a second, he felt sure that’s what she was talking about. It—like she knew it was something mystical, a sprite and not a person. Not a him. Had she seen it again, too?

      He almost said Yes—yes, I saw it, before he realized she was talking about the thing she knew he had wanted to see: her having sex with another man. The thing they had both wanted, their long-shared fantasy.

      He shook his head, and she kissed him again.

      “Have to fix that,” she said.

      “Get to it, Bobby,” said Ed, stroking his cock. “She’s waiting for it. And so are you.”

      Carrie Ann swiped at her chest and brought her hand up to her face. She waggled two cum-soaked fingers between her mouth and Bobby’s, like she was taunting him. It was so close, Bobby could smell the semen. She smiled when Bobby tentatively opened his mouth, and then surprised him by taking it away, sticking her fingers into her mouth and pulling them from her lips clean. She giggled at her own naughtiness, stuck out her tongue and showed her husband the pearly fluid there.

      The sight made Bobby wild. He kissed her hard, sucking at her tongue, making her moan. She kissed him back, working her own tongue into her husband’s mouth, making sure he tasted what she had.

      Bobby broke from their kiss and swallowed. He worked his tongue over his teeth, all along his gums, filling his mouth with the taste of another man’s cum.

      “Do it, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann.

      And he felt, now, that he could.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie Ann arched her neck, tilting her head back as Bobby kissed her along her throat. She was clammy with sweat, but there was something else there as well. Something not of her own body. She cooed as Bobby licked over her little Adam’s apple and sucked at her skin.

      Bobby moved down between her legs, anxious about seeing that part of her. Her pussy was dark, raw, used. It made his cock throb, and he found it impossible to go on without stroking himself.

      He pulled gently at his erection as he licked away the sticky drops at the top of her mound, letting his tongue slide across the neat patch of hair down there. He licked along the insides of her thighs, on both sides of her sex. He let his tongue venture out across her clit and found it plump and firm beneath its delicate hood. He pulled it into his mouth, making Carrie Ann gasp.

      He repositioned himself, getting his body between Carrie Ann’s legs. From down here, he could see the work before him. It was daunting; his wife’s lower body was lousy with sperm.

      Bobby rose to the task. He closed his eyes and dipped his tongue into her navel. He pressed in hard, flattening his nose against her abdomen. He worked his tongue into the fluid-filled hollow, locked his lips around it and sucked out the contents.

      He worked his way up to her breasts. He dragged his tongue along her wet skin as he went, scooping the lines of warm semen into pools and then sucking it into his mouth. He tried to swallow quickly, but it was impossible to escape the sour-salty taste, which soon dominated his mouth.

      He made another pass. Then another, and another … becoming more accustomed each time to the foreign flavor of another man.

      Bobby sat up and looked at what he had done. He sighed, wiped at his mouth with the crook of his arm. There was still so much more to do.

      He licked and kissed and sucked at his wife’s skin, bracing himself and swallowing hard whenever his mouth felt full, cleaning the sour milk from his lips with his tongue and then going back for more.

      Carrie Ann writhed beneath him, squirmed at the feel of her husband’s eager tongue lapping away the evidence left behind by other men.

      Bobby panted. His mouth was brackish, his tongue and membranes coated with a film that couldn’t be swallowed. He eyed an ivory gobbet of Drew’s seed just below the lower curve of one of his wife’s breasts. He tried to take it all at once, but a rill escaped his lips as he noisily gulped. He chased after it with his tongue, cleaning it away as it ran down her ribs.

      He moved up her body, pausing to suck at his wife’s nipples. Her hands caressed him as he nibbled at her buds. He felt them slide down his back and then disappear as she let them wander over the numb territory of his ass, where he could no longer feel anything after the whipping he had endured.

      There was clear fluid puddled in the pits above her collarbones. Ed’s, from earlier, he thought. He gently pulled it away with his lips, finding it cold and difficult to swallow. He gagged, spilling a mouthful of spit and cum onto Carrie Ann and drawing a concerned Oh! from her. She ran her hands through her husband’s hair and lowered her chin to her chest to look at him, to make sure he was okay. He met her eyes, a bubbly tendril hanging from one corner of his mouth, and held her gaze as he leaned down and sopped up the mess he’d made.

      “Bobby … oh, Bobby that’s so fucking hot,” she said.

      He kissed his way back down her torso, sat up, and looked her over. Her skin shone bright in the diagonal bars of sunlight.

      He had cleaned her.

      Bobby licked his lips and held his stomach, which suddenly felt heavy.

      “Fuck, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. She seemed to be coming alive again, coming back from whatever carnal realm Drew had taken her to, as if her husband cleaning her up like this was what it had taken. It made Bobby glad he’d done it.

      Carrie Ann sat up on her elbows and stared at her husband’s stiff dick, then at Ed’s much larger erection above her. She looked back and forth between the two, like a woman who couldn’t make up her mind. She bit at her lower lip, and the dreamy look in her eyes made Bobby’s pulse quicken.

      Then she was on him, pushing him down onto the sleeping bag. She fell on top of him and kissed him, then twirled around, throwing one leg over his head and locking him down between her thighs. She pulled his cock into her mouth, easily taking him whole, sinking her lips down to his balls.

      Bobby was instantly in heaven. He shuddered, staring up at Carrie Ann’s glistening gash. He loved being so close to it. He always did. He loved the taste, loved her scent. It filled his nostrils now, and he hungered for her. Knowing that another man had just used her, had just taken his pleasure there, had made his wife come, made him want her like never before.

      He settled his hands on the globes of her ass and pulled her down to him. He ran his tongue along her slit, tasting her nectar. He sucked at her feminine folds and darted his tongue between them, letting the flavor of her mingle with the rich layer of semen he thought would never leave his mouth.

      Bobby was going to come any second. He felt his balls tighten, felt his load stirring down there. His gluteal muscles flexed uncontrollably, and his hips rose from the sleeping bag.

      Then, as suddenly as she had started sucking his cock, she stopped. Bobby felt her lips pop off his tip and leave him. He bucked his hips and groaned, feeling his orgasm crawl back up into his balls.

      “Oh, that’s it. That’s so fucking good, baby,” said Ed. “You really love cock, don’t you?”

      Carrie Ann was halfway sitting up now, supporting herself on her arms and pressing her firm ass back into her husband’s face. Over the top of her round bottom, Bobby could see Ed looking down at him, grinning at him.

      “Yeah, that’s right. Why suck that little man when you can have a dick like this? Am I right, baby?”

      Carrie Ann grunted a clear affirmative, and Bobby watched from below in agony as Ed put a hand on top of her head and thrust his hips. Carrie Ann made a choking sound but continued to twist her head from side to side as Ed fucked her mouth. Bobby closed his eyes, but the slurping noises still made his cock ache.

      Bobby’s balls felt like ten-pound dumbbells. His orgasm had receded, making his cum-filled stomach queasy. He cried out in frustration and reached for his cock just as Carrie Ann collapsed on him, pressing his throbbing erection to one side and preventing him from touching himself.

      “You ready, baby? You ready to show Bobby what he wants to see?”

      “Yes,” shouted Carrie Ann. “Fuck me.” She hoisted her ass in the air as Ed came around behind her.

      “How about you, Bobby? You still want me to fuck your wife?” said Ed. He got down on his knees and straddled Bobby’s head. His huge cock, still dripping from Carrie Ann’s mouth, slid into view.

      “Ugh … yes,” said Bobby. He didn’t see that he had much choice, with Carrie Ann on top of him and Ed’s thick, sinewy legs on either side of his head. But the truth was, this is exactly where he wanted to be. He stared at Ed’s shaft with an expectant awe as Ed lined himself up with Carrie Ann’s waiting pussy.

      “Here’s that front row seat you were promised,” said Ed, just as his tip breached Carrie Ann. Bobby watched the ridge around the head of Ed’s cock disappear between the slick folds of his wife’s pussy and felt a wave of shameful satisfaction wash over him.

      “Ugh, fuck,” groaned Ed. He couldn’t help himself. He sank his full length into Carrie Ann on the first stroke, making her wail with pleasure.

      Bobby felt like electricity was running through his body, like someone had clamped jumper cables to his nipples and ramped up the voltage. He panted, using up air as fast as his lungs could take it in, as he watched Ed’s big cock saw in and out of his wife.

      “Bet little Bobby never fucked you like this,” said Ed.

      “Ugh … hmph … no,” said Carrie Ann.

      It stung, and Bobby wondered if it was the truth. His wife’s fetish for teasing and seeing her husband humiliated—the depth of which Bobby hadn’t fully comprehended until this weekend—only made that truth more obscure. Was it Ed’s bigger cock and the way he dominated her with it, used her like one mountain animal uses another, that was tripping her circuits, making her wild?

      Bobby knew there was more to it, and what truth he could whittle out both soothed and frightened. If Bobby’s diminishment was the beating heart of Carrie Ann’s fantasy, that had no bearing on his own sexual performance. It was indeed all just talk, as far as that went. Her love for him was real, like his for her, and not something that could be trivialized by something so coarse as sex. If seeing her husband relegated to the rank of a squealing animal was truly the thing that ignited Carrie Ann’s passion, then Bobby was happy to participate in his own indignity.

      And so the ray of hope: If she was a whore, she was his whore.

      But a fear he couldn’t banish still swirled in his mind. He had been screaming earlier, down by the water, as Ed scourged him. It was impossible that Carrie Ann hadn’t heard those sounds; a state of sexual ecstasy wouldn’t have rendered her deaf. And yet, she’d said nothing. Not even an Are you okay? when they were reunited. It was as if his wife and the two mountain men of whom she’d made such eager accomplices were acting in concert, feeding off of and into one another. If so, the three of them were cut from a similar, if not entirely the same, bolt of cloth.

      And so the darkness: Who was the driving force in these events? The two crude and brutal inhabitants of a Tennessee backwater? Or the woman who slept in his own bed. If it was his wife, how far would she let the other two go?

      If there was an answer, it was still unknown. He would have to wait and see. All he knew right now was that whatever power structure existed out here in these woods, he was at the bottom of it.

      Pinned there, in fact, at the moment.

      With his head between Ed’s knees and his wife’s legs planted against his shoulders, her inverted body sprawled across his, Bobby could barely move. Ed’s balls glided across Bobby’s nose, back and forth, as he thundered into Carrie Ann, driving his cock deep. The man’s scent, masculine and foreign, was overwhelming. Bobby tried tilting his head back, but then felt Ed’s warm sac brushing over his lips, the small hairs tickling him intolerably. Since he was unable to see Ed’s shaft rock in and out of Carrie Ann in that position, he quickly laid his head flat again.

      Bobby kept his hands on Carrie Ann’s thighs, feeling her flesh quake as Ed pounded into her, driving the breath out of her with every thrust. He could feel her pebbled nipples scrape along his chest, could feel her heartbeat as if it was inside his own body. Her breaths came faster and faster, and then Bobby felt her push back, bracing her body against Ed as she cried out, “Oooooohhh … fuck … I’m coming, I’m coming, baby.”

      “Yeah, that’s it,” said Ed. He grabbed Carrie Ann by the hips, knocking Bobby’s hands out of his way, and plunged his dick fully inside of her. He held himself in place as Carrie Ann shuddered in orgasm. Bobby reached down beneath her with his now-free hands and plucked at her nipples, drawing it out of her.

      My God, thought Bobby. There it is. God! His heart pounded, knowing Ed would come soon, hoping he would, and in a flash of impulsive roguery he did something he would never be able to explain: He stuck out his tongue.

      As Ed reared back, Bobby let the man’s balls rake across the tip.

      Bobby wondered if he would even notice. It scared him a little, wondering how Ed might react. But fuck it, he could always say it was an accident. He decided to make a little game of it.

      Ed stopped. Grunted. Took in a sharp breath. His legs shuddered on both sides of Bobby’s head. He drove forward into Carrie Ann again, then slowly pulled back. This time, Bobby let his tongue ride up into the fleshy furrow between Ed’s hanging testicles.

      “Ughhh, shit …” moaned Ed.

      The naughtiness of what he was doing, the raw indecency of it, gave Bobby a thrill that was entirely his own. The next time Ed withdrew from Carrie Ann and rocked back—which he once again did with a slowness that Bobby found tantalizing—Bobby lashed his tongue up and down that soft, musky hollow.

      “Fucking hell,” said Ed.

      “Yeah, you gonna come? You gonna come in my pussy?” said Carrie Ann, still recovering from her climax.

      If she only knew, thought Bobby. She would love it! She would go insane! It made him smile, filled him with warmth as he continued to furtively tease Ed’s ball sac.

      “What a pack of fucking heathens,” said Drew. “Can’t leave you all alone for ten minutes. Bobby, you able to breathe down there?”

      At the sound of Drew’s voice, Ed suddenly sat up, raising his balls beyond the reach of Bobby’s tongue. Then he started fucking Carrie Ann again, harder than before, like he felt compelled to perform now that Drew was back. Bobby watched the man’s balls slap into Carrie Ann’s wet snatch, aware that Drew was standing nearby, also watching. Bobby couldn’t see him, and wondered if he was hard again, waiting for another go.

      “Fuck … fuck …” said Ed, slowing his thrusts. He seemed frustrated. He buried his shaft into Carrie Ann two or three more times, a little less energy with each successive thrust, then stopped, panting. He remained still, and Bobby watched Ed’s balls rise and fall in time with the man’s breathing, a secret little wet streak between them.

      “Hey, baby. You miss me?” said Drew.

      “Oh … oh, wow,” said Carrie Ann. Bobby felt her upper body rise off of him and was able to breathe a little easier. He pulled in a lungful of air and heard the distinct sounds of his wife sucking cock.

      “That’s it. Suck on that dick, girl. We’re gonna stuff you at both ends,” said Drew. “Mmmm.”

      Carrie Ann gagged but didn’t seem to miss a beat. Her slurping noises resumed, making Bobby wish he could somehow float outside this scene, that he could hover in the air and watch it unfold.

      Ed still had his cock in Carrie Ann’s pussy, though he seemed halfhearted about fucking her. “Hey man,” he said. “It make me gay if a guy sucks on my balls?”

      Drew laughed. “That’s not what makes you gay, Ed. But since we aren’t sure Bobby’s a man, we’re gonna give you a pass.”

      Bobby’s heart went still. He heard his wife’s lips release Drew with a wet smack and knew the blond was coming back around.

      “This I gotta see,” said Drew.

      Bobby knew what was coming. It crossed his mind to protest, if only to save face, but a confused sense of excitement kept him quiet as Ed slid back, parted his knees, and lowered his balls onto Bobby’s face. The muggy sac closed off Bobby’s nostrils.

      “Do it, Bobby. Suck my fucking nuts,” said Ed.

      Bobby opened his mouth and sucked in air, stealing a single breath before Ed’s crinkly flesh plopped between his lips. He pressed his tongue upward to keep from gagging as he felt Ed’s other testicle flop down on his cheek.

      Like anything new, it was strange at first. With pockets of viscous semen still hiding in the corners of his mouth and trickling onto his tongue, Bobby didn’t find this new taste to be at all unpleasant. He tightened his mouth, matching its shape to the contours of Ed’s nut. He suckled at the loose flesh and used his tongue to separate it from the firm berry it contained.

      “Oh, Jesus,” cried Ed. “Oooh, suck ‘em both, Bobby.”

      Ed sat up, removing himself from Bobby’s mouth with a wet pop. Then he was back, mashing himself forcefully into Bobby’s face, covering his mouth and nose, smothering him with his manhood.

      Bobby clutched Ed’s meaty thigh and threw his head back, gasping for air. He saw Drew standing there, upside-down from his perspective, stroking his hard cock with one hand.

      “Holy shit, he’s gonna do it,” said Drew. “Go for it, bag boy. It’s late in the game. Go for two!”

      Bobby looked Drew in the eye and stretched his jaw as wide as he could, allowing Ed to ease both halves of his ruffled manhood into his mouth. He sucked firmly but gently, running his tongue in circles over the baggy flesh. It was strangely empowering, knowing that he held the most delicate part of a man in his mouth. There would be hell to pay if he hurt Ed, and Bobby went at it with a sense of responsibility, prodding with his tongue at one testicle, then the other, as his mouth filled with saliva.

      “Fucking hell, look at bag boy go!” yelled Drew, like he was cheering on the Titans on a Sunday afternoon in the fall. “That’s it, Bobby. Suck that bag!”

      “Oh God, Bobby … That’s so … fucking hot, baby … so fucking hot,” said Carrie Ann, clearly aware what her husband was doing. Bobby imagined her gazing back, between her body and his, seeing him with his lips stretched and his mouth stuffed, spit running down his chin. It was incredibly arousing to know that the thing he was doing turned her on, and he kept that thought of her watching him in his mind as he coddled Ed’s warm eggs. He worked his mouth like a landed fish, opening and closing, bathing Ed’s sac with his tongue. He took hold of Carrie Ann by the hips and began rocking her back and forth, sliding her along Ed’s cock.

      “Oh shit,” groaned Ed. “I’m … gonna come … gonna—”

      “Pull it out,” said Drew. “I’ve got dibs on that pussy.”

      Bobby didn’t want Ed to pull out. He pulled Carrie Ann back hard, keeping Ed fully sheathed, and rolled the balls in his mouth with renewed purpose, trying to coax Ed’s load from him. His nose buried in Ed’s musky taint, Bobby struggled not to gag.

      “Ugh … fuck!” shouted Ed.

      “God dammit—”

      Spit exploded from the corners of Bobby’s mouth and flowed down both sides of his face. He rocked Carrie Ann’s body forward and then slammed her back into Ed.

      “Oh, yes!” cried Carrie Ann.

      Ed pulled his sac from Bobby’s mouth, coming away with a loud smack as he reared up, leaving Bobby panting and wriggling his tongue in the air.

      “Oh fuck … oh fuck … ugh,” moaned Ed.

      Bobby was braced, waiting to be doused with warm semen. He was so certain Ed was going to shoot it into his mouth, he was almost disappointed when it didn’t happen. He looked up to see Ed pumping his cock, thigh muscles quivering, balls rising up high next to his shaft as he launched white streams that disappeared over the top of Carrie Ann’s ass.

      “Oh … oh, yeah,” said Carrie Ann. “Ooh, that feels so good.”

      “Another fine mess for bag boy to clean up,” said Drew. “Now get out of the way.”

      Bobby stared up at Ed’s cock, rapt at the way it shined from Carrie Ann’s pussy. He licked his lips as his own warm spittle dripped from Ed’s soaked balls onto his forehead. He skated his tongue along his gums and worked his jaw back and forth, aware that his mouth felt strangely empty.

      That wouldn’t last long.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I hate to be a double dipper, Bobby,” said Drew. He took Ed’s place behind Carrie Ann, who still topped Bobby in a sixty-nine. “But I gotta try this.”

      “Do it,” said Bobby, now in a frenzy of arousal at the prospect of seeing what he’d been deprived of earlier. “Give ‘em to me.” He flicked his tongue like a snake, reaching for Drew’s balls. They hung just out of his reach.

      “Jesus. Calm down,” said Drew. He stroked his cock, moving his huge glans closer to Carrie Ann’s sopping entrance.

      “Do it!” Bobby repeated. He strained to lift his head, but Drew reached down with one hand and covered himself, hoisting his sac out of Bobby’s reach. “Come on. Gimme those fucking balls.”

      “Damn. You really are a bag boy, aren’t you, Bobby?”

      “Yes.”

      “Say it.”

      Bobby was back in no-hesitation mode, willing to do anything to get that gorgeous cock into his beautiful wife’s pussy. “I’m a bag boy,” he said.

      “You want these?” said Drew. He made a circle with two fingers above his balls and pulled down until the baggy skin conformed tightly to the two oval shapes inside. Bobby watched the red skin darken to a plum color. He recalled his earlier impression that Ed had the larger set of hangers, but now that Drew was presenting himself this way Bobby could see how mistaken he’d been. His balls were huge. Much bigger than Ed’s.

      “Yes,” said Bobby.

      “Oh, Bobby,” sighed Carrie Ann, moving her bare bottom from side to side.

      “You think you can handle it, Bobby?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Gimme those big balls. I want ‘em. I’m your bag boy. I’m your fucking bag boy and I want to suck your balls.” Bobby’s heartbeat pounded at every pulse. His mouth watered.

      Drew laughed at him. He lifted his balls and lowered his scrotum over Bobby’s face, then took his hand away, letting his sac fall all at once. It plopped, hot and heavy, across Bobby’s nose. Bobby reached out with his tongue, tilting his head, trying to touch them, but Drew sat up and took them away.

      Bobby whined, searching the air with his tongue.

      Drew seemed infinitely entertained by this. He repeated the tease over and over—dropping his nuts on Bobby’s head, brushing them over his eyes and nose, then taking them away before Bobby could taste them.

      “You want that bag, don’t you, bag boy?”

      “Please …”

      “Here you go. Take it … take it … Just the bag, now. You be good to that bag, and maybe I’ll feed you my balls.”

      Drew sat across Bobby’s waiting tongue, lowering himself just enough for Bobby’s lips to pull at the loose skin of his scrotum. He moaned leisurely as Bobby suckled at the rufescent flesh, like a man settling back into a hot tub.

      Bobby rolled Drew’s bag between his lips, feeling the scant hairs tickle his tongue. He could feel the weight of the man’s testicles as they settled over his mouth. He luxuriated in their heat, breathed in their masculine scent. He darted his tongue up between them, prodded at them, joggled them side to side.

      “Mmmm. Not bad, bag boy,” said Drew.

      “Come on. Fuck me,” said Carrie Ann.

      Bobby reached up and made a brazen grab for Drew’s cock. He got his hand around it, felt its warmth, felt the blood moving in it, and tried to guide it into Carrie Ann.

      “No, no. That’s not for you,” said Drew, peeling Bobby’s hand away. “You’re just the bag boy. Now open your fucking mouth.”

      Bobby opened his mouth and inhaled. Drew sat down hard, stuffing Bobby’s mouth. It was too much, and Bobby gagged, the loose skin of Drew’s sac overlapping his mouth all around, blocking his nose.

      Drew rose up, using his cock to pull his balls from Bobby’s mouth. They came free with a wet smack.

      Bobby panted for air.

      “Let’s try that again,” said Drew. “Open wide, bag boy.”

      Drew descended again, and Bobby felt the corners of his mouth cracking as he stretched his lips to accommodate Drew’s balls. They completely filled his mouth, and he struggled against his gag reflex as the loose skin sagged toward the back of his throat.

      “I want to hear it, Bobby. Keep it nice and tight,” said Drew. He slowed raised himself away from Bobby, and his balls came free again with that wet smacking sound.

      Bobby heard Ed laughing along with Drew. Worse, he thought he heard Carrie Ann laughing. But it didn’t stop him; pride was in his rearview. He reached up and took hold of Drew’s hips, pulling him down. “Come on,” he said. “I want your balls in my mouth.”

      Bobby heard Ed cracking up.

      It went on like that for a while—Drew packing both of his huge testicles into Bobby’s straining mouth, letting him suck at them as best he could, then lifting himself free with a sloppy smacking noise—until Drew couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “Oh … ohhhh, shit. Ready to fuck her now, Bobby. Gonna … gonna fuck your wife again.”

      Bobby again reached for Drew’s cock. This time, he was allowed to touch it. He slid his hand up and down the length of the thing, feeling every ridge and vein. So long, so hard. It was going to be incredible.

      “That’s right. That’s right … Put it where you want it, Bobby,” said Drew.

      Bobby slid his hand down that long shaft until he was gripping it just behind the ridge with three fingers. Working blindly, he steered the swollen head toward Carrie Ann’s entrance. He could feel her heat, and he let it guide him as he rubbed Drew’s cockhead up and down her slick flesh.

      Carrie Ann whimpered, gently rocking her hips up and down, positioning herself to receive the thing she wanted. Her impatience made Bobby’s heart flutter. He could hear the squelching of his wife’s humid sex as he plowed the head of Drew’s cock through her folds. He wanted that feeling to last, wanted to keep teasing his wife with another man’s cock, but Drew batted his hand away and lined himself up.

      Carrie Ann threw herself backward, slamming her ass into Drew’s thighs as her pussy consumed his hard cock. “Oh, fuck,” she screamed. “Fuck me!”

      “Watch now, Bobby,” said Drew. “Gonna show you how it’s done.”

      Bobby watched in a state of near euphoria as Drew rammed the full length of his hard cock into Carrie Ann, over and over, without restraint. He placed his hands along his wife’s ribs and felt her body jolt from Drew’s thrusts, feeling the energy of each impact in his hands, down his arms and into his own body. It was a feeling beyond the physical, beyond the purely sexual. It was almost spiritual.

      Carrie Ann came, silently, holding her breath, a mild orgasm that Bobby could feel in the way her body shivered in his hands.

      And Drew kept on fucking her, his balls swinging back and forth over Bobby’s head, slapping into Carrie Ann’s sopping pussy.

      “Oh, God,” cried Carrie Ann. “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod … Suck … Suck his balls, Bobby.”

      Drew grunted, took in a loud breath, and came to a stop. Then he resumed at a slower pace, easing himself in and out of Carrie Ann using short, shallow thrusts, allowing his sac to sway where Bobby could get at it.

      Carrie Ann’s impassioned directive amplified Bobby’s lust, and he went after Drew’s dangling balls with gusto. His head wobbled on his neck as he chased them, pulling them into his mouth one at a time and sucking hungrily, rolling them with his tongue and slurping noisily to make sure his wife could hear what he was doing. Saliva overflowed his lips as he lapped up the center, Drew’s big balls drooping down over both sides of his mouth.

      Drew got so heated from the dual stimulation that he suddenly thrust his hips and, grunting, powered his full length into Carrie Ann, knocking her forward.

      “Oh … oh, fuck,” she screamed. She walked her knees forward, getting her ass back up in the air. Drew moved in behind her, closed the distance, and resumed fucking her, leaving Bobby staring up at the man’s muscular backside.

      Bobby was overwhelmed with the sudden supply of cool, fresh air. He took it in deep, gasping breaths. He badly wanted to wipe the sweat from his forehead and the spit from his upper lip, but his arms were locked in between Drew’s legs.

      Drew moaned, long and loud, and Bobby knew he was getting close. He watched the man’s ass, watched those muscles work themselves into hard shapes as he pumped his cock in and out of Carrie Ann. He found it incredibly erotic, and before he knew what he was doing he wrapped one of his arms around Drew’s thick thigh and touched his ass.

      He ignored Ed’s laughter.

      Drew kept pounding into Carrie Ann until she came again. This time, she yelled out with a wavering sound unlike anything Bobby had ever heard her make before. The cry droned on, getting softer until a second wave hit her and she started all over again.

      Had Drew given her some kind of double orgasm? Was that even possible? Bobby felt a jealousy rise up within him, but choked it down. He kept his hand on Drew’s ass, touching that white skin, feeling that muscle harden and contract as the man fucked.

      “The fuck you looking at?” yelled Drew. The motion of his hips slowed.

      “Nothing,” said Ed. Bobby thought he heard a chuckle.

      Drew looked back at Bobby over his shoulder. “Yeah, you like that too, don’t you?” he said. He reached one hand around behind him and placed it on his ass cheek—the one Bobby wasn’t touching—and pulled it to the side. “Lick it,” he said.

      Bobby found himself staring into the open crack of Drew’s ass, eye to eye with the man’s winking asshole.

      “No fucking way,” said Ed, howling. “No fucking way.”

      “Oh, he’ll do it,” said Drew. “Ain’t that right, Bobby? Do it. Now. Lick my shitter.”

      As charged up as Bobby felt, this still gave him pause. He thought about how Drew had just been swimming, had spent all that time in the water. Man has to be clean, he thought. Clean as a whistle. Still … he called it a ‘shitter.’

      “Hurry up, bag boy,” said Drew, shaking the muscular ass cheek he held in his hand. “Ass ain’t gonna eat itself. The fuck you think you’re here for?”

      Bobby steeled himself, raised his head from the ground, and ran his tongue up the the center of Drew’s spread ass, just nicking the man’s anus. Then he let his head flop back to the ground and took a deep breath, like he’d just exerted himself.

      “You can do better than that,” said Drew. “You want me to nut in this pussy or not?”

      That was all it took for Bobby. With Drew still holding one asscheck aside, Bobby peeled back the other. He pressed his tongue to the back of Drew’s scrotum and lapped all the way to the top of his ass.

      “Mmm,” said Drew.

      Bobby did it again, more slowly this time, almost sensually, with extra attention as he passed over the crinkled seam of the man’s anus. He licked his way back down, flicking his tongue back and forth as he crossed that forbidden eyelet.

      “Aw, yeah. Now fuck me, baby. Come on, put that sexy ass to work,” said Drew. Carrie Ann moaned and began rocking back into Drew, working her pussy on his big cock as her husband swept his tongue up and down Drew’s back door.

      “That’s it, Bobby,” said Drew. “Gonna make me come so … fuckin’ hard …” The idea sent warm waves through Bobby’s chest. The thought of this man’s big dick erupting inside of his wife, filling her with his cum—and the thought that he could contribute to that, help it happen—made him feel weightless.

      Carrie Ann started to whimper, and Bobby knew she wanted it as bad as he did.

      Just let go.

      Bobby buried his face between Drew’s cheeks and gave his full attention to the man’s hole. He licked circles around it, kissed it, worked his tongue up and down, then back and forth.

      Ed laughed and laughed.

      “Fuck you,” said Drew. “This man eats ass better than your girlfriend.”

      That seemed to shut Ed up, though a moment later Bobby thought he heard him mutter something like Probably better than your momma. Whatever it was, Drew ignored it.

      Drew let go of his ass and used both hands to steady himself as Carrie Ann fucked him. Bobby released his hold as well, and the two halves of the man’s rear clapped shut around Bobby’s face.

      “Ugh … aw, God,” Drew cried.

      Bobby could feel the man’s orgasm rising, could feel his thighs start to jitter, and knew he was past that point where a man could stop. He pressed his face back into that warm space, halving Drew’s ass and seeking that sensitive hole. He found it and trilled it with his tongue as the muscles of Drew’s ass clenched tight around his nose and mouth.

      I’ll stick my tongue up his butt, thought Bobby. Right when he starts to come. Gonna stick it right up his asshole, deep as I fucking can. Make him come so hard he sees stars. He sought out that tight little bullseye at the core, stiffened his tongue … then thought better of it at the last second. It wasn’t his place to push boundaries, and he wasn’t sure how Drew might react.

      Then, it was happening: Drew came.

      “Ohhhhhh, fuck … fuuuuuuck …”

      The blond bucked his hips hard, slamming into Carrie Ann’s ass and thighs five … six … seven times. Or more. Bobby lost count. His mind churned and his heart galloped as he imagined Drew’s big dick shooting a huge stream of hot cum deep into Carrie Ann with every one of those thrusts. He watched the muscles in the man’s ass contract and harden, watched his balls rise high into their sac as they emptied their contents.

      As Drew came down from his orgasm, keeping his cock sheathed in Carrie Ann, Bobby felt his wife go over the edge one more time. Her saw the tips of her fingers whirring across her clit, and she loosed a husky groan—another sound unlike any Bobby had ever heard her make.

      “Yeah … oh yeah, sweet thing. You love it,” said Drew. He sawed his length in and out of Carrie Ann until she peaked, her groan rising to a series of high squawks. Finally, Bobby felt her collapse over his thighs, felt her hands run down his legs and clasp his ankles, felt her breasts come to rest around his cock.

      A contentment washed over Bobby. A part of him wished he could stay right where he was, with his wife’s naked and satisfied body draped over him, for as long as possible. Maybe, if he could sustain this moment of ecstasy, he wouldn’t have to face whatever came next—which, he thought, would surely be guilt, self-hatred, and a new sense of powerlessness. He had borne as much ridicule as he thought he could take, had done some things

      oh God

      that he wasn’t sure his wife was aware of. Some things

      lick my shitter

      for which he would rather die than have discovered. He closed his eyes and cast his wish that the two men with whom he’d shared his wife

      Shared? Who am I kidding? They took my wife.

      would now simply vanish. Just turn to mist and blow away now that their roles had been fulfilled. He would take his wife’s hand and the two of them would walk naked down to the water. They would swim and talk and laugh. Tonight, they would make love, each reliving the high points of this fantasy in their separate minds. The low points … well, those could revert to just talk again. Tomorrow, it would be as if this had all been a dream. A dream they would talk about a lot in the future.

      The shrill sound of birds, barely audible above the nearby waterfall, punctured Bobby’s thoughts, needling him back to the present.

      Okay … so, what does happen now?

      The answer came to Bobby as Drew slowly withdrew his cock from Carrie Ann and stood up.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on,” said Ed. “We should get back.”

      “Just hang on,” said Drew.

      “I wanna get some clothes on. We told him—”

      “Will you fucking relax? He’ll wait. You’re gonna want to watch this.”

      Bobby barely heard the conversation. He was entranced, his cock stirring with renewed arousal at the now unobstructed display of Carrie Ann’s gored pussy. Those delicate slivers of flesh which he had always treated with such tenderness, even when he drove his cock into them, were swollen and dark. They looked somehow reshaped, as if these two men had changed her body forever with their big cocks. His wife’s sacred membranes had been put through the wringer, and she would never be the same.

      Drew’s earlier remark came back to him—I’m gonna ruin this pussy for you, Bobby. You sure that’s what you want?

      He’d thought it was. Now he was less sure.

      But he was sure Carrie Ann had loved it. She had reveled in every second of the pleasure these men had given her, relished the way they had used her. Bobby knew he had been a big part of that. Had made it possible, in fact. He hadn’t pleased her with his cock. He’d pleased her with his submission. That was what had taken her to new heights. Not these men. Him.

      It made his heart soar, made him wish he could do even more for her.

      Carrie Ann rose up on her arms. Her buttocks trembled, and a thin ribbon of pearly white liquid leaked from her open gash. Bobby watched it slowly trickle down until it gathered at her clit.

      It set his heart palpitating.

      I’m gonna ruin this pussy for you, Bobby …

      And I’m gonna fix it, he thought. I’m gonna take it back.

      He leaned up and pressed his lips into his wife’s boiling flesh, kissed that part of her that seemed injured.

      “There he goes,” said Drew.

      Carrie Ann sucked air through her teeth when she felt his attentions, as if he were burning her. Then she sighed and walked one step backward on her knees, bringing herself closer to her husband, presenting herself to him.

      Bobby could feel the heat from her sex blasting his face, her pussy still hot from being fucked by two other men, still soaked with her own excitement. Moving his tongue in gentle circles, he mopped away the semen around her clit, drawing it into his own mouth before closing his lips on her button. He nuzzled and sucked at it, feeling it stiffen.

      “Oh, Bobby …” she moaned.

      Bobby lapped up the center of her, cleaning her thoroughly, letting that now-familiar taste of another man’s cum seep into his own mouth. He pulled at her labia, massaged her with his mouth, then darted his tongue into her sticky core.

      “Mmm,” murmured Carrie Ann. She sat fully upright, seating herself on her husband’s face.

      “And there she goes,” said Drew.

      Bobby reached for his aching cock, but Carrie Ann slapped his hand away. She giggled and ground her hips against him. “Oh, yeah … clean me, Bobby.”

      “Fuck,” said Ed.

      “Seen enough?” said Drew. When Ed had nothing to say, Drew added, “Then that’s where we go.”

      Bobby was aware of the shuffling of feet, the jangle of buckles, some words exchanged, the crack of a beer can being opened. But his eyes were closed. He was in a world of his own.

      Carrie Ann rotated her hips, using her pussy muscles to feed Drew’s load to her husband. It took a long time to work its way down from where Drew had put it, so deep inside of her. But Bobby was patient, lashing his tongue into Carrie Ann’s furnace, drawing it out, pulling the salty fluid from her body and consuming it.

      In a world of his own.

      He licked Carrie Ann until she had another climax. She came softly, quietly.

      In a world of his own.

      A world where a boy played a banjo, or sometimes an electric guitar, coming and going like light itself.

      A world of his own.
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      They’re gone, and they took their rifles, Bobby thought.

      He couldn’t figure out why it bothered him, but it did.

      They were in the water, near the foot of the rock where so much debauchery had taken place. From here, he could see the picnic table where he had sat with Ed just a few hours earlier, his mind ablaze with thoughts of what his wife was up to behind the waterfall with Drew. It felt like months ago rather than hours.

      “What’s wrong?” said Carrie Ann.

      Bobby turned around just as Carrie Ann rose like a nymph, water rolling down her bare breasts, her hair slicked back. The sun fell in the sky just behind her, its light breaking like a crown around her head, making her features hard to see. Bobby squinted, shielded his eyes and looked at his wife through his fingers.

      “Nothing,” he said. Just that I can’t see you. I never did until I brought you here. He wondered if there was more … other details that remained hidden.

      She looked like a goddess in the late light of this summer day. She walked toward him in water up to her waist, the motion of her hips sending ripples out into the gentle current from the waterfall. Her body blotted out the sun as she approached, and now he could see her. God, she was beautiful. Somehow, after seeing her with other men, she was sexier than ever. More like a siren than a goddess, he thought.

      He lowered his hand and put his arms around her, pulling her close, pressing her breasts into his chest.

      “So you’re okay?” she said.

      “If you are,” he said. He didn’t want to show any hesitation, any hint that he might, in fact, be a little traumatized. Whether he was really okay was something that would take some time to figure out. What he really wanted to know was: Were they okay?—the two of them, as a couple. It was a complicated question that involved his own self-image, one he couldn’t begin to imagine how to ask. That was something else that would take time to figure out.

      In the meantime, there was something he wanted her to know.

      “You know, Carrie Ann, they recorded us,” he said.

      “Those pictures? I know.” She laughed, snuggling her face into his neck.

      “No, Car—I mean, they recorded us last night. In our tent, while we were … those things we said.” He took told of her shoulders and put a little space between them, so he could look her in the eye.

      “Really? That’s kind of …”

      “Creepy?”

      “I was going to say, devious.” She put her hands up on his shoulders and stared off toward the shore, nibbling at her lower lip. Bobby was glad to see that the information seemed to bother her, at least a little.

      “They told me they’d send that recording to people I work with. To my job,” he said.

      “You don’t really think they’d do that.” She lowered her brow and tilted her head to the side. “Do you?”

      Are you fucking kidding?

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Yes, probably. I—”

      “How would they know where you work?” she asked.

      There were at least two ways Bobby could think of offhand. One was too terrible to contemplate. So he told her the other one. “They have our car, Carrie Ann. The license plate? And they know we live in Nashville. It wouldn’t be hard to—“

      “You think they’d get on the internet and—“

      “They aren’t stupid. It’s a small town. They probably know someone in local law enforcement who could—”

      “That seems kinda far-fetched,” said Carrie Ann. “But if you’re telling me you let the guys treat you like a little bitch because you were afraid of that, I’m disappointed.”

      Her frankness took his breath away. Her choice of words revealed more than he wanted to know. A little bitch. It was what she’d wanted, to see him treated like a little bitch.

      And the guys. She called them the guys—the men who’d fucked her and belittled him, the men who’d made him eat their cum—like the four of them were just members of a local homeowners association. Bobby’s voice cracked before he could get any words out. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her. His temples throbbed.

      Carrie Ann lifted his chin with a finger and moved her head until she found his eyes. “Because I thought you did it for me,” she added.

      “How can you even look at me?” he said.

      “Just like this,” she said. She leaned in and kissed him. “There’s no one I’d rather look at.”

      Bobby felt like there was a balloon in his chest, right around his heart, being pumped full of warm air. Still, it would take more than sweet words from his wife, however sincere, to wash away the stink of his humiliation. He had, after all, wallowed in it. Literally.

      “I guess I don’t … don’t entirely understand you. Why do you want to see me … like that?”

      “Why do you like anchovies?” said Carrie Ann.

      “I don’t. I hate them.”

      “Okay, but some people like them, right?”

      “They’re rare, but they must be out there.”

      “So why do they like them?”

      “I don’t know. They just … like the taste, I guess.”

      “Well, there you go. I like the taste.” She kissed him again. When she broke away, she kept her mouth near his and whispered, “… and I’m rare.”

      “You’re a complicated woman, Mrs. Ambaugh.”

      “Not really. Every woman in the world wants to get her man to do things he doesn’t want to do. I’m the same. Just luckier.”

      “Really?” he said, punctuating his skepticism with a shake of his head. “That’s it?”

      “Getting you to paint the mudroom or pick up your dirty socks should be a cakewalk after this.” She gave him a suggestive grin and narrowed her eyes. She turned and pressed her back to him, holding onto his arms as he wrapped them around her.

      Bobby wondered if she was sending him a message: Help me out around the house or I’ll pin a glossy photo of you giving dual handjobs on the bulletin board at the office. Was he paranoid? He felt boxed in, afraid to say anything. That no matter what he said, it would be wrong, or would lead to some further revelation he’d be happier without.

      “Besides, you got everything you wanted out of it. Right?”

      He couldn’t deny that he had. And it had been incredible, seeing her take those two big cocks. Listening to her come. Far better than he’d dared to dream. An image flashed through his mind—Carrie Ann on her knees gobbling Ed’s balls as he stroked a load out of his big dick—and it made him shudder. Had that really happened? His cock started to stir as he thought about it.

      Carrie Ann noticed. She turned back around and reached down under the water, between his legs. “Yeah, I think you got a lot out of it,” she said.

      “Ugh … Jesus.” She gripped him, and he instantly shot to full hardness in her hand. “God, I need … I need to come so bad.”

      “I bet you do, baby,” she said. She moved into him, just close enough to brush her cold nipples over his chest. She leaned into his shoulder, squeezing his shaft as she breathed into his ear. “Those boys made you so horny, didn’t they?”

      “Oh … ugh … seeing you with them … God—”

      “Seeing you with them,” she said. “You stroking those big country boy dicks …”

      “You … you liked that, didn’t you?” His cock throbbed.

      “Mmmm, Bobby. It was soooo fucking hot. I was just waiting … waiting for one of them to bend you over—”

      “Oh, not—”

      “—and fuck you—”

      “Ughh.”

      Bobby’s mind was repelled by the thought, but his cock was raging. And it was the signal from his cock that Carrie Ann was reading. She was doing it to him again. God, when she talked like this …

      Bobby looked down and saw that her other hand had dipped below the water as well, was moving in little circles between her legs.

      “Mmm, they could’ve taken turns on you,” she said breathily.

      “They … they weren’t like that.”

      “It’s too bad. You would’ve taken it.”

      It was true. He would have had no choice. “Yes,” he whispered.

      That one word from him made her shiver.

      “God, Bobby, you are … so … so bad.”

      “I am, baby. I’m bad for you. I love you—”

      “Sucking on their balls like that. The way you begged for them.”

      “I … I don’t know why … I just wanted them to … come for you.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?”

      “Tell me … what they called you.”

      Bobby swallowed. “B-b-bag boy.”

      Carrie Ann giggled. The arm leading down between her legs moved a little faster. “And I know what else you did.”

      It hit him like a lightning bolt. His eyes went wide. She knew?

      “I didn’t—”

      “God damn, Bobby, you’ve never even given me a rim job.”

      “Oh my God … oh my God …”

      She took her hand off his cock and ran it up over his stomach, anchoring her thumb in the convexity of his navel. She massaged him with the tips of her fingers. “And they’re inside you right now. Both of them. You’ll full of them—”

      Bobby could see that, too, like he was there again. An image both beautiful and horrid—His lips poised over Carrie Ann’s burning pussy, looking up her prone body, her skin coated with the ejaculate of two men, shining ropes and melting pools of it, from the peak of her mound to the point of her chin.

      Take your medicine.

      And oh, how he had taken it. He couldn’t recount where his mind had been in those moments. Something else had taken over. But he’d left his wife spotless, immaculate—with no evidence of the men who’d been there before him.

      They’re inside you right now …

      The back of Bobby’s throat suddenly felt inexplicably thick, as if something were clotting it off, making it hard to breathe and impossible to swallow. He heaved, felt his cock soften in Carrie Ann’s hand.

      You’re full of them …

      They had treated him like a little bitch, had filled his wife with their cocks and filled him with their semen. Why the regret? He had done it all willingly. He’d wanted it. He’d cleaned her, inside and out. And then …

      He was remembering more, something that happened after those two men left them, left him alone with his wife, something that happened as he was coming down from that erotic fever. He was lying on his back, eating pussy, cleaning his wife, reclaiming her, staring up at the sun breaking through the trees …

      … staring up at Ed’s load. The one Ed had shot on her back before Drew fucked her again, because Drew wanted to be the one to come inside of her. He watched it slowly run down her back and onto the swell of her buttocks …

      Had he cleaned that from her body as well? Had he chased after his wife, groping for her backside, both of them on their knees, even though the men who had compelled him to do such things were gone? Had he used his fingers to pull the sticky fluid from her skin, then stuck those same fingers knuckle-deep between his lips?

      Or had it remained there until Carrie Ann washed it away down here, in the river water?

      No. He would never have done that. He was sure. He remembered walking down here, following Carrie Ann, and seeing that cum on her ass. It had still been there.

      Hadn’t it?

      God, Bobby, you are … so … so bad …

      Hadn’t it?

      We’re gonna have to call your mom …

      … then I’m disappointed …

      disappointed

      “Oh … uhh, Bobby … Bobby …”

      Carrie Ann was climaxing again, right here in the water in front of him. By her own hand. Thinking of all the things they’d done. The things he’d done—the things she’d seen him do, heard him say.

      Hadn’t it been enough?

      She grappled for him, and he was there for her. Held her as she went wobbly in the water. She fell open-mouthed into his chest, and he held her upright, squeezing her arms.

      When it was over, he waited for her breathing to slow, for her eyes to open, before he said, “Why are you disappointed?”

      She clung to him, shivering in the sunshine. “I’m not,” she said.

      “But you said—”

      “Bobby.” She put a finger over his lips, leaned back to look him in the eye. “I just hate to hear you did it all because you were … afraid.”

      He didn’t know what to say. It was his only defense: fear. The only thing he had to salvage what was left of his pride. He cleared his throat, said nothing.

      “I thought you did it for me,” said Carrie Ann. “But you did it all out of fear? Fear of … what? What people would think?”

      “We still have to live in the world, Carrie Ann.”

      “But what people? Look where we are.”

      “I … I guess I’m just not as … brave as you think.”

      “Don’t say that. I know you. You’re braver than you think.”

      Brave. It was the last thing he felt. Reduced—that was more like it. It was the perfect word to describe how he felt. Like a broth left bubbling over a flame until the pan was dry and burnt.

      Reduced.

      “So, you aren’t disappointed in me?” he said.

      “No, baby. I’m sorry I said that. And if you were afraid, I’m sorry for that too.”

      He kissed her, kissed her like a man who wasn’t afraid. He held the back of her neck and when she kissed him back, opened her mouth and accepted him, he had that feeling again. That pumped-full-of-air feeling in his chest.

      When their kiss broke, he looked at her and said, “So you got everything you wanted, then?”

      “Yes,” she said. Then she stuck out her lips in a playful pout and bobbled her head. “Almost everything.”

      He laughed. He’d escaped that, at least. The unmentionable. In that respect, he’d come through intact. He held his wife in his arms. The sun was halfway down the sky, and the waterfall was lit with a million multicolored prickles of light. They were going to be okay. Different, but okay.

      “Hey, they left that little boat,” said Carrie Ann.

      “What?”

      For Bobby, it was one of those moments when you finally see the thing that’s been hiding in plain sight. He didn’t even have to turn around. He had been looking right at it—the canoe that had mysteriously appeared earlier. It was still up there, right by the picnic table.

      And now he knew why it bothered him that Drew and Ed had taken their rifles. It wasn’t that they’d taken their rifles, it was that they’d left the canoe.

      Weird.
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        * * *

      

      Walking back to their campsite, Bobby was thinking about going home, about not spending another night in the woods. He was tired, but also invigorated by the bizarre afternoon. He ached all over, but every part of him was humming. It would be rough, humping it all the way back down to their car with their gear in tow. But there was still plenty of daylight, and if they packed now they could be on the road in about an hour. Traffic would be light on the I-40 on a Saturday evening. They could be home in another three and a half hours, in time to catch Saturday Night Live. He’d seen promos earlier in the week and was pretty sure Lady Gaga was hosting. Or maybe just performing. Either way, Carrie Ann loved her. He wasn’t sure how she’d react to the suggestion of cutting their trip short, but thought mentioning the SNL episode might be a good way to test the waters.

      It just sounded so good—being home. Safe. Away from here, away from where this had happened. Home, where their fantasy could revert to all just talk again. He looked forward to fucking his wife in their own bed. It was something he needed. Something they needed. After today, it was bound to be incredible. They’d be safe—he’d be safe—but the vivid images and memories of this trip would play in both their heads like two separate highlight reels while they fucked and fantasized out loud.

      They hadn’t bothered to roll the sleeping bag back up properly. He’d just folded it half-assed and carried it bunched up under his arm. Carrie Ann had retrieved her two-piece and had slipped the bottoms on, but she remained topless as they walked. The white top dangled from her hand and Bobby watched it sway at her side while he walked behind her, watching the motion of her ass, the way it rose on one side as it fell on the other. He couldn’t wait to fuck her. He’d take her from behind. Hard. Slap her ass. Show her he was still the man here, could still use his dick to please her. He’d do it as soon as they got back to the tent. If she wanted him to talk about other men while he fucked her, fine, but not here. That was more reason to go home. No more fantasizing out loud where strange ears might be lurking. Even in the middle of nowhere, it was possible.

      He’d learned his lesson on that.

      Bobby saw his shirt waiting for him on the picnic table, right where he’d left it. It made him think about his swim trunks, the ones Drew had sent down the river. It made him angry. He was still walking around naked, his cock bobbing along in the late afternoon light, and was anxious to put something on. Jeans sounded amazing, but he would have settled for those swim trunks. Just something to cover himself until they got back to their tent.

      “Hmm. Paddles and all,” said Carrie Ann. She had stepped to the far side of the table and was looking at the canoe. Bobby threw his shirt over his shoulder and joined her.

      Lying inside the canoe, balanced across the center seat, was a pair of paddles. Shiny aluminum shafts, rubber grips in the center, yellow blades, all free of blemish. They looked new.

      And why wouldn’t they be? he thought. No one up here should be using them. Not according to Ed, anyway. If Ed was being straight with him—which was admittedly questionable—the Coosawatee had evolved into a deathtrap over the past couple of decades. Regardless, Bobby had no intention of finding out. Besides, their car was waiting for them here, and he had no idea how they’d get back to it if they took even a short trip down the river.

      “Canoeing would be fun,” said Carrie Ann.

      “It is. It’s a lot of fun,” he said. “I’ll take you someday.”

      “Here?”

      He laughed. “I don’t think so. River’s not really canoe-friendly anymore.” Not really camper-friendly, either, he thought.

      That goddamn canoe.

      It didn’t pose any overt threat, but it troubled him. And not just because he didn’t know where it came from. Why was it still here, and fitted out with paddles, like someone nearby was planning to use it?

      Bobby looked around. He pulled his t-shirt off his shoulder and tried to be nonchalant about holding it in front of his crotch.

      But that didn’t make sense. Ed and Drew had left their rifles leaning up against it, had left them unattended for … what? An hour? Ninety minutes? They had to have something to do with it. Maybe they’d left it as a temptation, to see if Bobby would put it to use.

      You’re braver than you think.

      Or maybe they were planning to come back for it.

      Or for something else …

      It bothered him. It was like a token, a tangible reminder of everything he’d been through today, some of which he’d prefer not to remember. No, some of the events of this day were going to be consigned to the memory hole, never to be thought about again. Forgetting was a lot easier with Ed and Drew gone. They’d had their fun with him and with Carrie Ann and had then done the Ambaughs the courtesy of scurrying off, taking with them all evidence that they’d been there—Ed’s giant backpack, their rifles, their clothing. Even the empty beer cans were gone.

      The canoe was a thumb in his eye. The one thing left behind to say These things really happened. They happened, and you are not the same man you were when you came up here.

      He was about to see two more.
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        * * *

      

      The pan.

      It was still there.

      The cast iron skillet Ed had used to fry up a late breakfast. Ed had kicked it aside to cool down, and there it remained. Bobby saw it as they approached their campsite. It made him think about how this whole day had begun, with the sound and smell of sizzling bacon drifting into their tent. It gave him a little twist in his gut, thinking about the current contents of his stomach.

      “Hey, what do you think about going home?” he said.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” said Carrie Ann. “We should get an early start. Only so much outdoors a city girl can take, and this one’s about had her fill.”

      Oh, you’ve had your fill, all right, he thought.

      “I mean like, right now.”

      Carrie Ann looked at him curiously, pursing her lips and tilting her head until it was nearly on her shoulder. “So, you’re ready? Ready to just walk down there and ask for the keys?”

      Shit. He’d forgotten about that. He’d assumed earlier that Drew had taken the car keys from underneath the floor mat. When he’d asked him about it, Drew had evaded the question. Which could only mean one thing. If those keys weren’t in the car, throwing everything into the trunk and slipping off unnoticed wasn’t going to be an option. He’d have to go inside and ask—ask!—for his keys. He’d have to go into that store and face the man who’d dipped his hairy balls into his mouth, over and over, if he could please, oh pretty please, have his own fucking car keys. He shuddered at the thought of that transaction.

      Hey man, thanks for gang-fucking my wife, spanking me like a little bitch, and making me suck you and your buddy’s jizz off her titties. Now if you don’t mind, Monday morning’ll be here before we know it so …

      Would Carrie Ann wait in the car? Or would she want to go inside and say her own goodbyes?

      Then again, he thought, how would it be any different tomorrow?

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’d really like to get on home.”

      “Really? ‘Cause I thought someone needed to come soooo bad.”

      She was so sexy, standing there in half a swimsuit, bare-breasted, one hand on her hip, her other hand twirling her top, the sun lighting up her amber curls. Bobby forgot about Drew. Forgot about Ed. Forgot about heading back to town. He felt himself stiffen. He dropped the sleeping bag and tossed his t-shirt to the ground. He stepped toward Carrie Ann with an elaborate swagger, aping the hero in a Western, like he had iron strapped to each hip. His half-erection gave him a strange and welcome feeling of confidence as he approached his woman—It was big enough to at least sway side to side a little, rather than merely bob up and down. He swung his hips and played it for all it was worth.

      “Oh, Bobby,” said Carrie Ann. She waved a dismissive hand at him. “Look at you, coming after me with that little dick.”

      This was new, this taunting, telling him he was little. Rather than pour cold water on him, as such teasing would have done in the past, her comment only intensified his arousal, made him think of the sheer size of the other two men who had used her for their pleasure, reminded him that she was now a woman who’d experienced big men, real men. His heart was suddenly pounding, as if he’d developed a taste for this kind of treatment.

      Like one develops a taste for anchovies.

      Bobby wanted to hear more. “Yeah,” he said. “You probably won’t even feel it after taking those two big cocks.” He closed the space between them and put his hands on her arms. He was fully hard now, his cock poking at her hip.

      “Mmm, gonna take more than you’ve got to satisfy me from now on. Now that I know how good it can be …”

      “Ohhh, baby … Keep going.” He didn’t know where it was coming from, but her talk was making him dizzy with lust.

      Carrie Ann giggled. “Now that I’ve had two at once, what do I need this little fella for?” She flicked the tip of his cock with one finger, making it bobble back and forth. Bobby groaned, threw his head back and looked at the sky. “But don’t worry, we’ll find us another big cock—”

      “Oh, God—”

      “—one you can get nice and hard for me, one you can play with.”

      “Fuuuuck …”

      “That’s what you want, isn’t it, baby? A hung stud who’ll let you suck his balls while he fucks your wife …”

      Her dirty talk made him lightheaded, almost giddy. He started to mutter. “Oh yeah, I’ll suck ‘em. I’ll suck a big fucking cock for you …” He pulled her to him and kissed her hard, felt her stiff tongue plunge deep into his mouth.

      Carrie Ann broke their kiss, grabbed her husband by the shaft, and said, “Oh, Bobby … I can still taste those boys on you. They’re still in your mouth …”

      Bobby pulled her to the ground alongside the tent. He might not have the brute strength of Drew or Ed, but he was easily capable of manhandling Carrie Ann. He twisted her around in front of him, got her on her knees. He’d lost count of how many times he’d been driven to the edge today, but now he was there again. Nearly mad with desire. But this time, nothing was going to stop him. There was no Drew to make him squeal, no Ed to haul him down to the river for a spanking. He reached down into the waist of Carrie Ann’s swimsuit, stretching the fabric out with his wrist. He ran two fingers along her gash, delighted at how warm and slick he found her.

      “Oh yes, Bobby. Give me that little dick,” Carrie Ann moaned.

      Bobby’s heart was in overdrive. He took short, quick breaths through pursed lips as he yanked the gusset of Carrie Ann’s swimsuit to one side. He scooted his knees close, felt her heat on his dick.

      Carrie Ann arched her back, lowering her breasts to the ground and raising her ass up for him. She turned and looked at him over her shoulder as he lined himself up behind her. “Come on, baby. Let’s see if I can still feel it …”

      It made him gasp.

      That’s when he saw the third thing that reminded him of where he was and of what he had been through. Another thing that told him You are not in a safe place. Everything is not going to be okay.

      The frying pan had been obvious. The canoe should have been obvious. But it wasn’t the unwelcome presence of anything that now shot fear into Bobby’s heart. It was the absence of something.

      Over at the tree line.

      “Fuck me …” he said.

      He looked left and right, narrowing his focus, straining his eyes.

      “Bobby?”

      Bobby didn’t hear her. He kept looking for the fluorescent orange marking flag, the last one they’d used, the one Carrie Ann had pinned to a distinctive pine tree.

      Bobby saw that tree. Recognized its color, its unique curvature. That was the tree. No doubt about it.

      But there was no flag anywhere.

      And he knew, was perfectly sure, that it hadn’t just fallen off. It hadn’t been picked off by a mischievous chipmunk, and it hadn’t been sucked into one of those atom-sized black holes that travel around the universe.

      “Oh, shit. Shit shit shit.”

      He knew something else, too, with a dreadful certainty: If he were to walk over to that tree and look down into the woods, he wouldn’t see the next flag, either. Or any after that.

      The flags that marked their way through the woods, that showed the way back to civilization, were gone. Drew and Ed had taken them up.

      “Those … those fucks!” he spat.

      “Bobby!” Carrie Ann sat up, turned around, was trying to get his attention. But Bobby was once again in a world of his own—A big world, big enough to swallow him. A world in which he felt impossibly, tragically small.

      “Why? Fucking … Why!” he cried.

      He saw his wife, gesturing urgently. She was right in front of him now, lips moving, trying to tell him something. But he couldn’t hear anything. His ears were filled with the sound of his rushing blood, his mind consumed with the meaning of his situation, trying to figure out what he had done to get here, how things had gotten this bad.

      They were about to get much worse.

      Carrie Ann clapped her hand over Bobby’s muttering mouth.
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      “Shhh … Did you hear that?”

      It was the look on Carrie Ann’s face, more so than the words from her mouth, that pierced Bobby’s rage and frustration. When he felt her hand over his lips, he concentrated, blinked. He mouthed what? into her palm.

      She brought her lips near his ear and whispered, “Bobby, I think there’s someone in the tent.”

      He heard it, too—quiet laughter. No, not merely quiet. It was more like the sound of someone trying not to laugh. The sound of someone wearing a smile hidden by a hand over the mouth. Repressed snickers, puffs of air escaping from the nose.

      Bobby stared at his wife with wide, watery eyes. His heart hammered away. He sucked in air between her fingers.

      Calmly, Carrie Ann said, “Who’s in there?”

      The snickers and puffs of air became little snorts, followed by the sound of air bursting from behind tightly pursed lips, which gave way to undisguised laughter.

      “Drew, honey, is that you?” said Carrie Ann. She took her hand from her husband’s mouth and placed her arm across her breasts.

      No, mouthed Bobby, unable to produce any sound. He shook his head back and forth, back and forth … No …

      “Whoever you are, my husband and I … My husband has a gun,” said Carrie Ann.

      A man crawled out of the tent. He stood, stretched his arms above his head, and looked down at Bobby and Carrie Ann.

      “No he doesn’t,” said the man. “He’s just got a little dick.”
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      It was Drew. Or at least that’s what Bobby thought at first, just for a second or two. He had noticed the resemblance earlier in the day, but now it was impossible to ignore. Whereas Drew had unruly blond locks, this man had a close-cropped head of dark, shiny hair. He was also built like Drew, maybe even bigger through the shoulders and chest. He wore faded jeans and a lightweight green oxford that was unbuttoned, revealing a bright white V-neck undershirt that clung to his torso.

      “Hey Roberto,” said Lewis Mayhorn. “Hey gorgeous.”

      Bobby had heard Lewis call him this a thousand times, but this time he swore it sounded like Roberta. He reached for his t-shirt and pulled it between his legs. His erection had shriveled to a stub and his balls had crawled up into his scrotum.

      “Lewis, oh my God, you scared us to death,” said Carrie Ann. She kept one arm across her bare chest as she reached for the top of her swimsuit, then swapped her arm for the swim top and held its white cups over her breasts with one hand at the center. In the moment between her arm falling away and the bathing suit coming up, the maneuver revealed a flash of everything there was to see. And Lewis was looking. It made Bobby sick.

      “Sorry, Carrie Ann,” said Lewis. “I had a long night and a long day. Thought I’d catch some Z’s until you two came back. Wasn’t going through your stuff or anything.”

      “Lew—” Bobby coughed, choking on the name. “What … what the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Well, Bobby, I thought that’s something you’d want to discuss in private. Seeing how privacy’s in short supply for you this weekend.” He lowered his brow at Bobby.

      One thought consumed Bobby’s mind: How much does he know? Dear God, how much does he know?

      “Lewis, did you … Did you follow us up here?” said Carrie Ann, still feebly protecting her modesty with her loose swimsuit top. Bobby was glad to hear her tone of disapproval. Maybe she found the guy as creepy as he did, after all.

      “No. Not exactly,” said Lewis. “I was …” He trailed off and looked back and forth between the two of them, finally settling on Carrie Ann. “Let me say first, Carrie Ann, that I am not here to judge … you, anyway.”

      He knows, thought Bobby. Of course he does. He felt like his entire body was shrinking.

      “But Bobby, I gotta say, calling Landon like that, telling him not to take any meetings with me. Man, that was a real dick move.”

      “That’s what I told him,” said Carrie Ann.

      Jesus, whose side are you on? thought Bobby.

      “I mean, did you really think he wouldn’t call the major? That the major wouldn’t call me? You really embarrassed me, Bobby. On top of everything else, you made me look like a goddamn ass.”

      “That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here, Lewis,” said Carrie Ann.

      That’s more like it. Go get him, baby!

      “Well, after my talk with Major Bermann, I was pretty hot. As I’m sure you can imagine, Carrie Ann. But, wanting to be the bigger man, I let it go. Even did one better. I called up to my cousin’s store and let him know I had friends coming up to the river. Good friends.” He smiled. “And that I hoped he’d extend the two of you every courtesy.”

      “Cousin?” said Carrie Ann. “Who?”

      “Drew,” said Bobby. Carrie Ann spun on him.

      “Andrew Jackson Bartlett,” said Lewis. “My aunt Tabitha’s boy. Tabby, she was my daddy’s youngest sister. Married a Bartlett, which pissed my grandaddy off to no end. He always said none of the Bartletts was worth spitting on. Turned out he was right. Macon ran off to God knows where with some gal and left Tabby with Andy when we were both little knee-high shits. He hasn’t set foot in these hills since.”

      “Oh, that’s awful,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Yeah, well, Tabby made out all right. Hard worker. Got a hardship loan and bought the Coosawatee store from old man Perkins. Moved herself and her baby into the rooms upstairs. That’s how she was able to afford it. Cancer got her kinda early, but Andy used her life insurance to pay off that loan.”

      “So Drew is your first cousin?” Carrie Ann turned to Bobby. “And you knew this?”

      “No. I mean, he told me he had a cousin up here, but—”

      “And you didn’t—?” She turned back to Lewis. “I mean, holy shit you guys could almost be twins.”

      “Oh, come on now,” said Lewis. “Drew’s not all that good lookin.’”

      Carrie Ann laughed, right along with Lewis. Their banter, their back and forth, was infuriating Bobby. Lewis was using his best salesman schmooze on Carrie Ann—telling her a story, gaining her sympathy with his family history, his Aw shucks mannerisms—and she was falling for it.

      “You still haven’t told me why you’re here,” said Bobby.

      “Well, I was a bit of a river rat back in the day. Me and Andy both—Oh, by the way, don’t ever call him Andy. I’m the only one gets away with that.” Lewis shifted on his feet, like he was allowing time for his point of familiarity to sink in. “Anyhow, Bobby here said you two might be going downriver. Now, this river, well, it ain’t the same as it was back then. Gets worse with every season. I couldn’t in good conscience let Miss Carrie Ann get drowned or worse without an experienced hand at the helm.” He looked at Bobby. “So, I’m here to be your guide.” He gestured expansively, arms out, with a smile Bobby would need a yardstick to measure.

      “Lewis,” said Bobby, pointing at the man. “There is no way, and I mean no way, that my wife and I are getting in that boat and going down that river with you.” He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t care what you know.” He hoped Lewis got his meaning.

      “Oh, come on, Bobby. It sounds fun,” said Carrie Ann. “Don’t you think?”

      Bobby looked at his wife. He bit his lip to keep it from trembling. “Carrie Ann, our … our car is here. What are we going to do, call an Uber? Hike back?”

      “I’ve already taken care of that,” said Lewis. “Took the liberty of having your car driven down to Chilhowee. It’s waiting for you in the driveway of Sadie’s B&B, not fifty steps from the river.”

      “You moved our—?” Bobby fumed. “Fuck it. We’ll find another way down there.”

      “What are we gonna do, Bobby, call an Uber?” said Carrie Ann. She looked at him crossly. “Lewis dragged that canoe up here, just for us. Did you do that by yourself, Lewis?”

      “Oh yeah. Not heavy at all, really, for a strong back.”

      “But all that way,” said Carrie Ann.

      Yeah. Soooo strong. What a fucking dreamboat, thought Bobby. What a fucking asshole.

      Lewis smiled. “It’s not so far from here down to the road as you think. From those flags I saw, it looks like the two of you meandered like a couple of drunks on your way up to the river. Back and forth, up and down. I’m told you did it in the dark, so not your fault. And I guess Bobby maybe ain’t the best guide. I can hike it in fifteen minutes. Took almost twice that long to get the boat up here, of course.”

      “Fifteen minutes?” said Carrie Ann. “Bobby, how long did it take us to get up here?”

      “Longer,” said Bobby, keeping his eyes on Lewis.

      “Look, it’s five miles from here to Chilhowee by river,” said Lewis. “We shouldn’t be on the water more than ninety minutes, two hours tops, the way that river moves. I can get you there. And I promise—” He looked Bobby “—it’ll be a trip you’ll never forget.”

      “What about our stuff?” said Carrie Ann.

      “We can probably get most of it in the boat, in between us and under the seats. Be best if we can strap it down somehow. But if you have to leave anything, I can get Drew to come after it and hold onto it for you.”

      “Gee. It’s like you’ve thought of everything,” said Bobby. He looked at Carrie Ann, shocked that she would entertain something this crazy. She was still holding her swimsuit over her tits, though she’d let it slide down a ways. Any further and her nipples would be showing. “Lewis, I’d like my wife to get some clothes on, if you don’t mind. While you and I have that private talk.”
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        * * *

      

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” said Bobby.

      He and Lewis had stepped away from the tent while Carrie Ann went inside to get decent. Lewis followed him to the far side of a thicket out toward the river. From here, Bobby could see both the tent in one direction and the canoe down by the picnic table in the other.

      “Jesus, Bobby, what the hell happened to your ass?”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” said Bobby, turning to face Lewis. He still held the t-shirt over his cock, desperately wishing he had more clothes on.

      “I’ve seen lobsters that weren’t that red.”

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “You know what I want,” said Lewis.

      Bobby wasn’t sure how to take that. Obviously, Lewis wanted in on Landon, but the way the man was looking at him coupled with the trouble he’d taken to come all the way up here made Bobby suspect he was looking for a little something else as well. A little something for his trouble. Given the way he’d been eyeing Carrie Ann, Bobby had a pretty good idea what that little something was. Probably thought it would be easy, too, given what his cousin had surely told him. But there was no way he would let that happen.

      “Tell me how you came to be here,” said Bobby.

      “Hey, everything I told Carrie Ann was true. I called Andy, told him I had friends, a business associate and his wife, who were on their way to pitch a tent by the river.”

      “And?”

      “And … something like two in the morning, my phone rings. I usually put it on silent when I hit the hay, but lucky for you and me both, I forgot last night. Was having a hell of a good dream, too, when he called me back. And when I heard what he had to tell me … well, I have to say, Bobby, I thought I was still dreaming.”

      Bobby swallowed, unable to look Lewis in the eye. “What did he tell you?”

      Lewis smiled. “He told me enough to get my ass to drive all the way to Happy Valley on three hours of sleep, even though I thought he was having me on.” He leaned in toward Bobby and spoke slowly. “I’m not sure I believed it even after I heard that recording.”

      Bobby wiped sweat from his forehead. His temples were throbbing. He was getting a headache. “Look, Lewis—”

      “So when Drew asked me to run the register while him and Whats-his-dick took off for the river for a couple hours, I said sure. Gave me time to think. And you know what I thought about, Bobby? I thought about the way you sent me down the river. Took what was mine, left me picking through a pile of crumbs. Rubbed my nose in shit.”

      “Lewis, we’ve been over this ad nauseam. You were in the hospital. It wasn’t my—”

      “That’s when I came up with the idea of taking you down the river, Bobby. I locked up the shop and dragged a canoe all the way up here. Of course, there was no one here but Drew’s little welfare case—”

      “Ed,” said Bobby.

      “Ed,” repeated Lewis. “He gave me the number of a fella who does odd jobs in the area, someone he thought would be willing to drive your car on down to Chilhowee pretty cheap. I went back and gave the guy a call. So I saved you a penny there. You only owe me sixty bucks for that.”

      “I’m not paying you for that, Lewis. Why would I—?”

      “Plan was to trade off—I’d go up to the river when they got back to the store. But I got a little worried when I heard all that yelling. All that … squealing …”

      Bobby could feel the heat coming from his face, which he was sure had turned as red as his backside.

      “You know, Drew can be a vicious little fuck,” said Lewis. “Mean to animals when we were growing up. That kinda guy. Always stretched the truth, too, if he wasn’t downright inventing his own. So when I passed him and Ed in the woods on my way here, some of what they had to say was … well, it was pretty hard to swallow.”

      “Is … Is that right?” said Bobby. He struggled to maintain eye contact with Lewis. To look away would be to look guilty.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” said Lewis. “So you tell me, Bobby. Was it hard to swallow?”

      Lewis’s smile, his look of knowing, made Bobby want to kill him. As much as he hated the man before, it increased tenfold with that smile.

      “Just tell me what you want, Lewis. What’s it going to take?”

      “Take?”

      “To make you go away.”

      Lewis sighed. He looked off toward the river and seemed distracted by it for a moment. He turned back to Bobby. “You know, we’re going to have a hell of a time going down the river. I can remember when—”

      “What’s it going to take?” repeated Bobby, cutting him off, eager to get to the bottom line.

      Lewis’s answer flowed so smoothly, Bobby could tell he’d spent time thinking about it. “Half of Landon. Post merger. I keep Bermann until that time. And if there’s no merger, I come on board the account and take half the Landon commissions starting with the new fiscal month.”

      It was the self-assuredness of the demand that irked Bobby. He thinks because he has something to hold over my head, he can ask for whatever he wants and I’ll just roll over, he thought. But Bobby had had enough demands placed on him for one day, had had enough of the presumption that he would do as he was told. It had worn thin, and it wasn’t a game he was going to play with Lewis Mayhorn.

      He figured Lewis was waiting for some kind of counteroffer, so he gave him one.

      “Fuck you,” spat Bobby.

      Lewis lifted his chin almost imperceptibly, as if inviting Bobby to take his best shot. There was mild surprise on his face, surprise that Bobby was standing his ground, and that look pleased Bobby immensely. He could see Lewis’s nostrils flaring as he waited for his next move.

      The standoff only lasted a few seconds. Then, Lewis’s affable salesman veneer, which was thin to begin with, vanished. His arm was a blur as he lashed out and grabbed Bobby above the elbow.

      Bobby squawked and dropped his t-shirt. It fell to his feet, and he stood fully naked in Lewis Mayhorn’s powerful grip.

      “Fuck me? Fuck me? How about I fuck you? You thought Drew was bad, or that dumb hick who wants to be a truck driver? Nessie and … What was it? Oh yeah … Bigfoot. Your little pet names for their pricks.” Lewis twisted Bobby’s arm. It hurt like hell, forcing him to turn his body in the direction of the twist. His knees buckled, and he crumpled before Lewis.

      “You thought they were monsters? Well, you know who I am? I’m King Kong, motherfucker. I’m the hung jungle beast who came to the big city, and you’ve got me close to breaking free, Bobby. I’m gonna break my chains, tear up some shit, and hold your pretty lady in the palm of my hand.” Lewis was in a fury. He leaned in, brought his face within an inch of Bobby’s. “So what do you have to say to that, bag boy?” He exaggerated the plosive B’s, spitting in Bobby’s face.

      “Stop,” cried Bobby. “Please, let me go. Hurts—”

      “You think that hurts? How about I bite off that little dick? I’ll pick up where Andy left off. ‘Cause I don’t give a fuck. I’d cornhole your candy ass right now if I didn’t know you’d love it.” He threw Bobby to the ground.

      Bobby curled up into a fetal position, both hands protecting his cock. He clenched his teeth, felt the wet gathering in his eyes, and tried not to cry. His brittle confidence, just starting to mend, shattered, releasing that familiar miasma of fear, guilt, and shame. That storm of emotion he had weathered in the afternoon was now a monsoon. But this time he had no rock to hold onto, to brace himself against as it thrashed him.

      He waited. For Lewis to hit him. Kick him. Twist his arm all the way around behind his back. Silent seconds ticked by.

      “You know, Bobby?” Lewis said quietly. “Your wife touched my dick.”

      “Wha-what?” Bobby looked up to see Lewis hovering over him, glaring at him.

      “In the woods, that night at the park. She tell you about it?”

      Bobby’s stomach cramped. He shook his head.

      “That’s too bad. You could’ve jerked off for months thinking about it. You want me to tell you about it now?” said Lewis. He was smiling down at Bobby, who felt new horrors rise within him with every word the man spoke.

      Hate.

      Envy.

      Inadequacy.

      “No,” Bobby said.

      “Yeah, well, it happened, Bobby. Surprised me. She has that innocent look, Carrie Ann. You look in her eyes, though, you see something else. I’m sure you know what I’m talking about. Thought I was gonna get a double blowjob that night, but she just gave it a nice long stroke—”

      “Shut up,” whimpered Bobby.

      “Why? I thought you were into it?”

      “Just stop—”

      “That would’ve been a real treat. She’d have done it, too, shared with Brandi. She wanted to, Bobby. I could tell. Brandi said the same thing. Hell, I bet she’d have been happy to suck my balls while Brandi finished me off.”

      A name: Brandi. Was there anyone at the office with that name? Bobby couldn’t think of a Brandi. Of course, he didn’t know everyone, but a redhead with a name like that would stand out. That meant no one at work aside from Lewis himself had actually seen this happen—if it had happened, if Lewis was telling the truth. It settled a question that had nagged at him. Small relief, but right now Bobby would take what he could get.

      Lewis was still talking. Just like at work, he was the man who wouldn’t shut up. “… even though I’ve got plenty for two women to share, Carrie Ann would have settled for my nuts. Just like she sucked Ed’s balls. How’d you like watching that, Bobby? Actually, how did you like sucking on his balls … bag boy?”

      Lewis took a step closer to Bobby and hovered imperiously. He handled his crotch through his jeans, pushing the shape of himself out into the fabric until little was left to the imagination. He lifted the package, shook it around in his palm, like he was showing it off—This is what I’m talking about, right here.

      Bobby could see the thick tube of cock snaking over onto Lewis’s thigh, could see the ridge around the head through the thin denim. It wasn’t hard, but it was big. After everything he had seen today, everything he had done, the shape of Lewis Mayhorn’s genitals was somehow more obscene than any of it.

      Your friend Lewis might be part horse …

      The image was unavoidable—What that cock must look like hard. Carrie Ann looking at it … Carrie Ann touching it. Carrie Ann wrapping her hand around that thing, feeling the wet from some slut’s mouth, sliding her hand up and down, feeling it throb, thinking about how much bigger it was than her husband’s … Doing all this while Brandi waited on her knees to see if Carrie Ann would join her down there.

      It was too much. Bobby retched, sat up just in time to vomit. It came up white and foamy, and when Bobby saw it on the ground he retched again. He dry-heaved until spit hung from his chin, then wiped it away and shook it from his hand.

      “Jesus, Bobby,” said Lewis. “I don’t even want to know.”

      Bobby laid there catching his breath, his eyes closed, his mouth sour, refusing to look at Lewis.

      “Are you all right, Bobby?” said Lewis.

      Something in the man’s voice had changed. The animal was gone, as suddenly as it had appeared, and now Lewis sounded almost … tender. Bobby heard the cracking of knee joints and, when he opened his eyes, saw that Lewis had stooped down on the ground with him. When he spoke again, his voice was softer.

      “Listen, Bobby. There’s nothing unusual about wanting to see your wife with other men. It’s a common—”

      “Ugh … please—”

      “—fantasy. My hat’s off to you, as far as that goes. Takes a hell of a man to share a woman like yours, like Carrie Ann.”

      Hearing his wife’s name come out of Lewis Mayhorn’s mouth was enough to make Bobby queasy all over again.

      “Like I told her, I’m not here to judge,” said Lewis, though the smirk on his face suggested otherwise. “But then, as far as your part in things, Bobby, I just … well … I guess I don’t understand. But hey, to each his own, right?”

      “Whatever,” said Bobby. He wasn’t going to be duped by Lewis’s change in demeanor. He’d known the man too long.

      “So, I’m … I’m sorry, Bobby. I’m sorry I said those things. I just want to get this settled between us. That’s the only reason I’m here. So, what do you say?”

      “Lewis,” said Bobby, “It’s not that simple. It wasn’t my decision. Martin will never go for it, giving you half.”

      “Okay,” said Lewis. He clapped his hands. “So, we’ve established an obstacle. Martin. That’s progress. Now we’re moving in the right direction. What can we do about Martin?”

      Bobby sat up, unable to believe he was allowing Lewis to lure him into a negotiation. “Lewis, I … I’m sorry. It’ll just never fly. You’re going to have to think of something else.” He leaned his forehead into the heels of his palms. “Fuck, I can’t believe you moved my goddamn car.”

      Lewis massaged his jaw for a moment, then laced his hands together between his knees. “Well, I’m sorry to hear you say that, Bobby. Because there’s only one other thing on this mountain I want.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      Lewis took hold of Bobby’s wrist and pulled his hand out from under his brow. Bobby’s head dropped forward, and when he looked up he saw the old familiar Lewis pointing a finger at him. When he spoke again his salesman’s voice was back, like he was explaining to a risk-averse customer that, no matter how rough the market got, Lewis Mayhorn was here to help. “Now listen here. You know as well as I do that the only thing stopping me from having a go with Carrie Ann is me. But that’s not how I roll. You’re the one who owes here. So if it goes that way, it’s gonna be with your say-so.”

      Bobby shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re going to leave this mountain disappointed, Lewis.”

      “Maybe,” said Lewis. He leaned in and lowered his voice to a whisper. “But at least I’ll be leaving this mountain. It’s five miles down that river to Chilhowee. A lot can happen.”

      “Are you … are you fucking kidding me?”

      “And if that’s your choice, I still keep the Bermann portion of future sales. By percentage,” added Lewis. He let go of Bobby’s wrist. “Now, why don’t you go have a talk with Carrie Ann. I’m gonna get our ride ready.”

      Bobby got up and brushed the dirt from himself, keeping one hand over his cock. He picked up his t-shirt and walked away, stunned.

      Had Lewis Mayhorn just threatened to kill him?

      He took his time walking back to the tent, trying to think of a way out. There was no way he was going to allow Lewis to touch Carrie Ann. Maybe he could talk Martin into some reasonable account-splitting scheme. It was, after all, a huge account. And was bound to get bigger if Lewis’s information about Bermann was solid.

      Better yet, he could tell Lewis he was willing to split the account. Could let Lewis believe it, just long enough to get safely down the river. To their car. Home. To work on Monday. Then he could give Lewis what he really deserved. He’d tell Martin a co-worker was extorting commissions from him. Hell, maybe he’d even call the police.

      Then he thought about the recordings. The photos. Drew would share those with his cousin. Give him copies. If he hadn’t already. It was Bobby’s ultimate nightmare. Lewis would pass them around. Tell the stories. Might even make up some details of his own. He’d do it under the radar, of course. Not out in the open, where Bobby could see it happening. No, Bobby would just spend the rest of his professional and social life wondering who had seen a picture of him with a cock in each hand. It would be unbearable. It would be impossible for him to function.

      Bobby had come to this mountain to see the river again. To show his wife this part of his childhood.

      Things had happened.

      Not all of them were bad. He had borne what needed bearing because he knew that, in the end, he could go home again. One way or another, he could leave this place and everything that was undesirable behind and go back to his normal life. To a place where there was no Drew, or Ed, or strange men with wheelbarrows.

      His problem was different now.

      There could be no deliverance from Lewis Mayhorn.
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        * * *

      

      He found Carrie Ann still topless, still in those blue swimsuit bottoms, guzzling from a bottled water.

      “You want one?” she asked.

      “Thought you were getting dressed.”

      She lowered the bottle of water, held it between her breasts, and looked at him. “Do I need to?”

      “Did you touch Lewis’s dick? That night?”

      He could tell the question took her by surprise. He watched her struggle, ever so briefly, with her answer. Which is how he knew it was a lie.

      “No,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

      Since she knew he had just come away from a discussion with Lewis, Bobby dismissed the question as rhetorical. Still, it stung. The lie. It crossed his mind that she might be lying just to give his doubt some breathing room—to draw out his agony, leave him in a state of wonder. It was either that, or she was trying to spare him from what she must know would be a very real betrayal. Bobby hadn’t been watching that night, and she knew how he felt about Lewis. Then again, Carrie Ann hadn’t exactly spared him any other agony today. Why would she start now?

      Or, maybe he was wrong. Maybe his wife was actually telling the truth, and Lewis was the liar.

      Thinking about it made his head spin.

      “Did you boys get your business straightened out?” she asked, handing him a bottle of water. Bobby cracked off the lid, turned up the bottle and drank half of it in one pull. It was cool and washed most of the horrible taste from his mouth. He moved to the back of the tent and sat next to his wife.

      “He wants something I can’t give him,” said Bobby.

      “What, his account?”

      “My account, Carrie Ann. It’s my account. We have a mortgage. I can’t do it. We can’t do it.”

      “So what then?”

      “God, this is all so fucked up.” He sat with his knees up, raking his fingers along both sides of his head, rocking back and forth.

      “So, he’s still our ride out of here?” she asked.

      “He’s not going to go empty handed,” said Bobby.

      “Hmm. So he’s being an asshole about it.” She touched him, drew his attention with that bottle of water between her breasts. “So what else will he take?”

      Those breasts. Three men had touched them today, including himself. And four men had seen them. They were so perfect. Her nipples were soft now, a rouge color in the soft sun coming through the skylight. It was no wonder she drove men to madness. He pictured her just like this—illuminated by a stalk of light coming through the top of a tent, in the outdoor superstore at the mall, before any of this had happened. It was hard to believe that was only two days ago.

      “Do you love me?” he said.

      “Yes. You know I do. And I know you love me.”

      “I need to know something else.”

      She waited as Bobby thought about how to phrase the question he had in mind.

      “Is it … is it the things I hate, things that hurt me … Are those the things you like the best?” he said. Carrie Ann looked puzzled, so he elaborated. “I mean, do you like things, sexual things, because I don’t like them. Are you turned on by that?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe.”

      He could sense she was being guarded, as if trying to be careful not to reveal too much.

      “Seriously, Carrie Ann. Games aside, I need to know. If there was something I absolutely, positively did not want to do, that I didn’t want you to do, if I was explicit about it, would you honor that?”

      No hesitation. “Yes, of course,” she said.

      Was she telling the truth?

      It didn’t make sense, for obvious reasons. How would she know where to draw the line? Of course, Bobby himself wasn’t exactly innocent in all this. He knew that. Siren or no, he loved this woman. Wanted to see her pleased. Wanted her to be happy. To have those things she wanted, no matter how dark. That look of arousal on her face was worth anything.

      Almost anything.

      That look of bliss might come at a high price, but at least he knew it was always real.

      Was there a way out of this without paying some kind of price?

      He was turning it all over in his aching head when, from outside, there was an impossibly horrid noise. They both jumped like they’d taken an electric shock.

      The first thought is always the easy thought. The wishful thought. Bobby’s was: Lewis is dragging that metal canoe down to the water, scraping the hull across the rock …

      Then the analytical part of the brain, the logical part, quickly takes over. It wouldn’t be that loud, not from the river all the way here. Not even close.

      Carrie Ann went skittering out the tent flap on her hands and knees, stopping with half her body still inside. It gave Bobby a sensation of déjà vu.

      Shhh … Did you hear that?

      It was supposed to be a cue, improvised dialogue, a wink from one married partner to the other that it was time to engage in fantasy. Playtime.

      It didn’t feel like fantasy anymore. When Carrie Ann came back inside, Bobby knew that the look on her face was real. And it wasn’t a look of playful bliss.

      It was pure terror.

      “Ohmygod, Bobby. He’s gonna die. We’re gonna die. Bobby, do something!”
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      The bear stared at Lewis. Lewis stared back at the bear. Bobby stared at them both.

      The face-off was a little past that thicket of trees where Bobby and Lewis had so recently negotiated over percentages and pussy. Lewis was the closer of the two, with his back to Bobby. The bear was further off, just down the bank that lead to the river, and was facing Lewis.

      Facing Bobby.

      As best Bobby could tell from where he stood just outside the tent, the distance between Lewis and the bear was maybe two car lengths. At most. Two compact car lengths.

      Bobby put the distance between Lewis and himself at maybe ten or twelve car lengths. Fifty yards? Sixty?

      He wondered how long it would take a bear to cover a distance of fifty or sixty yards. The best answer he could think of was: not long enough.

      Then he wondered, with no small amount of guilt, how long it would take the same bear to cover the same distance if said bear was distracted by a nice warm meal—say, a cocksure sales representative from a midsized Tennessee-based HVAC supply firm. Would that amount of time be enough for a man and a woman to get dressed and slip off into the woods unnoticed?

      It was a necessary calculation, and Bobby didn’t regret making it. So strange, he thought, how most matters of life and death could be reduced to a math problem. Rarer still were moments like this one, when you actually had a few moments to do the math.

      Lewis was perfectly still. If he was afraid—and Bobby could only imagine that he was terrified—he showed no sign of it.

      Bobby cleared his throat. “Hey,” he said, his voice cracking. He said it again, a little louder. Not yelling, not by any means. Just … a little louder.

      The bear turned its head toward Bobby.

      It sees me, he thought.

      Without turning around, Lewis shot one of his hands out next to his waist, palm facing back toward Bobby, fingers splayed. Don’t, Bobby … stay back.

      The bear looked back at Lewis, its mighty head rotating on its neck. It was a black bear, with a mask of caramel fur descending from between its eyes down around its blunt, porcine snout. Its ears stood up at attention, almost like a dog’s.

      It’s listening.

      Bobby ran through everything he knew about bears.

      They’re big.

      They can swim.

      They can climb trees.

      They protect their young.

      They eat meat. Maybe other things as well, but definitely meat.

      They sleep a lot.

      They have big fucking teeth and powerful claws.

      They sometimes scratch their backs on trees.

      None of this information, passively absorbed over a period of years of being in the same room with a television tuned to the National Geographic channel, seemed particularly useful at this moment, now that he was faced with an actual living, breathing bear.

      A bird whisked through the air about halfway between him and Lewis, moving from one stand of trees to another, along a path from Bobby’s right to his left. The motion was a blur and the abrupt flutter of wings, so loud in the tense silence, gave Bobby a start. He drew in a quick breath.

      But he wasn’t afraid.

      Now isn’t that strange? he thought.

      On this day, he had cowered before men. He had submitted, over and over again, to other men. Let them mock him, strip him, beat him, take what was his, even use him for their own pleasure. Maybe worst of all, he’d been made to debase himself. To actively participate in his own degradation. Fear, one should think, ought to be the first and most natural response for such a man. This was, after all, no Bigfoot or King Kong. This was the real thing. A real animal.

      A real monster.

      And yet, Bobby felt no fear.

      The bear took one lumbering step toward Lewis. Bobby could see more of it now. It was massive, a mountain of fur-covered flesh and rolling haunches. It raised its head, seemed to be sniffing the air.

      Lewis took one step back … ever … so … slowly.

      The bear shook its head—No no, you’re not going anywhere.

      Bobby recalled one more tidbit about bears. Folk wisdom or not, it was something he had picked up and retained: If you come across a bear, don’t run.

      Lewis was doing just fine so far, in that respect.

      Oh go on, thought Bobby. Get it over with. Just eat the son of a bitch.

      Guilt again, much heavier than any he’d felt thus far today, settled over Bobby like a lead blanket. He sighed, and now he did feel some fear. Not fear for himself, but fear of seeing a man die. Of hearing a man die. Because if that bear got its claws or teeth in Lewis, Lewis was going to scream. Oh yes, he was going to scream like the gates of Hell had opened right here along the Coosawatee. And Bobby knew that sound would haunt him for the rest of his life. It would wake him from sleep with a scream of his own for years to come.

      He heard Carrie Ann, from inside the tent: “Bobby … Bobby, what’s happening?”

      “Quiet,” he said.

      And there was Carrie Ann to think about. She would hear the sound of screaming death. It would haunt her, too.

      “Is it going away?”

      No, it isn’t.

      “Shhh.” Bobby could hear the tremble in her voice.

      He remained cool as a cucumber.

      But that damn guilt.

      All the worry, all the anxiety, all the shame and emotional energy he’d spent on matters of sex, his manhood, his reputation. Now, in the face of a real horror, it was all gone. Fizzled like the last ember of a campfire in a mountain rain.

      Now it was just this guilt.

      He could take everything else that had happened home with him. He could live with it, make peace with it. But he didn’t want to take death home. Not if he could stop it.

      Then, with a single thought, his guilt evaporated: Lewis didn’t deserve to die.

      He breathed a sigh of relief.

      But what the fuck can I do?

      I should put some pants on, for starters, he thought. That’s what I should be doing right now.

      Bobby focused on the dance between Lewis and the bear. Was there some way to distract it? They had food. Could he give it some of that? Maybe if it had something to eat, the three of them could get into the canoe and set off. Bears were fast, and they could swim, but Bobby was willing to bet they couldn’t swim as fast as a boat on the river.

      But the boat was still up on the rock, by the picnic table, a good distance from the water. It would be risky. But maybe, if—

      Lewis was slowly raising his arms over his head.

      What the fuck are you doing, Lewis? What. The. Fuck?

      With his arms fully extended, it looked like Lewis was curling his fingers, forming his hands into a semblance of claws.

      Bobby closed his eyes. His heart raced. He pictured Lewis, just the day before, in the parking lot, holding Bobby up when he was trying to get away. Hadn’t he said something about bears? About what to do if you saw one?

      It came to him: Stand still and growl back. If you’re louder than the bear, it’ll leave you alone.

      Oh, God … Lewis, please don’t …

      It had that flavor of folk wisdom rather than practical advice—That’s what my dad always said … And Lewis, brimming with bluster though he might be, surely wasn’t stupid enough to—

      “AAAAAAAAAARRRRRRGGGGHHHHHH!”

      Lewis’s hands shook over his head as he emptied his lungs. It was incredible to think that sound had come from a human. Deep, guttural, resonant.

      Somewhere underneath it, Bobby heard Carrie Ann scream.

      Lewis’s roar echoed off tree trunks and rocks, repeating in delayed loops, the sound overlapping itself until it both began and ended at the same moment, softer with each replay until it was gone.

      Silence.

      Lewis’s hands were still up, still shaking. Shaking much harder than before. His fingers were straight, so that his posture now looked more like surrender than aggression.

      Bobby fell to his knees. “Lewis,” he said.

      The bear just looked at Lewis.

      It turned its head, looking at Bobby.

      Then turned back to Lewis.

      As Bobby waited to see what would happen next, a random thought of questionable pertinence occurred to him: I wonder if it’s a male or a female … a boy or a girl …

      The bear stood up.

      Bobby gasped at the sight. Lewis made a sound as well. Bobby heard it clearly. High in pitch, it was not the kind of sound he would normally associate with Lewis Mayhorn.

      On its hind legs, the beast had become a behemoth. Towering over Lewis, it had to be over eight feet tall. Bobby's heart seized in his chest as the creature took one surefooted step closer to Lewis, bent its snout toward his, lowered its jaw, and roared like almighty thunder.

      Bobby dove into the tent.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie Ann was in a frenzied state, hands plastered over her face, mumbling incomprehensibly.

      “Ohmygod, Bobby is he—? Did it kill him? Is he dead? What do we do? Ohmygod, are we gonna die—?”

      Bobby ignored her. He scampered across to the backpack that contained the food they’d packed for the trip. He pulled out clothing, looking for meat. Found some.

      Canned chicken.

      No time.

      He dug deeper, looking for the hot dogs. He knew they were in there. If Carrie Ann had bought the same kind she normally did, they would be sealed in plastic with a little tear-tab at one corner. He could get those open in a hurry. Big quarter-pounders, eight to a pack. Probably not even a mouthful for the bear, but maybe he could toss them one by one, lead the thing away from Lewis, maybe even throw one in the water, get the bear splashing around after it while the three of them made off into the woods. It was a longshot, but it might be their only shot.

      Lewis’s only shot.

      He found them, lifted them from the bottom of the pack.

      And then saw something else. Something that might work better than hot dogs.

      There was no time to think it over. He dropped the hot dogs and grabbed the item at the bottom of the bag. He scurried back toward the tent flap. Stepping over a pair of folded jeans that he’d thrown from the backpack, he stopped and grabbed them.

      “B-Bobby, Bobby … Bobby, w-w-what are you doing?” said Carrie Ann, looking at him between the fingers of the hands she held over her face.

      He took his wife’s arm, got her attention. “Get dressed, goddammit. And be ready to go. But no matter what happens, don’t run. Shoes, shit!” He scanned the inside of the tent. “Put shoes on. And find my shoes.”

      “Bobby—”

      “Lewis is okay,” he said, aware it might not be true.

      He went through the tent flap, unsure whether Carrie Ann had heard a word he’d said.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t run, he thought.

      No fucking problem.

      Lewis was closer now, having stepped back another eight or ten paces, but the distance between him and the bear appeared to be the same, or maybe even a little less. The animal was still standing on its hind legs, clearly advancing as Lewis attempted to retreat. Toying with him. Deciding which part of him it wanted to taste first.

      Bobby walked, as casually as a naked man can in such circumstances, toward the confrontation. His insides felt like liquid, and his heart hammered away.

      The bear took another step closer, the length of its stride forcing Lewis to take two steps back.

      “Lewis,” said Bobby, trying to get his attention. Lewis didn’t seem to hear him, and Bobby thought he might be partly deafened by the proximity of the beast’s roar. Or maybe he was just too terrified to waste any perception on anything but the bear.

      Bobby kept walking, a slow and steady pace. He was ten feet behind Lewis. Then five feet.

      “Lewis?” he said.

      “Buh-buh-Bobby?” said Lewis.

      There it was. Fear. The last thing he thought he’d ever see: Lewis Mayhorn, in fear. It was a little gratifying, knowing that he wasn’t the only one who’d marched into these woods with an overabundance of confidence, that he wasn’t the only one who’d go home with a newfound reserve of humility.

      If he got back home.

      He pushed the thought aside.

      “Lew—”

      The bear roared again, arching its neck, lowering its head toward Lewis. Bobby could feel the sound in his bones, in his ribs. He saw Lewis’s hair blown back, saw a wad of spittle fly from the bear’s mouth and slap Lewis in the face.

      Lewis put up his hands, turned his head toward Bobby, and stepped back. As he took a second step, his heel caught on a rock extruding from the ground. He fell backwards and landed hard on his ass.

      “Bob-Bobby …”

      The bear looked down at Lewis.

      It’s now or never, thought Bobby. He took a quick look at the object in his hand, making sure it was oriented correctly. He steeled himself, and took a step toward the bear.

      The bear turned its head toward him. Bobby had gotten its attention. That was good. Worked in his favor.

      Jesus, what’s the range on these things? thought Bobby. He considered taking a second step, but calculated that might put him in range of one of those claw-tipped front paws, should the bear decide to swipe at him.

      He stood his ground, unable to believe he was so close to something so wild, unable to believe he was doing something this reckless. He could feel the animal’s power, could hear its rumbling breaths.

      Bobby extended his arm, aimed at the bear’s face, and fired.

      The pepper spray hit the bear in the eyes. It threw its paws up over its face and stumbled backward. It made a strange sound, like the whinny of a horse, and began rubbing at its face.

      “Get up, Lewis,” Bobby shouted. He held the button on the canister down, keeping it pointed at the bear’s face, until the tank was exhausted and the stream stopped.

      Lewis was crawling backward on his hands and feet. He rolled to one side and got up, and the bear collapsed onto its front paws in the exact spot Lewis had vacated the previous second.

      “Fuck … fuck …” cried Lewis.

      “Come on,” said Bobby, grabbing Lewis by the arm. “Let’s go. Don’t run.”

      The bear grumbled and ground its head into the dirt.

      Lewis didn’t run, but he walked fast. Bobby saw that as an acceptable compromise and kept pace with him, his pair of jeans tucked under his arm.

      Behind them, the bear snorted and growled. It sounded different now. Angrier. Bobby dared a glance over his shoulder and saw that the beast no longer seemed irritated by the pepper spray. It wasn’t rubbing at its face or grinding its head into the ground.

      It was looking at them.

      Whatever effect the spray had, it seemed to have worn off. Now up on all fours, the bear started to move. It was following them, and it was definitely angry.

      And they were leading it in the direction of the tent.

      In the direction of Carrie Ann.
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      “Lewis, no! Not to the tent! Not that way!” Bobby shouted.

      Lewis looked at him with confusion, then turned his head the rest of the way around. Bobby knew what he was seeing: the bear, coming for them.

      “Split!” said Bobby. “Split up, but not toward—”

      “Fuck,” said Lewis. He took off running, not straight at the tent but still in that direction.

      “No! Lewis, not that way!” But the man was high-stepping it, locked onto a course and already too far away to argue with. Bobby could feel the bear behind him, could feel its gross tonnage pounding into the earth with every step. He had to distract it, get it to follow him.

      He turned around, and now felt real fear, an existential fear. It wasn’t that the bear was so close, though it was—probably not twenty yards off. And it wasn’t that the bear was moving fast—though it wasn’t exactly going for a Sunday stroll, either. What scared Bobby was his strong impression that the bear could move a hell of a lot faster if it wanted to. It was almost trotting, like a racehorse stretching its legs before coming up to the starting gate. As if it was saying to Bobby: Just wait’ll I get going …

      Bobby walked briskly backwards, waving his arms and shouting until he felt sure the bear was focused on him, until he felt its eyes lock with his own. He glanced behind him, but didn’t see Lewis anywhere. Which made him think of an old joke: How fast do you have to be to get away from a bear? … Faster than at least one other person! That made Lewis, in this scenario, fast enough.

      Ha-ha.

      Fucking asshole.

      Bobby turned and headed back toward the thicket of trees where Lewis’s confrontation with the bear had begun—that little island of six or seven white oaks and maples between his campsite and the tree line that hid the river. Some of those trees were massive, too big to get your arms around. And they were close together. Bobby had no intention of climbing one—he knew that would be suicide—but thought he might be able to keep them between himself and the bear. He could slide between those trees with ease, moving from one side of the thicket to the other, keeping the bear at bay indefinitely while at the same time keeping it interested.

      Keeping it away from Carrie Ann.

      He picked up speed, running for the thicket as fast as his bare feet could carry him. He took the jeans from under his arm and held them in his hand so he could pump his arms. Luckily, the ground was even and wasn’t too pebbly this far from the riverside. There were even some grassy patches. He just prayed he didn’t step on the business edge of a rock hidden in that grass. If he hurt his foot or fell, he could kiss his ass goodbye.

      The bear growled behind him, but Bobby didn’t look back. He was almost there. If he could just reach those trees he could dance around them for hours, days if necessary. Eventually, help would arrive. Maybe Lewis had a cell phone with decent reception out here. Maybe Lewis was already halfway back to the Coosawatee General Store and would return within the hour with his cousin’s rifle.

      Then again, maybe Lewis was gone. Maybe he’d left them for dead.

      As he approached the trees, Bobby imagined scenarios—Helicopters hovering overhead, aiming high-powered dart guns at a black bear attacking a man in the Smoky Mountains … The whole scene covered live on the evening news, his own figure blurred out in the footage due to nudity … Shawn Winston watching television with his new girlfriend, hoping to get lucky, suddenly sitting up and saying, Holy shit, that’s Ambaugh! I told him he didn’t seem like the type!

      But oh, the story he’d have to tell.

      Bobby reached the thicket. He could hear the bear, galloping now, close behind him. With no time to go around, he pushed off from the ground and leaped between the trunks of two gigantic trees standing close together, with just enough space for him to pass between. There were branches reaching across from both sides blocking his path, but they were small, and Bobby folded his arms over his face and chest to guard himself as he broke through.

      One of the branches didn’t break. He hit it sidelong, halting his momentum in midair, and dropped to the ground. The impact startled him enough that he didn’t prepare his footing, and one foot hit the ground toes-first. Bobby knew he had to come down on the far side of the thicket from the bear, knew that his life depended on it, and so leaned in that direction and allowed his weight to carry him. He got one foot flat on the ground, but rolled over on the toes of the other one and twisted at the ankle on that side before he could break his fall with his arms.

      The pain was immediate.

      Bobby rolled onto his back and brought his knee up, grabbing for his ankle. He cried out when he touched it. The pain radiated up into his calf and down to his toes. Please don’t let it be broken, he thought. Not after I’ve made it this far.

      He rolled onto his side. He had to stay mobile. He didn’t have to move fast; he just had to make the right moves at the right time. A bear, he figured, was like an ocean liner. It could move fast, but needed time to build up speed and time to slow down. Bobby, on the other hand, could skitter around like a grasshopper, even with a sprained ankle, keeping two or three feet of Tennessee oak tree between himself and the bear’s teeth and claws at all times. He got up on one knee, his every pulse pounding. Any second now, the bear was going to come around—

      The bear had already come around to his side of the thicket.

      He looked up to see it standing again, holding onto a maple trunk with a paw that might have been the size of Bobby’s own head. It was as close to him as it had ever been, closer than when he had pepper-sprayed it.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, absurdly, looking up at the animal.

      The bear opened its mouth and growled, shaking its head and baring its teeth at Bobby. It huffed and grunted like it was trying to speak, making sounds like an angry dog. A very large angry dog.

      Bobby leaned back on his arms and pushed his weight off the ground. He tried to pull himself backward, but it was hopeless without using his feet. He dug in his heels, braced himself, and pushed with both legs. His attempt resulted in a paralyzing burst of pain. Bobby screamed and tried to propel himself away from the bear using only one foot.

      The roar knocked him flat. Savage and sustained, it overwhelmed all of his senses. He saw the membranes billowing inside the beast’s mouth, felt the hot saliva it launched at his face, and smelled the acrid air from its lungs, laced with the stench of old vegetables and death.

      This was it. There was no getting away. He was going to die, naked and horribly, in the woods. He looked at those four massive canines, two in its upper jaw and two below, and thought about what it was going to feel like when they rent his flesh and tore him open.

      “Bobby.”

      Lewis?

      He turned his head to the left and there he was. Lewis. On the other side of the trees. Standing there like a man who had no idea what to do, and so may as well not be there at all.

      “You got any hot dogs?” said Bobby.

      As Lewis shook his head and looked at him dumbly, it occurred to Bobby how odd the question must have seemed—Man About to be Eaten by Bear Asks if Anyone Has Any Hot Dogs.

      Hot dogs … they’re my only hope …

      It made him laugh. It felt good, to laugh. Until he thought: That’s it. That was my last laugh.

      “Hey! Hey!” Lewis was waving his arms, looking off to the left. Was he trying to distract the bear? Give Bobby a chance? If so, it wasn’t working. The bear had its eyes on Bobby.

      Thanks, Lewis, he thought. Really. Thanks. But I’m done.

      “Just do it, for God’s sake. Now! You gotta do it now!” screamed Lewis.

      The bear kept one paw on the tree as it took a step toward Bobby, its tooth-filled mouth curled into a snarl.

      Then its head exploded.
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      Bobby was lucky that the bear fell on its side; had it fallen forward it would have landed on top of him and in all likelihood crushed him to death. The potential irony wasn’t lost on him—Man Saved from Bear Mauling by Last-Second Shotgun Blast Gets Killed by Falling Bear Carcass.

      “Bobby … Bobby, are you okay?” Lewis scrambled between the trees and dropped to his knees next to Bobby.

      “I … I don’t know. I hurt my ankle.”

      “God damn. I mean, Gahhhhh damn! That was fuckin’ badass, Bobby. Whoa! You are one gutsy son of a bitch!” Lewis clapped his hands together and whooped. To Bobby, who had just escaped a gruesome death, he seemed like a man who’d placed a long-odds bet on Bobby versus the bear and was now ready to collect his winnings.

      Bobby’s heart was still pounding. His chest heaved. “Almost … died, Lewis. Thought I was dead. I would be, if not for—”

      If not for who?

      Which one of them had come back with a rifle? Drew or Ed? To which of those miserable bastards did he now owe his life? Or was it both of them? Had they been lying low in the woods this whole time, waiting for another turn at Carrie Ann, only coming out when Bobby was about to die? He would tell them Thank you, but fuck you. Fuck you, I’ve had enough. Let them send their emails, print his photo in the Tennessean with the caption Nashville Man Strokes Two in the Smokies, whatever. He was alive. He didn’t care anymore.

      Something didn’t make sense, though. Why wouldn’t they have shown their faces when the bear was staring down Lewis? He was Drew’s cousin, for heaven’s sake.

      “Who—?” he muttered. He looked at the bear. It was on its side, and Bobby swore the huge mound of flesh was still moving, still rising and falling … breathing.

      A face appeared on the other side of the bear, glaring down at Bobby over the dying animal’s back. It wasn’t Drew. Or Ed. Whoever it was, he looked at Bobby disdainfully, as if he saw naked men in the woods two or three times a week and didn’t much care for them. Then the man turned to Lewis, who was kneeling next to Bobby, and gave him the same look, accompanied by a little hmph.

      Bobby was hit by a wave of self-consciousness and put both hands over his exposed crotch. He heard the distinct sound of a gun being reloaded. “Cover up, boys,” said the man. “I need to put a couple more in her.” He set the stock of the rifle into his shoulder and aimed low.

      Bobby and Lewis both covered their ears as the man fired, reloaded, and fired again. The bear’s massive frame shuddered with the first shot, but was completely still with the second. “So sorry about that,” said the man.

      Bobby lifted his head to thank the stranger, to tell him he had saved his life and that he had nothing to apologize for, but as he opened his mouth to heap praise, a sense of unease made him stop. The man had placed a hand on the animal’s hide and appeared to be stroking it, and Bobby realized that the stranger had been talking to the bear.

      He also realized that the man was not a stranger. Not exactly. This man had spoken to him before. Bobby had never heard his voice; that’s not what he recognized. But the man had spoken to him.

      Fucking city boy cocksucker.

      Merle disappeared for a moment. Bobby heard a squeaking noise, and then Merle came around the side of the bear pushing his weathered wheelbarrow. He parked it at the end of the thicket, then leaned back against one of the thick maple trees with his rifle in the crook of his arms.

      “Either you boys got a cigarette?” said Merle.

      “No. I don’t smoke,” said Bobby. But I’ll buy you a whole goddamn carton on the way out of here, he thought.

      “Hmph,” said Merle.

      “Hey, Merle,” said Lewis. He stood up and extended a hand.

      “I don’t know you,” said Merle, ignoring Lewis’s hand. “But you’re a Mayhorn.”

      “Yessir,” said Lewis, withdrawing his hand. “Lewis. Leonard Mayhorn’s son.” When Merle had nothing to say to this, he added, “The Happy Valley Mayhorns. Not them sumbitches in Sixmile.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” said Merle. “Lenny.”

      Bobby felt like he had to say something. He pushed himself up with one hand, keeping himself covered with the other. “Mister … uh, Merle. I just have to say how grateful I am—”

      “Just stay right there,” said Merle. He moved the barrel of his rifle toward Bobby. Just an inch, maybe two, but it was enough. Bobby lowered himself back to the ground, and he and Lewis exchanged glances. What the hell?

      “I don’t know you, either,” said Merle, looking at Bobby. “But you are a profligate.”

      “I’m … I’m sorry?” said Bobby. He knew the meaning of the word. It just sounded so odd coming from this man’s mouth, in the current context, and he wondered if Merle really knew what it meant.

      “How come you ain’t got no clothes on?” said Merle.

      Bobby cleared his throat. “I was … I was with my wife when … when the bear—”

      “You were with your wife?”

      Bobby nodded. Merle was looking at him strangely, and Bobby took a good look back. When he had seen him on the road yesterday evening he’d been wearing a hat, despite the warm weather. Now, Bobby could see the man had a full head of thick black hair, without a single gray. From everything Ed had said about him, Bobby thought of him as old. Hadn’t Ed referred to him that way—old Merle? But he wasn’t old. Older than Bobby, yes, but not by much. He might be fifty, but no more. He had one of those hardened faces that made age difficult to discern. A day’s growth of facial hair darkened his jowls, and he wore a pair of dark, spotless overalls over a stained white t-shirt, but he seemed overall well groomed for a man who lived on his own in a cabin in the woods.

      “Hmph,” said Merle. “Your wife, you say? With her all day?”

      “Yes,” said Bobby. “We’ve been camping.”

      Lewis said, “We were just gearing up for some canoeing when—”

      “What the hell you wanna go fuck around with that river for?” said Merle.

      Merle’s question, and the condescension with which he delivered it, gave Bobby a powerful sensation of being watched. He couldn’t explain it any more than he could explain the answer that leapt up in his mind and almost came out of his mouth: Because it’s there. He clapped a hand over his mouth and looked around, wondering if there were eyes in the trees. Merle had appeared from nowhere. Who was next?

      “That’s why we’re here,” said Lewis. “A little canoe trip.”

      “Thought you was camping,” said Merle.

      “I am,” said Bobby. He looked at Lewis. “We are.”

      “Mmm-hmm. You two … camping together?”

      “Well … yeah,” said Lewis. He put his hands on his hips and laughed. “Yeah, I suppose we are.”

      Merle looked over to Bobby. “You said you was with your wife?”

      Bobby and Lewis looked at each other.

      “Look, Merle,” said Lewis. “You saved Bobby’s life. Hell, you probably saved my life. And I’m going to make it up to you. Andy, down at the BP, Andy Bartlett? He’s my cousin.” Lewis took a step toward the trees. “But right now, we have really got to—”

      Merle raised the tip of his rifle into Lewis’s throat. “Why don’t you get back over there next to that one?” he said.

      Lewis put up his hands and slowly backed away until he was standing next to Bobby, who was still down on his knees and covering his cock and balls with both hands.

      “You made me kill Connie,” said Merle, looking at Lewis.

      Bobby and Lewis turned toward one another. What the—? Then Bobby saw a light come on in Lewis’s eyes at the same time he figured it out for himself.

      The bear.

      “I been watchin’ over her five year now. Feedin’ her time to time. I should’ve let her have your dumb asses. Would have, if you didn’t have the woman here. Where is she?”

      “She left,” spat Lewis. Bobby was grateful for the lie. “Got away when the bear—when Connie was after us.”

      “Yeah,” said Bobby. “She was going to find help. From the police. They ought to be here any time now. But … but thank God you came along first.” Bobby made to stand, using his good foot. “So, like I was saying, I can’t thank you enough—”

      Merle leveled his rifle at Bobby. “Get back down there,” he said.

      Bobby got back to his knees, thinking Did he reload that chamber? After he shot the bear that last time?

      Merle looked from one man to the other, finally settling on Bobby. “Hmph. Police, you say? Take a look around, son. Do you know where you are?”

      Bobby sighed. Nodded.

      “I saw you,” said Merle. “Saw you and the woman. Up there on yonder rock. With them other two profligates.”

      Lewis chuckled. Merle moved the barrel of his rifle toward Lewis again, and Lewis went silent.

      “Heard them things you said. Seen all them things you did. Heard you makin’ all them little piggy sounds while them boys had a time with the whore.”

      Bobby’s anger flared. “Hey. Hey, now that’s my goddamn wife you’re talking about.”

      “Bobby,” whispered Lewis, gesturing caution with one hand.

      “Yeah,” said Merle coolly, redirecting his rifle at Bobby. “And you right sure the woman ain’t around?”

      Bobby caught movement over Merle’s shoulder, but quickly averted his eyes.

      “She’s not here,” said Lewis. “And she’s not coming back.”

      But Lewis and Bobby both knew that wasn’t true.

      Carrie Ann was standing just a few feet behind Merle.
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      Merle sighed. “Wish I knowed the woman lit off to begin with. Them cartridges ain’t free.”

      It was the second time Merle had expressed regret over saving Bobby, this time with the added implication that his life wasn’t worth the price of a few bullets.

      “Now, Merle, I’m sure you don’t mean that,” said Lewis. He reached for his back pocket, where there was a wallet-shaped bulge. “You know what, I’ve got some cash right here. How much would you need for a whole box of—?”

      “Get that hand out from back there,” shouted Merle.

      Lewis slowly moved both his hands out to his sides, palms facing outward. “Okay … okay, I hear you.”

      “You fuckin’ city boys and your money. Think you can buy anything. You might a’come from here, but you’re same as this one,” said Merle, looking at Lewis and nodding toward Bobby. “Heard your dumb ass acting like an animal, too. Just like him. Yellin’ at Connie like a fool. Like a god damn fool.”

      While Merle was focused on Lewis, Bobby ventured a look toward Carrie Ann. She was standing on the other side of the thicket. Bobby could just make her out through the trees. It was a wonder to Bobby that she hadn’t come screaming when she heard the gunshots. He figured she must have sized up the situation as she approached, when she saw her husband down on his knees, and decided to come in quiet. That’s my smart girl, he thought.

      He couldn’t see much more than her face, hanging there in the foliage, but it was enough. She gave him a hopeful look, her lips pursed.

      “And you,” said Merle.

      Bobby jerked his head back to Merle, hoping the movement looked casual.

      “What was that you did to Connie?” asked Merle.

      “It was pep-pepper spray,” said Bobby.

      Merle shook his head. “You know that don’t work on a bear, right? All you done was piss her off.”

      Bobby shrugged. The effect of the pepper spray might have been short-lived, certainly less than he’d hoped for, but as far as he could tell he’d saved Lewis’s life.

      “Naw. ‘Course you wouldn’t know that,” said Merle.

      Bobby looked up at Lewis and caught him gazing off at the trees behind Merle. He sees her, too, he thought. He coughed, which was enough to draw Lewis’s attention. Their eyes met, and Bobby did his best to convey his message with a look—Don’t let him know she’s back there. Lewis blinked, and it was clear enough to Bobby that they were on the same page.

      Not that Bobby had any idea what Carrie Ann could do to defuse this … whatever was going on, but he didn’t want to see her on her knees being held at gunpoint, either.

      And just what the hell was going on? What interest did Merle have in detaining them? All Bobby knew was that this man saw and heard at least some of what happened up on the rock above the river. He’d seen Carrie Ann up there, seen what she’d done, and now he seemed awfully interested in the woman’s whereabouts. He also didn’t seem to think too highly of the Mayhorn clan. Bobby was with him on that score.

      The wheelbarrow sat at the edge of the thicket. Bobby looked at it, with its rusting braces and handles, its single wheel crooked on its axle, its contents still a mystery, and remembered something else. Yes, there was one more thing he knew about Merle.

      “I was sorry to hear … about your dog,” said Bobby.

      “What?” muttered Lewis.

      Merle sprang at him, rifle at his hip, bringing the tip of the barrel an inch from Bobby’s face. “What the fuck you know about that?” he said.

      “I … I … I don’t—”

      “Was you, wasn’t it? Hit my dog, killed Belle?” said Merle. His upper lip twitched.

      “No, I … we just … the guys told me about what happened,” said Bobby. He shivered, looking up at that barrel. It was so close he could smell the steel.

      “Kind of vehicle you drive?” asked Merle. The man’s jaw worked back and forth.

      Bobby thought about his answer. Had Ed mentioned the type of vehicle that had hit the dog? He couldn’t remember. What if it was a car like Bobby’s? What if it looked even remotely similar? Bobby stared up the gun barrel at Merle and decided to just go with the truth.

      “It’s a hatchback, like a wagon,” he said. His lip quivered as he added, “dark blue.”

      Merle pursed his lips, his nostrils flaring. He tapped a finger at the trigger guard as he considered Bobby’s answer.

      Bobby was shaking, his breaths coming quicker. What are the odds? he thought. This has got to go my way. I told the truth. And even if it doesn’t go my way, would this man really kill me, commit cold-blooded murder, after he just saved my life? Would he do that just because he thinks I killed his dog?

      He kept an eye on Merle’s finger as it tapped that loop of steel along the belly of the rifle, regretting his miscalculation in bringing up the dog. What had been intended as a show of sympathy, which Bobby hoped would engender the same from Merle, had only reminded the man of his loss. Now Ed’s words came back to him—Belle was his whole world.

      A man who had lost his whole world was a man with nothing to lose. And a man with nothing to lose was a man apt to do anything.

      Bobby watched in horror as Merle’s finger slipped inside the trigger guard.

      “No—” Bobby shouted, throwing his hands in the air, no longer caring that he was exposing himself.

      Merle turned the rifle to Lewis. “‘Bout you, Mayhorn? What you drive?”

      “I drive a Jeep Cherokee,” said Lewis. “Keep it spotless.” This seemed to satisfy Merle, who took a step back. Then Lewis added, “So I didn’t want to bring that up in the mountains. Drove my old pickup. I keep it—”

      Merle brought the stock of the rifle up to his shoulder.

      “Hey, hey,” shouted Lewis. “Take it easy with that.”

      “What color’s that pickup of yours?”

      “Fuck, man, I just got here this morning. I didn’t hit no dog. I’m telling you—”

      “What color?” said Merle. He closed in on Lewis, keeping the barrel of the rifle pointed at his chest. Bobby could see that his finger was curled over the trigger.

      “What difference does that make, if you’re not gonna believe me? It’s hot pink. I drive a hot pink pickup, okay? How about that?”

      God damn it, Lewis, thought Bobby. If there was one time he might have expected Lewis to temper his knee-jerk impulse to be a smartass, it would be when he had a gun pointed at him. Should’ve just let the damn bear have you.

      He saw movement behind Merle. Carrie Ann was closer now, peeking at him from behind a massive tree. Bobby saw her face, bright and worried. He saw the skin of her shoulder and one bare breast and knew that she had ignored his edict to get dressed. Their eyes met and he saw a sparkle of excitement in his wife that, while disconcerting, didn’t surprise him at all.

      Bobby knew Lewis had no idea about Merle’s dog, the events that had led to its death, or when it had happened. The man was flying blind.

      “He’s telling the truth,” said Bobby. “He wasn’t here yesterday.”

      “That’s right,” said Lewis. “See what I’m saying?”

      “That a fact?” said Merle.

      “It is,” said Lewis. “It’s a fact.”

      Merle looked over at Bobby, and Bobby nodded.

      “You the dark-headed one up on the rock with this one and the woman?” said Merle.

      “No,” said Lewis. “That wasn’t me.”

      Merle removed his finger from the trigger, lowered the rifle, and stepped away from Lewis. Bobby sighed with relief.

      “Well that’s too bad for you,” said Merle, one side of his mouth rising up in the beginning of a smile. “You missed a hell of a show.”

      Lewis chuckled, lowering his hands to his sides. “I’m sure I did,” he said. “I bet it was a sight to see.”

      Merle laughed openly now, cradling his rifle, and Lewis laughed with him, the pair developing a camaraderie that deepened Bobby’s unease. He lowered his hands and put them back over his cock and balls. Merle came over and stood directly in front of Bobby again, still laughing. Bobby did his best to laugh along with him, but it came out sounding half-hearted.

      Merle went silent, and his smile vanished. He pointed one stiff finger at Bobby, who nearly went cross-eyed looking at the man’s chipped and yellowed nail.

      When Merle spoke again, it seemed to come from some other place. “Here on earth you lived self-indulgent and profligate lives. You stupefied yourselves with gross feedin’.” He lowered his finger, but continued to glare at Bobby. “But a day of slaughter has come.”

      In the quiet that followed, Bobby could hear the soft rush of the waterfall and the distant tittering of birds. He let his eyes wander over to the wheelbarrow, wondering again what it contained. Scanning back across the trees behind Merle, he saw Carrie Ann. Still there, still watching. Not wanting to let his gaze linger on her, he brought his head around straight. There, in front of him, he saw something he couldn’t believe.

      Merle was standing close. Behind the crotch of the man’s overalls was an unmistakable bulge.

      Bobby blinked. It was still there.

      Was this man, who had called him a profligate, who just quoted what Bobby would swear sounded like scripture, sporting an erection?

      Bobby closed his eyes. He thought he saw it now: the end-game. Wasn’t it inevitable? It was just like Ed had told him—You get in the river, you go where the water takes you.

      He could do this. He was alive. He had survived. This would be nothing. Nothing at all compared to looking into the hungry maw of an an angry bear. He only wished that Lewis wasn’t here to see it happen. That was going to be rough. But as Bobby saw it, Lewis owed him his life. He hoped Lewis would take that into account.

      He raised his head slowly, craning his neck until he was looking up at Merle’s dark eyes.

      “So what do you want?” said Bobby.

      “I think I want a little more of that show,” said Merle.
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        * * *

      

      “What is all this?” said Lewis, rummaging around in the tray of the wheelbarrow.

      “Went down to Percy’s today, after I seen this one here having his good time by the river,” said Merle, keeping the gun on Lewis. “Percy does taxidermy, so I was gonna sell him the lot. Son of a bitch didn’t buy one thing. Cried penury. I was on my way back when I seen you hollerin’ at Connie.”

      “Is this what you’re talking about?” asked Lewis, holding up what looked like a small set of horns or antlers.

      “Yeah, them little ones. And there’s some twine. Bring that over here, too,” said Merle.

      Lewis handed the antlers—three points on each side, short and blunt, still attached to a bony segment of skull—and the twine to Merle, who then instructed Lewis to go back and stand next to Bobby.

      “Years back, before Belle, I used to have me two dogs. A pair of mutts I took from the shelter down Sixmile, but they was mostly shepherd. Both of ‘em black, but Duke had a pretty white stripe up his belly. Man, I miss ‘em.” He looked wistfully off toward the river a moment before continuing. “Funny thing. Every once in a while I’d find Duke up on his hind legs behind Dale, paws up on Dale’s back, just humpin’ away. Now, I’d seen animals in rut many a time. Plenty of dogs, too. But these were my dogs, and because they were my dogs I knew they’s both of ‘em boy dogs.”

      “Ha,” Lewis chuckled. “Guess they were sweet on each other.”

      Merle, who now held his rifle up over his shoulder, tilted the barrel toward Lewis. “You sayin’ my dogs was queer?”

      “No,” said Lewis, chastened. “No, I’m sure they weren’t, Merle.”

      “You know why one boy animal tries to mount another boy animal?” asked Merle.

      “Show who’s boss,” said Lewis, ripping off the answer like he was on a quiz show.

      “Well, lookie here,” said Merle. “Local boy does know something. That’s right. Out here in nature, it’s how we establish dominance. You see, it was always Duke on top of Dale. I never once seen it happen the other way around. Not that Dale didn’t try, but Duke come close to biting his head off when he did.”

      Bobby’s sense of unease was cresting to a climax. He felt horror in his heart.

      “So I’m lookin’ at the two of you city boys, and I’m wondering, which one of you’s the top dog?”

      Merle set the butt of his rifle on the ground, leaned back against a tree, and smiled while he waited for an answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck you,” said Lewis. “If you think I’d do that, then go on and shoot me. Lewis Mayhorn will take a bullet before he bends over for a man.”

      Merle looked at Bobby, waiting to hear what he had to say. But Bobby was frozen with fear, rendered dumb by a loathing more powerful than he had ever known.

      “All right, then,” said Merle. “Guess I have my answer. Ain’t no surprise, after seein’ this one today.” He tossed the set of antlers and the small ball of twine to Lewis, who caught them. “Strap them horns on top of married man, there.”

      Lewis sighed, turned to Bobby. “This is ridiculous,” he muttered. He set the horns atop Bobby’s head. The curve of the deceased animal’s skull wasn’t a good match for the convexity of Bobby’s head, but once Lewis secured it with twine—wrapping it under Bobby’s chin and crisscrossing both ways between the antlers several times—it was stable enough. Lewis knotted off the twine and held out the excess. Merle pulled a hunting knife from his overalls, stepped forward, and snipped off the twine at the knot.

      Bobby never felt so small. He felt the psychic weight of those horns, airy bones that might have weighed a hundred pounds the way they pushed him down. It took all his strength to hold his head up. He looked past Merle and was shocked to see Carrie Ann standing fully on his side of the thicket. She had come through the trees and was brazenly poised a few yards behind Merle, like she was daring the man to turn around. Her hands were behind her back, and she wore nothing save her blue swimsuit bottoms.

      If Merle turned around, if he pointed that firearm at Carrie Ann, if he so much as tried to touch her, Bobby would put an end to this. He would gamble that Merle had not chambered another round and would charge the man, counting on Lewis to back him up.

      Bobby sighed with resignation. If such an effort failed, if he was killed, then Merle would still have his way with Carrie Ann. Or, if Lewis managed to stop him—Bobby figured he could only shoot one of them—then Lewis would become Carrie Ann’s savior. He considered his best course of action, for now, to be keeping Merle’s attention on what was in front of him.

      “What now?” said Bobby.

      Merle looked at Lewis. “Step out of them pants, top dog.”
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        * * *

      

      Lewis shook off his jeans, his big, red-tipped cock flopping back and forth between his thighs. “Don’t think you understand, Merle. It don’t work the other way around, either,” he said.

      “How you mean?” said Merle.

      Lewis looked at Bobby apologetically, then back at Merle. “What I mean is, a man has to have a … a certain level of … enthusiasm … To do things.”

      Merle laughed. “Well hell, looks like you’re halfway there. And you ain’t even got started yet.”

      Bobby glanced sideways at Lewis’s cock, examining it the way a man tied to a trestle might examine an oncoming freight train. It was big. Not as big as his cousin Drew’s, thankfully, but far bigger than Bobby’s penis. It was repulsive. Brown, thick, with bulging blue veins, it sprouted from a thick thatch of unkept pubic hair and ended in a rosy mushroom. Fleshy foreskin gathered behind the ridge. It hung from his body at an angle, pointing slightly downward, in a state of semi-arousal that Bobby was certain could be attributed to the sight of Carrie Ann standing topless in Lewis’s line of sight. Down below was the biggest set of balls Bobby had ever seen. They swung back and forth in their fleshy sac with every move Lewis made.

      Bobby looked up at Carrie Ann. She was still standing with her hands behind her back, pressing her breasts out. Her state of arousal was evident. Her nipples were full, and even at this distance he could see the enchantment in her eyes. The sight of her like this stirred something within him, made his terrified heart beat even faster. She brought one hand out from behind her back and slipped the tips of her fingers under her swimsuit. Then she brought her other hand around. She was holding something. It was black. And round.

      The frying pan.

      Carrie Ann had the cast-iron skillet that Ed had used that very morning and then forgotten to retrieve. Bobby figured the thing had to weigh ten or fifteen pounds, and Carrie Ann was twirling it by the handle like a weapon.

      Which, he realized, was exactly how she was proposing to use it.

      Then why wasn’t she doing it? Three quick steps and a solid swing to the back of the head, and Merle would drop like a stone. This would all be over.

      Because she doesn’t want it to be over, he realized with a sickening dread. Not yet.

      Bobby had gotten in the water. There was no getting out midstream.

      Carrie Ann nodded to Bobby.

      Bobby nodded to Carrie Ann.
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        * * *

      

      Merle and Lewis were still going back and forth about the feasibility of the unnatural thing Merle demanded. Bobby decided to speed things along.

      “It’s okay, Lewis,” he said. He reached to the side and touched Lewis’s bare thigh.

      “What?” said Lewis.

      Merle laughed. “See? The little piggy can hardly wait.”

      Lewis turned ninety degrees toward Bobby, and Bobby rotated on his knees to face Lewis. Lewis’s heavy cock swung in an arc on a level with Bobby’s eyes.

      Jesus, I can’t believe it’s come to this, Bobby thought.

      “Bobby, you … you don’t have to do this,” said Lewis.

      Bobby looked up at him. “Yes. I do,” he said.

      Lewis looked down at Bobby intently. He took his cock in his hand, lifted it, as if to keep it away from Bobby. “You really don’t,” he said, and shot his eyes off to one side—in the direction of Carrie Ann—without moving his head.

      Bobby understood. Lewis thought Carrie Ann was going to put a stop to this. Bobby knew better. He looked up at Lewis. “Just take it easy on me with this big thing.” He said it nice and loud, to be sure his wife heard it.

      He reached up tentatively and cupped Lewis’s balls. He lifted them and rolled them in his palm as Merle laughed.

      Lewis dropped his cock, dropped it in front of Bobby like an offering. Bobby could see the drop of pre-cum gathering at the tip. He took Lewis’s cock in his other hand, lifted it and felt its lazy heft. He rolled the pad of his thumb over the opening at the tip, smearing the glaze all around Lewis’s cockhead. That little bit of stimulation made Lewis gasp, and Bobby could feel Lewis’s shaft swell in his palm. He stroked the man’s length, up and down, trying not to think about what it was going to feel like.

      Bobby looked one last time at Merle—although he was really looking at Carrie Ann. She was still standing back there, holding that frying pan, one shoulder rising and falling as her hand worked between her legs.

      Then he turned back around and took Lewis Mayhorn’s cock in his mouth.
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        * * *

      

      The taste was overwhelming, stronger than Bobby had expected. The taste of skin, sweat, and musky maleness all covered up with the salty pre-cum that seemed to spurt constantly from Lewis as Bobby worked him to hardness with his mouth and lips. He could feel it leak into the back of his throat.

      Bobby held Lewis’s huge member by the base as he bobbed his mouth over the first few inches of the man’s cock. He took in as much of that thing as he felt he could, keeping his lips tight. He tried to work silently, but every now and then a sucking sound would escape as he loosened his lips for air.

      “Mmmm,” groaned Lewis. As Bobby feared, Lewis was getting into it, breathing faster, starting to pump his hips.

      “Go on, top dog. Let him know who the boss is,” said Merle.

      Bobby felt a hand press down on his head, in the middle of that set of horns. Holding Bobby’s head firmly in place, Lewis thrust his hips forward and shoved his cock into Bobby until it hit the back of his throat.

      Bobby gagged hard, made a horrendous choking noise, and came off Lewis’s cock. He turned his head to the side and spit, gasping for breath.

      Merle cackled with laughter.

      Lewis twisted Bobby’s head around and pushed it back, forcing him to look up at him. “You’re the genius said you had to do this. So do it,” said Lewis. He took hold of his dick and aimed it at Bobby’s mouth. “Suck my fucking dick, Bobby.”

      Bobby looked at Lewis’s big cock, the end half already soaked with his own saliva. God, how much of that does he expect me to take? he thought. He had an idea. He put his hand at the base of Lewis’s cock, put it there like a question. Lewis answered by taking his own hand away. Bobby turned Lewis’s dick to one side and attached himself at the base. He sealed his lips there and ran his mouth all the way up to the tip, sliding his tongue along Lewis’s member, wetting it, tasting it. At the tip, he let his mouth encircle Lewis’s spongy glans, used his tongue to lap away the clear fluid that gathered there—he was used to it now—and nuzzled his lips over the fattened head until they dropped behind the ridge. He pulled off, sucking, sliding his tongue flat against Lewis’s hole. Then he attached himself to the other side and worked his way down, sticking his tongue out and wetting the underbelly of Lewis’s dick until his face was nestled into the man’s nest of pubic hair.

      “Ugh,” groaned Lewis. “You know your way around a dick, Bobby.”

      Bobby sat back and tilted his head, stuck out his tongue and let Lewis slap his swollen manhood there.

      Lewis bounced his cock off Bobby’s tongue, making sloppy wet sounds, over and over, until a thick tendril of pre-cum hung between them.

      Bobby closed his mouth around the head of Lewis’s cock, slurped it clean, and came back off with a pop. He wanted to sneak a look at Carrie Ann, was dying to see what this was doing to her, but he didn’t dare. He kept his attention focused on Lewis, partly to put on a show for Carrie Ann and partly to get through this ordeal as quickly as possible.

      Lewis swung his erection in a circle as Bobby chased after it with an open mouth. “Yeah, you want that, don’t you?”

      “Oh, yeah,” said Bobby, projecting his voice. “Want that dick.”

      “Well you can’t have it,” said Lewis. He pulled his cock flat against his taut belly and thrust his hips outward. “But you can suck those fuckin’ balls.”

      Bobby looked at the smooth sac Lewis was presenting to him. It was so full, so stretched to capacity with Lewis’s testicles, there was scarcely a crinkle to be seen. Wild hairs grew hither and thither and pointed crazily in every direction.

      Bobby pressed his tongue up the middle, joggling Lewis’s balls to the left and right. He tried to pull at the sac with his lips, but there was none of that loose flesh that both Drew and Ed had so much of. He was going to have to take those balls into his mouth whole, and since there was no way he could possibly stretch his mouth around the set, it would have to be done one at a time.

      “Easy now, Bobby … easy …” said Lewis. He stroked himself as Bobby gently suckled at his balls, pulling each into his mouth and letting it go with a sloppy pop.

      Bobby burrowed his nose into Lewis’s dangling manhood, lifted the wobbly works with his tongue, and shimmied his face back and forth. He felt those random hairs tickle his lips and tongue as the powerful scent and taste of Lewis’s scrotum permeated his senses.

      “Yeah, I heard you were good at this, you fuckin’ ball sucker,” said Lewis. “You are a fuckin’ bag boy, Bobby. A fuckin’ bag boy!”

      Bobby looked up and saw Lewis looking straight down at him with a crazed expression. He knew some of this was playacting, putting on for the satisfaction of Merle and—no doubt—for Carrie Ann. But he could tell Lewis was also getting off on the physical sensation, on the pure pleasure Bobby was providing.

      Bobby detected something else as well, another aspect to Lewis’s gratification. Lewis was getting off on the dominance, was aroused by humiliating Bobby. He was exacting retribution right here, right now, just as he had come to the river to do, and it was thrilling the man. It made Bobby wonder if maybe he’d done this before. Did he treat women this way?

      “Fuck him,” shouted Merle. “Come on. You ready now. Mount that boy! Show me who the top dog is!”

      Lewis wavered a moment, looking at Merle, breathing heavy. Then he looked down at Bobby. “I don’t know. He’s a damn good cocksucker. Ain’t you, Bobby?”

      “I am,” said Bobby. “I love it. I want more.”

      “Whoa! Fuckin’ city boy cocksucker!” screamed Merle.

      “Yeah, you want some more of my dick, don’t you, Bobby?”

      “Yes, Lewis. Feed it to me. Feed me that big cock.” Their eyes met, and with an imperceptible nod from one and a lifting of the eyebrow from the other, a message passed between them. If I finish you off with my mouth, we won’t have to do the other thing. They were definitely in agreement.

      Bobby attacked the plan with enthusiasm, sucking hungrily on Lewis’s cock. He brought his tongue into the action, letting it play along Lewis’s shaft as he sucked him, lapping at that tender nerve bundle at the base of his glans.

      Lewis took Bobby by the head once more. He worked his hips, fucking Bobby’s face until Bobby made guttural gagging sounds, until lines of spit drooled from the edges of Bobby’s mouth. “Always … knew you were … a cocksucker, Bobby. God damn, look at … look at you … look at you take that dick.”

      Bobby strained to control his gag reflex as Lewis’s cock filled his mouth and relentlessly prodded at his throat. He could taste the man’s excitement coating his tongue. It would be over soon. Lewis was close, he could tell, and Bobby was startled to find himself a little excited at the prospect of Lewis emptying those big balls into him. He wouldn’t swallow. There was no way. But he’d let the man shoot his load. He’d take it all, even if it overran his mouth and leaked down his chin.

      Bobby was surprised to find himself stroking his dick with these thoughts. He was hard, aroused. He told himself it was for Carrie Ann, because of her, because he knew she was watching this spectacle. He was giving her what she wanted. If Lewis would just come, just blow his nut, Carrie Ann would take that frying pan to the back of Merle’s head and—

      A gunshot brought everything to a halt. Lewis leaped back from Bobby, and they both looked to Merle.

      Merle had his rifle pointed in the air, the stock balanced on his hip. Before the echo of the shot was swallowed by the woods, he reached into the pocket of his overalls and reloaded the chamber with a metallic cha-chunk.

      Fuck, thought Bobby. Guess it was loaded after all.

      “That’s enough,” said Merle. “Prep time is done with. I want to see who’s top dog and who’s bitch.” He leveled the rifle at Lewis. “Is he your bitch?”

      Bobby, horn-headed and drooling, slowly stroking his erection, looked up at Lewis.

      Lewis looked down at Bobby, shook his head, and sighed. He stroked himself overhanded, his fingers curled around the bottom of his erection. His cock, soaked from Bobby’s mouth, was at the peak of readiness. He turned back to Merle. “Yeah, he’s my bitch.”

      “Then fuck that bitch!” yelled Merle.

      Bobby felt each word like a needle in his chest. His sphincter tightened, as if it knew of the imminent threat.

      The two men stared at Merle, stared past him at Carrie Ann. She still had one busy hand between her legs, as if the gunshot had barely fazed her. Her eyes were lost, dreamy, glazed. The frying pan hung at the end of her other arm like a weight holding her down; Bobby imagined that, were she to drop the implement, she would slowly begin to levitate.

      Bobby watched, waited for Carrie Ann to make a move. To do something. Anything.

      She did nothing. She was watching, waiting.

      Bobby held his head upright, holding her gaze as he dropped onto all fours.

      Goin’ down the river …
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        * * *

      

      He hissed through his teeth at the moment of penetration. It stung.

      One knee shot forward as his body reflexively tried to escape the intrusion. Lewis grabbed the front of his thigh and pulled him back as the two men whispered to one another.

      “Try to relax, Bobby,” said Lewis.

      “Ugh … God, that feels so … fucking weird … Should’ve let that bear …”

      “Now that’s not a very nice thing to say,” said Lewis.

      Bobby was racked with adrenaline. Every pulse in his body pounded. His mind raced, still trying to find a way out. “Lewis, can you … can you fayuuuhhhh, God—”

      Lewis had sunk all the way in. “Say again.”

      “I said … can you … maybe f-f-fake it?”

      Lewis was silent for a moment as he worked himself in and out of Bobby. “I don’t think that’s gonna fly.” He pulled out, then sank deep again.

      “Mmph … mmph … easy, easy for God’s sake,” said Bobby.

      “This is easy, Bobby.”

      Bobby’s ass was clenching, his gluteus muscles on each side drawing toward one another. He took short, quick breaths, concentrating, trying to get himself under control.

      “Lewis?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t … you know … inside me.”

      Lewis sighed. “I don’t know. I’ll try. Not to, I mean. Fuck, this is hard with her looking at me. Goddamn embarrassing.”

      “How … ugh … do you think I feel?”

      “I can’t imagine. God, she’s got a great fucking body. Those titties … mmm. Is this a good time to ask again if I can fuck your wife?”

      “This isn’t funny, Lewis.”

      “Don’t you wish I was fucking her, instead of you?” asked Lewis. He rammed himself in hard.

      “Ughhh … fucking … hell. No, I don’t. I don’t want you to … see her. Stop … stop looking at her, Lewis.”

      Lewis, incredibly, chuckled. “How the hell you think I’m keeping my dick hard? It sure ain’t your red ass.”

      “Just do it, Lewis. Get it over with.”

      “I mean, look at her. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman so turned on.”

      “Don’t look at her, Lewuggh—”

      “You wonder why she doesn’t just clock Merle with that frying pan? ‘Cause that’s what I been wonderin’. It wouldn’t take much. Even her skinny ass could lay him out.”

      Bobby knew why, but said nothing.

      “Yeeeeah, I understand,” said Lewis. “Gotta say, I’m a little hurt. You let my cousin have her, and some other nobody, but I’m not good enough. Sure you won’t change your mind? You just say the word and I’ll give Miss Carrie Ann the fuck of a lifetime.”

      “Lewis … please … No.”

      “Okay, okay. Just thought a man in your position might have a change of heart, wantin’ me to go easy and all.”

      “You … you’re enjoying this. You’re sick.”

      “You mean you aren’t having a good time yet? Just wait’ll I get going,” said Lewis. He drove himself deep again, holding onto Bobby with one strong hand over his hipbone.

      Bobby squawked at Lewis’s sudden move. Unable to move forward, he rocked his ass from side to side.

      “That’s enough of the foreplay,” said Merle.

      “Oh, God … Oh, God …” muttered Bobby.

      “Just … relax … like I been tellin’ you,” whispered Lewis. He sank that finger deep inside Bobby one more time, held it there and rotated his hand at the wrist, using his knuckle to pry Bobby open, to loosen his asshole. Then he pulled it out.

      Bobby had just gotten used to the feeling—that fullness where none should be—when it was suddenly taken away. It left him with an indescribable sense of desolation on top of his anxiety, which had reached an absolute peak. He closed his eyes, hung his head, unable to face the people in front of him, and felt the added weight of his horns. He forced his eyes open to look backward, underneath himself. He saw his own penis, hanging worm-like; it reflected the way he felt—timid, soft, small, withdrawn. He saw Lewis, sitting back on his heels, saw his huge cock, which was still raging hard, at the ready.

      “Oh, God … Oh, God …”

      He turned his head to the right and saw the thing that had almost killed him. The bear was still, a mountain of hairy black death. Its massacred head was mercifully hidden on its other side.

      The bear is dead and I’m alive, he thought. The bear is dead and I’m alive … The bear is dead and I’m alive …

      Lewis placed a hand on Bobby’s low back and moved in behind him.
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        * * *

      

      He felt Lewis’s weight lie along his back. A thick arm curled under his chest and held him like a lover. Then Lewis’s hot breath was in his ear.

      “You ready, Bobby?” whispered Lewis.

      “Oh, God … Oh, God …”

      Bobby felt the fat head of Lewis’s cock at his entrance. With the thing just pressing against his anus, he already felt violated.

      “Calm down. Listen to me. I don’t … don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Oh, God … please … please …”

      “Now I can go in slow if you want—” Lewis pushed his hips forward, breaching Bobby’s virgin eyelet.

      “Ughh … oh, shit … shit … shit …”

      “—but to my thinking, this is more like getting into some cold water. Doing it all at once, gettin’ it over with, that might be the way to go.”

      Lewis held tight to Bobby’s torso as he pushed himself just a little deeper.

      Bobby’s mouth hung open, emitting a continuous, drone-like whine. He closed his eyes as he felt himself being stretched, a burning sensation. Then, when he thought his body had opened itself as much as it could, the burning turned to fire. He cried out, several bird-like squawks. His knees buckled, but Lewis held on to him.

      “That’s it, Bobby … that’s it. I’m in … the head’s in. Fuck, you are tight. Are you okay?”

      “No … fuck, no … Too big … fucking killing me.”

      “Hang on, big guy. Nobody’s dying here today. You hear me? That should be the worst of it, right there. Now I’m gonna do what we just talked about. We’re just gonna jump in that cold water, gonna jump in together. You ready?”

      “Oh, God … Oh, God …”

      Lewis brought his arm lower, closer to Bobby’s waist, and gripped him there tightly. He put his other hand over the front of Bobby’s shoulder to hold him in place.

      “Fuck … you … Lewis … please …”

      With a single focused flex of his powerful quadriceps, Lewis buried his cock in Bobby’s ass.
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        * * *

      

      It hurt like hell, and yet it wasn’t exactly pain.

      What he felt was more like a sensation of being split in two in a way that was more than purely physical. As another man speared him, plunged into his most personal orifice, Bobby felt his entire persona—his concept of his self as he had known it all his life—wink out. In a spasm of ecstasy unlike anything he’d known before, he almost hoped it would never come back.

      He felt possessed. Owned.

      The last vestige of his stubborn masculine pride fizzled. What surprised him was that he wasn’t entirely sorry to see it go.

      Something else rose up in place of pride. Something new.

      He tried to use his gluteal muscles, tried to squeeze that hard shaft that he was impaled on, and found he was powerless to do so. It took a pair of strong hands grabbing him by the hips to reinforce the notion that his role was now to receive. It took a pair of muscular thighs slapping into his bottom and bouncing away to fully impart the notion that his role was now to be used.

      It took that column of firm flesh, reaching deep and touching him in places never before touched, to bring home the message: Your body is busy. All other processes are on hold. You don’t have to think about anything else for a while.

      He wasn’t in charge anymore. And that was good.

      Just let go.

      Everything he had worried about this day, everything he had worried about on any day, was swallowed up by something greater, like rainfall on the river—an inexorable force that moved in only one direction. He didn’t know where it would lead, didn’t know if there was danger. He only knew he had no choice but to go where this current would carry him.

      The boy was there, playing his banjo. He was there, just off to the left, down by the river. He knew that if he just turned his head that way, he would see him there. But there was no need to look. He could feel him there. No need to listen. He could hear the music in his head, that familiar tune … slowly at first … then faster …

      He opened his eyes. His woman was there, in front of him, behind the other man. She was beauty. She was love. She was danger. She was everything. She was both hypnotist and the swinging object before him. She was a witness to the apotheosis of her own fantasy. She was entranced.

      His twin devils took hold of him, and he looked back over his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck me,” said Bobby.

      Lewis was not easily shocked. The bear had been unexpected. And Bobby coming to his aid was a hell of a surprise. But the look on Bobby’s face as he spoke those words sent Lewis reeling.

      He wasn’t a cruel man. He just knew what he wanted and was willing to do anything necessary to get it.

      Anything.

      What he wanted was to get back what was his. What he deserved. That’s why he had come to this place. If he could humiliate the prick who had taken it from him in the process, so much the better. And if he could get a little interest payment on top of what had been taken from him—say, fucking the prick’s wife—well, that would be icing on the cake.

      But what he wanted right now, in this moment, was something different. That, maybe more than anything else, shocked him.

      His body hummed with sexual energy. He needed release. The tight ring squeezing near the base of his cock felt incredible. And the nearly naked woman staring at him, watching him make a bitch of her husband, was driving him insane.

      This was unplanned, wasn’t how he’d imagined things happening. Wasn’t how he’d pictured the prick getting what was coming to him. But hey, the opportunity presented itself. It wasn’t something he was proud of, what he was doing right now. It wasn’t something he’d want all the world to know, but he’d thought sticking his cock in the man’s ass would have been enough to both prove himself top dog and put the prick in his place. Give him something to remember, something to think about every time they dealt with one another in the future. Let the prick carry the weight of any resulting shame. To be top dog was to be shameless.

      So if a proper fucking was what Bobby wanted, he would oblige.

      Lewis’s fingers went to work loosening the buttons on his shirt.

      This was unplanned.
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        * * *

      

      Lewis pulled open his shirt, exposing his broad chest to the evening sun. He put his arms behind him, yanking the shirt down the back of his neck and flexing the muscles in his arms. The sleeves clung to his wrists, and his thick shoulders wobbled as he worked his hands through the cuffs. He tossed the shirt away, and it landed next to one of the fallen bear’s huge paws. His damp undershirt clung to his skin, and he crossed his arms in front of himself and peeled it over his head in one swift motion, pumping his cock into Bobby all the while.

      He took hold of Bobby’s skinny hips and looked down at that place where his erection pierced him. He withdrew, watching that stretched ring cling to his shaft, then plunged himself back in hard.

      Bobby cried out, his body shivering. But there was no resistance.

      “That what you want?” said Lewis.

      “Fuck … me,” said Bobby.

      Lewis thrust again, holding onto Bobby’s waist and letting himself bounce back, the way he would fuck a woman from behind.

      “Oh, God …” muttered Bobby. Though the way he said it was different now. It wasn’t fear anymore. He turned back around and looked at Lewis again. “Fuck me. Hard.”

      Lewis felt a tinge of revulsion now. He looked around, hit by the reality of what he was doing. Was it possible that he wasn’t punishing this man, but pleasuring him?

      There was no way to stop now. He felt a tightness pulling at his groin, and his cock throbbed with excitement. His heart pounded, and his hips jittered uncontrollably.

      He looked up, past the man with the gun. Carrie Ann was back there, holding that heavy iron pan in one hand, her other hand buried to the wrist in her bathing suit. His eyes were drawn to her nipples, dark under the trees that shaded her, and to the way her hips writhed in a slow circle. God, how he wanted her.

      He was knocked back by Bobby, who rocked against him, getting his attention. The sensation of the man’s ass swallowing his cock was dizzying, sending sparkles of electricity into his balls.

      Lewis moaned. He let go of Bobby’s hips and let his hands slide down over those naked buttocks, still red from the whipping he’d taken. He grabbed a handful on both sides and squeezed. He raised an arm and smacked Bobby on the ass.

      Bobby grunted. It sounded like approval.

      The man with the gun laughed. He said something, but Lewis didn’t hear it. The man with the gun, like the woman behind him, was fading away. They were becoming part of the scenery, like the river and the bear and the oaks and pines and maples.

      “You like that, too, you little bitch?” said Lewis, smacking him on the other cheek, harder this time.

      Lewis didn’t know. Didn’t know what was going through Bobby’s mind, couldn’t tell if he liked it or hated it. The one thing he did know, the thing that struck him with startling clarity, was that this man was submitting.

      Submitting to him.

      This realization pleased Lewis beyond anything he had ever experienced. It fueled his psyche, drove his physical and sexual energies to levels he had never known, amplified his arousal until it took him over, until his body demanded release.

      As he once again gripped Bobby by the hips, he felt a sensation like dozens of needles pricking him from the inside, somewhere low in his stomach, at his center.

      “I’m gonna fuck you so good, Bobby. Gonna fuck the shit out of you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lewis held on to Bobby and fucked him. He used all of himself, pulling his full length out of Bobby’s asshole and driving it back deep with every thrust. Bobby squealed and cried out, sounds that were almost inaudible beneath the noise of Lewis’s thighs clapping into Bobby’s bare backside.

      “Fuck … fuck, Bobby,” said Lewis. His arm whisked through the air in an arc and he smacked Bobby again, his hand snapping off Bobby’s ass like slate skipping across the water, leaving behind a darker patch of red. “You like this cock, Bobby? Huh? You like gettin’ fucked?”

      “Ugh … God … fuck me …” muttered Bobby. His whole body rocked back and forth with the force of Lewis’s thrusts. His shoulders shook and his horn-topped head lolled on his neck.

      “You like my big dick in your ass, you fuckin’ bitch?”

      “So … so fuckin’ big …”

      “Your ass is mine, you dumb fuck. I own you, you fuckin’ little faggot. Fuckin’ own you.”

      “Yes—”

      “You’re a pussy—”

      “Ugh … Oh, God … yes—”

      “Gonna fuck you like a man fucks a pussy—”

      “Oh … ugh … do it …”

      “Gonna loosen up your hole, Bobby. Make sure you’re ready for next time, next time I need easy pussy. Gonna make you feel this dick for the rest of your life …”
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        * * *

      

      Lewis was sweating. It covered his chest, his throat. It rolled from his forehead down into his eyes, and he shook it away.

      He had never been so turned on, so goddamn fired up. He was a man with a lot of pent-up rage, and he loved letting it out. He was also a man with a powerful sex drive, and he loved to fuck. Never before had he done both at once, but he was doing it now. Fucking and hating—each feeding the other in a synergy that created something so much more than the sum of the two. Every nerve in his body was thrumming, every muscle burning. His heart pounded with the adrenaline coursing through him. It would be impossible, he thought, to feel this way fucking a woman. He could never hate a woman like this, would never be so rough.

      Bobby might have saved his life … questionably. But that didn’t erase their history. It didn’t take what was wrong and make it all right. Even getting his accounts back wouldn’t do that. Taking Bobby’s money wouldn’t do it. Humiliating him in front of their colleagues wouldn’t do it. Getting promoted over him wouldn’t do it. Hell, even fucking his wife wouldn’t do it.

      But this might.

      Bending him over and making a woman out of him, making the little prick feel his power, might do it. Letting him know that no matter who was on top at the office, out here, unshielded by man-made hierarchies, Lewis was the man on top. No question, forever and ever, amen.

      Because I fucked you, you little weasel.

      Fucking him. Fucking him hard. Fucking him deep. Shooting him full of his seed.

      Yes, this just might do it.

      Thinking about it, he had to slow down. The sexual part of what he was doing felt so good, and he didn’t want to come yet. Wasn’t ready for this to end. He backed off, leaning away from Bobby and removing his cock from him completely. He took enormous satisfaction at the sight of the prick’s wrecked ass, at the way it gaped now from the fucking he was giving it. That tight little ring wasn’t so tight anymore.

      “Fuck … fuck me,” cried Bobby, panting. He rocked back toward Lewis like he was looking for that big cock.

      “Yeah, you just can’t get enough, can you, sissy boy?” he said. It thrilled him. He grinned, took hold of his cock, and placed the giant head right at Bobby’s back door. He slowly pushed it back in, watching how that tight ring gripped him all the way around, how it collapsed behind the ridge of his glans.

      “S’matter? You gettin’ wore out?” said Merle. Lewis had almost forgotten he was there. He looked up to see that Merle had moved a little closer. The stock of his rifle was on the ground and he was holding it upright by the barrel. Lewis could see the bib of his overalls rise and fall with his breathing. The man’s eyes were narrowed on Bobby, and he rubbed lustily at his crotch with his free hand. It gave Lewis an idea.

      “Hell no,” said Lewis. “I’m just gettin’ started.” He leaned in and put his hands on the tops of Bobby’s shoulders and pulled, bending Bobby’s torso in a concave arc. Bobby’s head snapped upright, his horns pointing skyward as Lewis drove his cock back into him. “Come on. Get some.”

      Merle didn’t hesitate. He bent and gently laid his rifle on the ground. Then, keeping his eyes on Bobby, he lowered the zipper at the crotch of his overalls. He reached inside the fly, then began having trouble. He bent forward, shoving his hand wrist-deep into his fly, but couldn’t seem to fish his erection through the opening. He cursed, wiggled his hips, cursed some more.

      “Goddammit,” said Merle. He stood straight, urgently unlatched the straps holding up his clothing, and let the whole works fall around his ankles. He wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      Lewis laughed. Old Merle had skinny legs, bony knees, and a skinny cock. What Lewis thought of as a pencildick. It stood straight up against the man’s belly, bobbing back and forth as he clumsily ambled forward with his overalls around his ankles.

      Lewis kept his grip on Bobby’s shoulders and slow-fucked him, holding his head up toward Merle like an offering. As Merle aimed his slender dick at the opposite end of Bobby, Lewis looked over at the rifle lying just a few steps behind him.

      That was easy, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      Bobby’s mouth was open, panting for breath, when he felt firm sticky flesh poking at his lips.

      “Suck on it, bitch,” said a voice.

      Lost in a haze of passive lust, Bobby opened his mouth to accept what was being offered. He knew it was another penis, but when he latched his lips around the tip he knew it wasn’t any of the cocks he’d seen today. It was too small to be any of the three men he had touched.

      Three. The thought lingered.

      Then he felt a hand on the back of his head, and that unfamiliar cock was shoved fully into his mouth. Clammy skin mashed his nose, and he smelled cedar, sweat, and rubbing alcohol. That hard cock poked at the back of his throat and set him gagging.

      The cock was drawn back and Bobby tightened his mouth and ran his tongue along the hard shaft, showing his willingness to suck. The man behind him was taking it easy, and Bobby was able to lift one hand off the ground. He searched blindly in front of him until he found a sac of flesh that was small, wrinkly, warm. He raised his hand higher, his fingers brushing through coarse hair, until he found what he was looking for. He made a circle with two fingers around the base of the cock in his mouth. His thumb and forefinger met. He rose up, bent his neck forward, and began bobbing on this new cock.

      “Ohhhh, fuck …. ohhhh … That’s a good bitch … good bitch …”

      He dipped and twisted, keeping his lips tight on the way down and letting his tongue massage the hard shaft on the way back up. He wanted to satisfy, wanted to show he could do it, that he was good at it.

      The activity of the muscles in his neck, arms, and shoulders was waking him up, stirring him out of that exhilarating powerlessness of being fucked. His arm burned from supporting the weight of his upper body on its own, and he let his other hand drop back to the ground.

      Then that other shaft drove in behind him, splitting him and forcing him forward with a thrust of masculine strength until his face was again smashed into furry skin.

      “Ohhhh, fuck. Yeah, fuck him. Do it again … fuck him …”

      He gagged again at the pressure on his throat. When it was gone he stole a quick breath, then slurped at the cockhead just inside his lips, finding the salty little slit at the tip with his tongue. Then he was pounded from behind again, harder this time, sending that cock to the depths of his throat.

      He felt that hand return to the back of his head, holding him. But that was okay.

      It was getting easier.

      Bobby did his best to relax his throat, to ignore his gag reflex. He let the saliva run from his mouth.

      Four, he thought, just before he slipped back into bliss.
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t last long. Merle came quick.

      Lewis fucked Bobby’s ass while Merle fucked his face, Bobby bouncing back and forth between the two men. Lewis did most of the work, Merle remaining largely still and moaning at the sky as Bobby was fucked forward onto his cock.

      “Ohhhh … ohhhh, mother … mother …” cried Merle. He set a hand on top of Bobby’s head, right between those rising horns Lewis had tied on, steadying him as he began dumping his cum.

      “Ugh … mother … mother …”

      Merle’s thighs and hips quivered.

      Jesus, thought Lewis. Fuckin’ guy probably hasn’t shot a nut in years.

      Bobby was already drooling excess spit from having his throat fucked, and now Merle’s cum spilled over his lips. It ran in thick streams over his chin and dripped to the ground.

      “Ohhhh, mother … mother …” Merle’s whole body shook. He thrust into Bobby three or four times.

      Bobby gagged, drew in a heaving breath, then coughed, blowing clots of Merle’s seed from his mouth.

      As Merle spasmed and emptied his balls into Bobby’s mouth, Lewis’s eyes wandered over to the rifle lying on the ground.

      This was the time. And it wasn’t even going to be a challenge. Since Merle’s repressed lust had gotten the best of him, all Lewis had to do was move a little faster than a man with his pants around his ankles, a man whom Lewis would have already pounded into the dirt if he weren’t carrying that gun. Still, he didn’t want to take any chances.

      He readied himself.

      But as he coiled up to spring from behind Bobby, he saw that he wasn’t going to have to make a grab for the rifle, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Merle reeled back from Bobby in awkward little steps, his legs constrained at the ankles. His breathing was ragged and his hair was matted with sweat. His erection bobbled in front of him, dripping with his spunk and Bobby’s saliva.

      “Hooooowee!” he yelled, wiping his arm across his forehead. “Good mouth on that bitch.” He grinned and looked across to Lewis. Then his smile faltered a little as he seemed to notice that Lewis was looking past him.

      “You ought to try mine,” said Carrie Ann.

      Merle whirled around, showing Lewis the sickly white of gaunt buttocks that had never seen a ray of sunshine.

      At the sight of a topless woman standing within arm’s reach, Merle cracked a delirious smile. His hand went to his chest. At that moment, Carrie Ann could have knocked him over with the flick of one finger. But she didn’t.

      “Heard you were looking for me,” she said.

      “Oh. Yeah, I—” said Merle. Then his face changed, and he glanced over to where his rifle lay, far out of reach.

      Carrie Ann drew back and brought the frying pan around like she was swinging for the grandstands, gripping the handle with both hands. It met Merle square in the face. There was a crunch of bone, and Merle went to his knees screaming.

      “Gah, you bitch you bitch you fuckin’ whore—”

      Merle’s hands covered his face. Bright blood flowed from between his fingers.

      Carrie Ann lifted the iron pan over her head. Holding tight to the handle with an overhanded grip, she brought the heavy pan crashing down onto the crown of Merle’s skull with everything she had. There was a dull thwunk, and Merle went silent.

      “That’s no way to talk to a lady,” said Carrie Ann. She twirled the pan in the air by the handle.

      Merle collapsed onto his face.
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        * * *

      

      His wife’s voice brought Bobby out of his stupor.

      A string of cum dripped from one nostril. He wiped it away and blew through his nose, found that there was more on his face and chin, and wiped that away, too. He cleared his throat and spit on the ground. He reached for Carrie Ann, wanting to touch her, but found he couldn’t move. He was still penetrated from behind, and his ass clung fast to Lewis’s throbbing erection.

      “Whoa, whoa, where you goin’?” said Lewis. He grabbed Bobby’s hips and thrust into him, making Bobby moan.

      “You boys don’t have to stop on my account,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Carrie Ann Ambaugh, that was the sexiest thing I have ever seen,” said Lewis.

      “And you two are the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said. She walked behind Lewis and put her hands on his big shoulders.

      Bobby heard her, and knew it was true. This was what she’d wanted. It hadn’t been all just talk.

      “I mean it,” said Lewis, looking up at her. “Just watching you … I don’t think I’ve ever needed to come so bad.” He pumped his hips a couple of times, sliding his cock in and out of Bobby. “Why don’t you get down here next to Bobby and I can show you both a good time?”

      Carrie Ann laughed. “Bobby was right about you, Lewis. You’re sick.” She walked around in front of Bobby. “Why don’t we ask Bobby what he wants?” She lifted Bobby’s face with a finger under his chin. Their eyes met. “You okay, Bobby?”

      Bobby was pulling in quick, shallow breaths through pursed lips. “I … I think … Did you kill him?”

      Carrie Ann looked back to where Merle lay crumpled in the dirt, his naked ass stuck up in the air. “No, I think he’ll live,” she said. She turned back to Bobby. “What about you? You gonna live?”

      Bobby nodded. “Yeah, I … I think so.”

      “I think Bobby’s had about enough,” said Lewis. “He can take a dick like a champ, at least when he has a gun pointed at him.” He smacked Bobby on the ass. “Maybe he’s ready to sit back now and watch you and me have a little fun.”

      “Hmm. What do you think, Bobby?” said Carrie Ann.

      Bobby groaned. He looked up at his wife, panting. “No. No. Everything …”

      “What?” she said.

      “Everything you want …”

      “I don’t understand, Bobby. What are you saying?” She leaned over her husband’s horned head.

      “Did you—?” Bobby coughed, took a deep breath, held it, blew it out, tried again. “You got everything you wanted?”

      “Oh.” Carrie Ann dropped to one knee, kissed her husband’s forehead, looked him in the eye. “Almost.”

      Bobby looked back over his shoulder at Lewis.

      “Fuck me,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Lewis leaned over Bobby and wrapped his bulky arms around his torso like a wrestler, one arm going left to right under him, the other arm right to left over his back. He held him in a death grip.

      “Oh, you want more of this dick? All right, then. You got it, you little fuckhead. I’m gonna ream your fucking ass in two.”

      “Oh, God,” Bobby moaned. “Just … just pull out—”

      Lewis started pounding Bobby harder than ever, giving him everything he had.

      Bobby struggled to hold his head up, to keep his eyes open. He locked on to his wife, to her beautiful face, her hypnotizing eyes. She jumped around in his vision as his body was rocked by Lewis.

      Carrie Ann watched, rapt with arousal and attention, as her husband was fucked. Then she disappeared from his view. She walked around, looking at the two men from every angle. She watched Lewis’s muscular ass clench and release as he fucked Bobby. Watched the flexure of the man’s arms as he held on to his fucktoy. When Lewis sat up, she stood above him and watched his thick cock disappear deep into Bobby’s hole. She watched her husband’s ass jiggle like a woman’s. She listened to the sounds of the two men’s bodies slapping together, the sounds of her husband’s grumbles and wails as he had his guts fucked.

      “Oh yeah, Bobby can’t get enough. Can you, Bobby?” said Lewis.

      “Ugh … no. I want … fuck me—”

      “Tell me you want some more of Lewis’s big dick, Bobby boy. C’mon, lemme hear it.”

      “Oh, God … I want … I want more … I want more of your big dick.”

      “Say my name, Bobby. C’mon, let’s hear it. I know you got it in you.”

      “Ugh … mmph … just fuck me!”

      Lewis drove into him, making him squeal.

      “Goddammit, Bobby. Say it! Say my fuckin’ name!”

      “I want it … I want that big dick!”

      Carrie Ann came back around in front of Bobby. “Come on, baby. Say it. It’ll feel good. I love you, baby. Say it for me. Say it for me!”

      Bobby closed his eyes. He searched his soul. He couldn’t bring himself to do it.

      Then he heard something.

      Music.

      Banjo strings.

      He knew he was the only one hearing it.

      He drew in a deep breath and screamed into the woods.

      “Oh, fuck me, Lewis! I want Lewis’s big dick! Fuck my ass, Lewis! Fuck me hard!”

      “Oh, Bobby … Oh, God …” moaned Lewis, swooning at Bobby’s full submission. He grappled himself around Bobby again and fucked him triple-time. He fucked Bobby’s ass until he ran out of air, then found more air and fucked him harder. He lifted Bobby’s hips and fucked him at an upward angle, using his big balls to spank Bobby’s scrotum with every thrust.

      “Oh yeah, Bobby. Gonna come … gonna … fuckin’ come …”

      “Pull it … pull out, Lewis. Please—”

      “Yeah? You don’t want a big Lewis-load in you? Don’t want me to shoot it up your ass?”

      “No … please … ugh …”

      “Then where do you want me to come, Bobby? Where do you want it?”

      “Anywh … you can … come on my face,” yelled Bobby.

      “Yeah? That where you want it?”

      “Yes. Do it. Pull out and—”

      “You gonna open up for Lewis, Bobby. Gonna eat my cum?”

      “Oh, God …”

      “You gonna suck it down, Bobby? No spittin’ it out, like you did with whatshisface.”

      “Ohhhh … okay …”

      Lewis doubled his speed, ramming his cock into Bobby’s hungry ass.

      “You ready, Bobby?”

      “Okay … okay … give it to me …”

      “Hey … hey, Bobby.” He leaned over Bobby, getting his mouth as close to Bobby’s ear as he could. “Fuck you!”

      Lewis plunged balls-deep into Bobby, held him tight, and came.

      Bobby cringed, powerless in Lewis’s arms, feeling every hot spurt hit him deep inside. He turned his head and saw Lewis’s face so close to his own. The man’s eyes were half-lidded with pleasure, his face twisted in a hideous smile of satisfaction.

      “Why?” cried Bobby. “You … fucking … why?”

      In answer, Lewis spasmed. He drew back and pumped his pelvis two or three times, shooting another blast of his seed into Bobby with each thrust.

      Bobby felt it. Felt its heat, coating and warming him in a place no one but Lewis had ever touched. His emotions ran wild—humiliation on top of excitement on top of shame on top of revulsion on top of arousal. These layers shifted and overlapped and compounded until he felt like his heart would explode. He struggled to free himself from Lewis, but both their bodies were slick with sweat and he managed only to writhe against him.

      He heard Carrie Ann. “Oh, my God … oh, my God …”

      Bobby gave up. He listened, listened for the sound of jangling music that only he could hear.

      But it wasn’t there. All he could hear was Lewis’s exhausted breath in his ear.

      He laid his forehead on the ground and passed out.
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      When Bobby opened his eyes, he didn’t see his wife. Or Lewis.

      At first.

      Then he heard them. Heard her, anyway. The sounds of his wife being pleasured were unmistakable. It drove a nail into his heart. After everything he had done, could he not be spared this one thing?

      He sat up and reached above his head, touching the points of the horns he wore. He slid his fingers under the bristly twine that ran down the sides of his head, behind his ears, under his jaw. It was strong stuff, and it was tight. It was starting to hurt, to dig into his skin, and he had no way to get it off.

      There was Merle’s gun, lying abandoned right next to him.

      And there was Merle, a little further off. Still face-down with his bare ass in the air, his head a bloody mess.

      Bobby looked up into the trees. It had been the longest day of his life, and it was one of the longest days of the year. There was still plenty of sun left. Judging by the angle of the light coming through the trees, he hadn’t been out of it for very long.

      He heard Carrie Ann again—“Oh … so good … yeah, just like that.”

      It broke him. He was a broken man, and now he was going to have a broken heart. He was out for just a few minutes, and those two couldn’t wait. It made him sick.

      He swiveled around to face the music and, instead of heartbreak, was met with an incredibly erotic sight.

      Lewis had Carrie Ann up on the dead bear’s back. She was on her back, lying over top the massive animal with her head thrown back. Lewis knelt at the bear’s side. Carrie Ann’s blue swimsuit bottom was gone, and her legs were over Lewis’s shoulders. She groaned and grabbed handfuls of the bear’s dense black coat as Lewis ate her pussy.

      “Oh … oh yes, yes,” cried Carrie Ann. She locked her ankles together behind Lewis’s back and the muscles in her long legs tightened. She lifted her pelvis, her slim calves bulging, her thighs contracting. Lewis followed her as she squirmed, raising himself at the knees, supporting her weight on his broad shoulders. Bobby could see the back of Lewis’s head jitter back and forth all the way through Carrie Ann’s orgasm.

      Carrie Ann gasped—it sounded like a hiccup—then went silent. She shuddered, clutched both of her breasts, and threw her head back. Her chin pointed to the golden Tennessee sky. Her chestnut hair mingled with the fallen animal’s raven pelt as the late-day sun licked the scene with its light.

      Seeing her like that stoked Bobby’s soul, moved him in ways both dark and light. It ignited his lust for his woman and his love for his wife. Wasn’t this what it had all been about, for him?

      Suddenly, his situation didn’t seem as bleak as it had the moment before. That sense of doom that had set up shop the moment Ed played his own recorded voice back to him was gone, and now Bobby thought that maybe, just maybe, there was a way forward.

      None of that, however, made it any easier to acknowledge Lewis’s role in things. God, what Lewis had done to him! What he had done to Lewis! How was he supposed to move forward from that? How did you look in the eyes of a man who’d pounded you full of his cum and say something like Hey, good numbers this month, but you really need to work on your post-sale followup …

      Bobby saw that Lewis was slow-stroking his cock, which was already hard again. Damn, he thought. The man has stamina. And on the heels of that—God, I can’t believe that thing was in me. It made him queasy, and he put a hand on his stomach. It’s still in there. Lewis’s sperm. I’ll never get it out …

      He would never get Lewis out. Lewis was the one. The witness. He was the one who knew everything that had happened, and he was going to follow Bobby out of this place and all the way home, back to Nashville, back to work. There was no way to leave the worst of it behind, because there was no way to leave him behind.

      Unless …

      Bobby reached over and touched Merle’s rifle. He slid two fingers over the cool metal of the barrel, rubbed the pad of his thumb over the little notch of the front sight. He wondered how sharp he was in his current state, whether he had the reflexes, whether he had the—

      “Bobby?” said Lewis.

      Bobby snapped his hand away from the rifle like it had burned him. He turned to see Lewis looking at him over top of Carrie Ann’s thigh.

      “You still with us?” said Lewis.

      He sounded different. Almost earnest. Bobby cocked his head and looked at the man’s face. There was still the old arrogance there—it was built into the curves of his face and the jut of his jaw—but there seemed to be a little less of it.

      “Hey, my man is back,” said Carrie Ann, lifting her head.

      Her man, thought Bobby. She called me her man. It made him feel like, if he flapped his arms hard enough, he just might fly.

      Bobby smiled at his wife. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m still here.”

      “Bobby can take it,” said Lewis. He looked up at Carrie Ann and the pair laughed together like they had an inside joke. It made Bobby grind his teeth.

      Lewis shoveled Carrie Ann’s bare bottom with his big hands and let her slide down the bear’s flank, not quite letting her feet touch the ground. Her legs were parted, and Lewis controlled her, hoisting her a little higher, until her open sex was poised just above his renewed erection.

      “This okay, Bobby?” said Lewis.

      Bobby crinkled his brow and looked up to Carrie Ann. Her eyes were pleading with him. She was horny, and she wanted him. Wanted Lewis.

      Oh, well. I guess they did wait on me, he thought.

      “I told you, man. Not unless you give the word,” said Lewis.

      Bobby sighed. He wanted to be the one giving pleasure to his wife. He wanted to be the one holding her body against that still-warm wild animal. He wanted to be the one to fuck her. He’d been driven to the edge of climax over and over today, only to be painfully denied every time. He could feel the weight of his pent-up frustration in his aching balls.

      And he was hard. He took his cock in his hand and went dizzy with pleasure from his own touch.

      No. There was no way he could fuck right now. It would be embarrassing to try and fail. And there sure as hell was no way he could hold Carrie Ann up there against that bear while he did it. It wasn’t possible. He didn’t have the strength. Maybe on a good day, but not now.

      He looked again at Lewis’s cock. It was standing straight, long and dark and thick, that fat ridge around the head ripened red. It was ready.

      Carrie Ann wanted it, and it was ready.

      Why would he deny her something she wanted?

      Still, Bobby hesitated. Everything Lewis did was suspect. Was this just another domination game? Wasn’t this worse, in a way, than simply taking a man’s wife? To ask for the keys to the kingdom and have them handed over wholesale, the queen herself brokering the transaction on behalf of the cuckold king? This wasn’t seduction. It wasn’t even brute force. It was a head game, and it was two against one.

      Then Lewis did something Bobby could never have predicted. He extended his arm and offered his open hand.

      “Come on, Roberto. What do you say?”

      If he had seemed earnest a moment ago, Lewis now seemed downright compassionate. Bobby looked around for signs of the flying saucer that had abducted Lewis Mayhorn and replaced him with a clone while he was zonked.

      Seeing no such evidence, Bobby slid across the ground until he was close enough to take Lewis’s hand. “Okay,” he said.

      Lewis’s grip was powerful. So was the force Bobby felt as Lewis tried to pull him up from the ground. Bobby resisted, holding his arm stiff and looking up at Lewis.

      “I do have one condition,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “Whatever you want,” said Lewis, pulling Bobby to his feet.

      Bobby almost went back down. He stumbled on enervated legs and grasped at the bear for balance. His hand sank into the animal’s flank, sending a fleshy wave up over its back. For Bobby, it was a horrific reminder that this was a living thing, or had been, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were desecrating it.

      He got his footing and stood to one side, looking down between Lewis and Carrie Ann, into that small space that separated Lewis’s cock and his wife’s inviting opening.

      Carrie Ann was relaxed, luxuriating against that black bed of fur, moving her arms like a little girl making a snow angel. Her skin shone with damp. Her eyes were narrow and glazed. Her small breasts, each topped with a knotty nipple, rose and fell with her breathing. “Bobby,” she said.

      Bobby reached for her, rubbing a hand across her cheek, feeling her familiar shape and softness. “Hey,” he said. Her eyes opened wide and he saw the excitement in them. No, more than excitement. This was a woman who’d lived out her fantasy in full in the space of a day, and who wasn’t yet finished.

      “Bobby … I love you,” she said. Her words were breathy, her lips barely moving.

      “I love you, Carrie Ann.”

      “But … but you look … ridiculous … with that thing on your head.” Her smile came slowly. It was infectious, and soon all three of them were laughing.

      “No shit,” said Lewis. “We gotta get that thing off.”

      Bobby tried again to work at the twine and was again frustrated, managing only to get a small burn on the side of his index finger. “Well, why don’t you tie it nice and tight next time?”

      “Hey, I was just trying to keep the guy with the gun happy.”

      “Sure you were,” said Bobby.

      “He looks happy now, don’t he?”

      The two men turned and looked to where Merle lay in a heap, ass over teakettle, his naked buttocks hiked in the air like a pair of desiccated marshmallows.

      “I see how you’re looking at him, Lewis. Don’t get any ideas,” said Bobby.

      “Oh, you’re so fucking funny.”

      “I mean, hey … there’s nothing stopping you.”

      “Shut up, Bobby. That’s sick.”

      “You could give the old guy something to remember. He might thank you—”

      “Just sick.”

      Carrie Ann raised one leg, nudging her husband with her knee. “Hey, why don’t you two try making me happy?” she said.

      Bobby closed his eyes and centered himself, taking a slow, deep breath. The banter with Lewis had been a distraction, but there was no denying the gravity of what was about to happen. He felt his heartbeat behind his eyes and went momentarily lightheaded, unable to believe he had asked to do this, that he wanted to do it. But it was going to happen, one way or the other, and this way he at least had a modicum of control.

      Or was that, too, illusory.

      Everything about this trip had been out of his control. When had things gone wrong? Was it when Drew and Ed showed up at his campsite? Was that when things went off track? Was it when he got lost trying to find the road to the river? All that driving around necessitated stopping for gas, and if he had never walked into that store—

      Or was it even earlier? When he almost ran Merle down in the middle of the road?

      Or earlier still? When he’d mentioned to Shawn that he was taking his wife camping? That little nugget of information, once he’d put it out there, quickly hopped from Shawn to Lewis, and if Lewis hadn’t known—

      But no. It was wearing him out, the worry and the wonder of trying to disentangle his own motivations from Carrie Ann’s and Ed’s and Merle’s … Maybe it was time to accept that if there was a driving force behind these events, if there was one locus of responsibility, it was himself.

      Could that be true? That some dark part of him, something hidden so deep that he wasn’t aware it existed, had willed all of this?

      Did that personal demon, by any chance, occasionally take the form of a preadolescent musician? Was it so powerful that even his wife—his spiritual other half—had seen it at least once?

      Would it, like Lewis, follow him home from this place?

      How could a man effect deliverance from himself?
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        * * *

      

      The sound of snapping fingers.

      “Bobby,” said Lewis. “Hey … Roberto.”

      “Yeah.”

      “The fuck you smiling about?”

      “Was I? Smiling?”

      “You look like ohh … ahhh …” He broke off in mid sentence as Bobby took a firm hold on his erection and began massaging the nerve-rich strip of stretched skin where his glans attached to his shaft. “Shit … Bobby …”

      Bobby tucked his forefinger under Lewis’s ridge and worked his thumb in a circle over the frenulum. He kept this up until a fat drop of clear pre-cum issued from Lewis’s tip. When it threatened to spill, he tipped Lewis’s shaft toward himself and watched the syrupy fluid run down over his thumb. He let it gather around his digit, then put it use lubricating Lewis’s erection.

      Lewis bucked his hips from Bobby’s manipulations, little involuntary spasms of his thighs and gluteus muscles, then tried to push his cock up through the enclosure of Bobby’s hand.

      “You like that?” said Bobby.

      “Oh … fuck … You gotta … stop …”

      Bobby had Lewis breathing heavy. Now, finally, he was the one in control. He let his thumb glide across the crown of Lewis’s cock and back again, then squeezed him under the ridge all the way around until his cockhead surged with more fluid. Then he ran four fingers over Lewis’s tip and used the gathered pre-cum to stroke his shaft. It was hot and hard and Bobby went all the way down to the base, until the heel of his hand was pushing on Lewis’s balls.

      “Fuck … just put it in her, Bobby,” said Lewis. He gripped the soft flesh of Carrie Ann’s thighs and stared at her eager pussy, just inches away.

      “Bobby …” moaned Carrie Ann.

      “You want this?” said Bobby, turning to his wife. “You want this cock in you?”

      “Yes,” breathed Carrie Ann.

      “You’re such a bad girl, Carrie Ann,” said Bobby.

      “I know. I’m so bad—”

      “Yeah, you’re my bad girl.” Bobby slid three fingers of his other hand through his wife’s naked gash. She was soaked and slippery from the climax Lewis had delivered with his lips and tongue.

      “Oh, fuck,” she moaned, moiling her hips.

      Bobby inserted one finger into her hot channel. “She is so ready for you,” he said to Lewis. He drove his finger deep, pulled it out, and rubbed Carrie Ann’s juices along Lewis’s cock. With his wife’s lubrication added to Lewis’s sticky pre-cum, Bobby resumed stroking Lewis’s thick shaft.

      “Come on, Bobby. Get out of the way, man,” said Lewis.

      “No. Not until I put it in her. I get to do it. That was the deal,” said Bobby. He looked down at his own swollen cock, standing up between Lewis and Carrie Ann. It might have been half the size of Lewis’s, but was leaking an unbelievable amount of pre-cum. He released his hold on Lewis’s cock just long enough to pinch his own fluid from the tip of his dick, gathering it on the fleshy pad at the base of his thumb.

      Lewis watched, a mix of horror and disbelief on his face, as Bobby added his own nectar to the broth on his erection. Bobby’s hand swirled and stroked until Lewis’s entire shaft shone with their blended lubrication.

      “That feel good, Lewis?”

      “Ugh … goddammit …” Lewis rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet.

      “You ready to fuck my wife?”

      “Oh, Bobby,” cooed Carrie Ann, spreading her legs a little wider.

      Now Bobby had them both in his control. Now he was the one plucking the banjo strings, and he reveled in the moment. He pulled down Lewis’s cock and rubbed the head around the hood at the apex of his wife’s slit, careful not to let him slip any lower. Not yet. He used Lewis’s cock to massage Carrie Ann’s button. It made a sound like a tongue exploring a dry, thirst mouth.

      “Oh, God …” moaned Lewis.

      “Bobby, please …” groaned Carrie Ann.

      It was time to let them go at it. To slip that big cock inside Carrie Ann and step out of the way. But first, he thought he’d take a little jab at Lewis.

      “You ever fuck a man before today, Lewis?”

      “Mmph … no … No, shut up—”

      “‘Cause you fucked one today. Did you like it? My ass feel good?”

      Lewis was fucking Bobby’s hand now. “Ugh. Yeah. Fucking tight …”

      “Took my cherry. Took it like a pro. How many men you fucked?”

      “None, goddammit. I ain’t that way.”

      “Yeah, right. You’re a buttfucker, Lewis. And you’ll always be a buttfucker now.”

      “And you’ll … ugh … always be a … cocksucker,” said Lewis.

      “Maybe. But you know what else I’ll always be?” Bobby stilled his hand on Lewis’s throbbing cock and squeezed it hard midshaft, making the head inflate like a bullfrog’s throat.

      “What?”

      “Married to Carrie Ann.”

      Bobby lined Lewis’s cock up with Carrie Ann’s entrance and let him have her.
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        * * *

      

      Lewis sank fully into Carrie Ann, taking a half-step forward as their bodies clapped together.

      Carrie Ann screamed with pleasure.

      The sight was almost too much for Bobby to take. Beautiful and horrible at once, it set his heart pounding. His scrotum ached from his need to come, and he cupped his balls and lifted them out front to dampen the overwhelming sensation. He dropped to his knees, his cock bobbing as he watched Lewis’s muscular thighs pump Carrie Ann full of dick.

      Lewis fucked like a madman, like a man whose masculinity had just been called into question and who was now on a mission to reassert his virility. He gripped Carrie Ann’s thighs tightly enough to blanch her skin.

      “Oh … God … fuck … me …” cried Carrie Ann. Her breathing came in ragged bursts, every exhale in sync with Lewis’s thrusts.

      “Ugh, shit … I’m gonna come,” said Lewis.

      Hearing this, Bobby reached under Lewis from behind and grabbed his balls. He curled his fingers around the entire sac and gently squeezed like a man assessing a piece of fruit.

      “Ugh … Bobby, what the fuck?”

      “Slow down, big guy,” said Bobby. He walked on his knees until he was fully behind Lewis.

      “You prick my ass with those horns and I’ll … I’ll—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Bobby. He got closer, until he was right under Lewis’s ass, and leaned his head back, making sure his awkward headgear posed no threat.

      “Come on, fuck me,” said Carrie Ann. “Fuck me hard, like you fucked Bobby.”

      Bobby let go of Lewis’s sac, and it dropped down between the man’s legs. Lewis resumed at a slower pace and Bobby was enthralled with his view. He watched Lewis’s huge shaft split Carrie Ann’s pussy, pulling her folds out and driving them back in.

      “Come in my pussy,” said Carrie Ann. “Come in me, like you came in Bobby.”

      Lewis groaned. “Yeah, baby … Hear that, Bobby? Gonna fuckin’ come in her pussy.”

      “Do it,” said Bobby.

      Lewis drove into her, not as fast as before, but with a rhythm. Steady. Hard. Unstoppable. Like a train pulling away from the station. He lifted Carrie Ann’s legs up over his shoulders and spread his own legs a little wider, allowing Bobby to move in even closer. “Get a good look, Bobby,” he said.

      Bobby watched the man’s ass cheeks tighten and bulge with muscle. He watched Lewis’s cock plunge into his wife’s tender opening with every thrust, and looked for the ridge of his crown to peek out from her pussy with every withdrawal. Lewis was giving him a show.

      The man’s smooth ball sac swung heavily as he fucked, bouncing off Carrie Ann’s taint with audible smacks. It hurt Bobby to watch, made him recall the feeling of those big balls pounding against his own backside—It was how he’d known Lewis was giving him everything he had. It looked painful for a man to be encumbered with those massive things. Bobby’s own balls were like two tight peach pits, currently cupped in the palm of his hand.

      Lewis continued to pace himself, and Bobby continued to watch those swinging balls, listening to them clap into his wife, until he couldn’t stand it. He reached up and took hold of Lewis’s sac again. He applied no pressure; only held them back from Carrie Ann. Lewis grunted, but seemed to approve. He started pounding Carrie Ann faster, and Bobby moved his hand along with Lewis, shielding the man’s nuts from impact.

      Sensing that Lewis was getting close, Bobby finally wrapped a hand around his own aching shaft. He sucked in air and squeezed himself hard. Two or three strokes and he’d be shooting his load, and he wasn’t ready yet.

      “Don’t stop,” begged Carrie Ann. “God, your cock is so perfect. He’s perfect, Bobby. He’s … so … fucking … perfect.”

      Bobby could hear Lewis’s breathing now. Incredibly, the man seemed to be wearing himself out. It gave Bobby some satisfaction, to know he wasn’t superhuman, that he had limits.

      Lewis compensated by pushing on Carrie Ann’s hips, shoving her away from him and into the shaggy mountain of bear flesh, then pulling her as she bounced back onto him. This proved incredibly effective, and Lewis continued to toss her away and let her rebound back onto his cock. Carrie Ann let out a continuous warbling moan and hung on to the animal’s flank, weaving her fingers through the thick black fur.

      Their fucking set the bear flesh in motion, making her lifelike even in death. Her sheer size dwarfed the trio of fornicating humans at her belly, and her rippling haunches were an arresting sight, making Bobby conscious of the murderous maw full of razor-sharp teeth a few feet away.

      Lewis had no such concerns. He pounded Carrie Ann into the animal with such force that one of its mighty paws skittered a few inches along the ground off to Bobby’s left, one lifeless claw dragging a shallow rut in the packed earth. It made Bobby’s already racing heart spasm in two or three thunderous surges, lighting up his imagination with the possibility that the bear was not dead but merely wounded or sleeping. It seemed frighteningly plausible that, if they kept this up, the beast might be stirred, might raise its bloodied head and look over its shoulder at him with a hungry snarl.

      That whiff of danger, even more than the untended firearm behind him, added to Bobby’s growing sense that they were at the frontier of sexual fantasy. Before his rational mind could dismiss the idea of a reanimated bear as silly, he experienced a brief euphoria. Twin peaks of human emotion—the thrill of illicit sex and the fear of death—hit him at once. His adrenaline surged, saturating his senses, and for a moment his mind sizzled like a drop of water on hot iron and his heart vibrated like a taut string gingerly plucked.

      I am the musician.

      He didn’t know where the thought came from. It came and went, leaving him feeling strangely empowered. He sighed, shaking his head and touching his chest. Not yet ready to let go of that profound feeling, he decided to play another tune.

      Tilting his head back as far as he could, Bobby rose on his knees. He pulled back on that hanging sac that filled his hand, getting it where he wanted it, then dashed the tip of his tongue across the plump pouch.

      Lewis made a sighing sound, but otherwise acted as if he hadn’t noticed that Bobby had licked his balls.

      Bobby was so close to the sex now he could smell it, masculine and feminine scents filling his nostrils. He extended his tongue again and moved it flat across Lewis’s smooth scrotum, feeling its heat on his lips. He arced his tongue to conform to the curvature of each of Lewis’s balls, moving from one to the other and back again.

      “Ugh … shit,” cried Lewis. The motion of the bear ceased as Lewis stopped pushing on Carrie Ann.

      Bobby waited, his mouth poised under the man’s scrotum, to see what he would do.

      Lewis leaned in just a little more, until he was positioned like a quarterback before the snap. “Go on,” he said. “Again.”

      Bobby opened wide and sucked one of Lewis’s huge hangers into his mouth. He sealed his lips around the salty egg shape and bathed it with his tongue.

      “Ohhhhh,” cried Lewis. “Don’t … don’t stop …”

      Bobby came off him with a wet pop and applied himself on the other side, letting Lewis’s beefy sac settle across his nose. He sucked the other ball and Lewis moaned again.

      “Come on,” said Carrie Ann, kicking her heels into Lewis’s back. “Don’t stop.”

      “Yeah … don’t stop,” said Lewis.

      Bobby stuck out his tongue and shook his head back and forth under Lewis, using it along with his lips and nose to jostle and stimulate him.

      “Mmph … nice,” groaned Lewis. Bobby went still and Lewis shook his hips, rolling his sac over Bobby’s face. “More … please …”

      That please. It drove Bobby wild with satisfaction. Lewis didn’t mock him. Didn’t call him bag boy. No, Lewis was asking. Asking because Bobby was the one in control.

      Lewis began to push Carrie Ann into the bear again, pushing her down his cock and then releasing her so that her pussy consumed the full length of his shaft as she rebounded. Carrie Ann wailed with pleasure, and Lewis pushed her a little harder, fucking her while keeping himself almost completely still.

      Bobby was looking nearly straight up, into the crevice of Lewis’s parted ass cheeks. He saw his wife’s little feet bobbling around in the air, her toes curling as she was fucked.

      “Please …” Lewis said.

      That repeated please rang in his ears, and something snapped in Bobby. He went after Lewis’s balls with gusto, squeezing two fingers into a ring at that place where the sac sprouted from the man’s body and pulling its contents low and tight. He gobbled at them, sucking with his lips on each side in turn, running his tongue up the middle. The taste of the man filled his mouth. He tried again to take the whole works at once, stretching his lips, and again the size of the man’s balls caused him to fail. He went back and forth with his ministrations, slurping noisily, keeping his tongue moving, until his saliva dripped from his chin and from the base of Lewis’s shaft.

      “Ohh … fuckfuckfuck,” cried Lewis.

      “Harder … fuck me,” said Carrie Ann.

      “Oh, girl … you’re so … shit, he’s gonna make me … I’m gonna come.”

      Bobby could feel the tension in Lewis’s balls. It gave him a wicked thrill, knowing that those two big pods were about to empty their contents into his wife. He released his hold on them, and Lewis’s scrotum fell wet and supple over his open mouth.

      “Fuck, baby. Here it is … Bobby’s makin’ me come …”

      Lewis thrust his hips and Bobby watched in wonder as those huge balls were halved in size, climbing up inside the man and hugging his shaft. With a final mischievous impulse Bobby lapped at Lewis’s undercarriage, letting his tongue slip up above his balls and swipe at his taint.

      Lewis quivered, his legs shaking. He reared back, shoving his puckered anus across the bridge of Bobby’s nose, then drove his cock deep into Carrie Ann.

      At the peak of Lewis’s climax, Bobby played him like an instrument. In a frenzy of arousal, he clapped both hands onto the man’s smooth, muscular ass. He latched on, pried him apart, and dove up the middle. He licked up and down the full length of the seam once, then homed in on the winking eyelet at the center. He circled it, then fluttered his tongue back and forth, feeling it pulse and tighten.

      Lewis’s groan became a roar, almost equal to the sound he had unleashed on Connie the bear. Bobby kept at him, strumming his asshole until Lewis’s legs threatened to give way.

      “All right … all right …” muttered Lewis. He pulled his cock from Carrie Ann and took a step back, holding her up by the backs of her knees. Bobby moved back to give him room. “Holy … holy shit …” said Lewis, gasping for breath.

      Then Bobby heard Carrie Ann call his name. He tried to stand, but his legs were still weak and now numb as well. He wanted to whisk underneath Lewis to get to her, but was wary of his horns.

      Lewis turned and looked at Bobby. He pulled one of Carrie Ann’s legs out straight for Bobby to hold onto, then stepped out of the way so that Bobby could walk up on his knees and take hold of Carrie Ann’s other leg. “There,” he said.

      Bobby slid his hands up his wife’s thighs, getting them in behind her and cupping her buttocks. Supporting her against the bear, he shouldered his way between her legs and dove into her smoldering pussy.

      The now-familiar taste and feel of semen was hot and briny on his tongue. Bobby sucked it away, swallowed, and pulled her tender labia between his lips. Carrie Ann moaned his name, and Bobby lifted her higher, until her back arched over the top of the animal and he could free one hand.

      He got his hand on his cock, pumped his shaft two or three times, and came.

      Groaning into his wife’s sodden gash, the sound coming from deep within him, Bobby shot stream after steam of hot ejaculate onto the bear’s belly. A full day’s worth of built-up arousal, agony, fear, and frustration—he purged himself of all of it. His legs shivered and his shoulders shook. He came up for air, a thin filament of Lewis’s cum dangling between his lower lip and his wife’s hole. He screamed and stroked his cock, then dove back in and ate his wife’s battered snatch with a fury.

      “Oh … oh, God, Bobby … yes, yes … yes!” cried Carrie Ann. She locked her thighs around her husband’s head, grabbed two handfuls of his hair, and climaxed again, screaming at the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Merle came to, whining and holding his head.

      “Ugh … the fuck?”

      He sat back on his heels, still with his overalls down around his ankles, and wiped blood from his eyes. He looked around like he wasn’t sure where he was. Then he saw Carrie Ann.

      She was standing now, cradling her husband’s head against her bare hip.

      Merle stared at her. “Fucking bitch,” he said, spittle flying from his lips. He made a perfunctory reach for his rifle, but Lewis was able to get to it first with three casual strides.

      Lewis—still nude, his big cock hanging flaccid—leveled the rifle at Merle. From the way he held it, it was clear to Bobby that the man knew how to handle a gun.

      “Cover yourself up, empty your pockets, and get walking,” said Lewis.

      Merle, realizing his state of undress, put his hands over his crotch. He turned around, took hold of the straps of his overalls, and pulled them up as he stood. He buckled them up, keeping an eye on Lewis over his shoulder. He turned back around. His eyes fell on Connie, and for a moment he looked as though he might cry. Then his face hardened, and he turned to face the trio of naked city folk.

      “Profligates,” he yelled. “The three of you. Profligates!” He spied the frying pan which had been used to knock him out cold and picked it up by the handle. “Here on earth you lived—”

      “Blow it out your ass, you fuckin’ pervert,” said Lewis. “Pockets.”

      Merle held up the frying pan as if he intended to use it to face off against Lewis, either to beat him or maybe as a shield should Lewis fire on him. He looked at them all, his visage bloodied, his hair a sticky mess, and seemed to realize the futility of such an effort. He tossed the pan to the ground, reached into both pockets, and emptied the contents at his feet.

      “Atta boy. Now start walking,” said Lewis.

      Merle looked once again at the corpse of Connie, then turned back to Lewis. “A day of slaughter has come,” he said.

      He got behind his wheelbarrow and slowly pushed it off into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      “Get dressed, and I do mean fast,” said Lewis.

      “Why?” said Carrie Ann. She began looking for her swimsuit bottom.

      “Because that man is going to kill us if we stay,” said Lewis. He was pulling up his jeans as he walked over to where Merle had stood. He gathered up the bullets Merle had dumped from his overalls and shoved them into his pockets.

      “But, our stuff—”

      “Leave it. No choice,” said Lewis.

      “But it’s right over there. Our clothes are in the tent. This is all I have,” she said, stepping into her swimsuit.

      Lewis took Carrie Ann by the arm. “Listen. He can probably get down to his cabin in ten minutes, back here in another ten. Maybe less. When he does come back, he’ll be armed. And you better believe he can move fast if he wants to. Here, put this around you.” He gave Carrie Ann his dress shirt, and she put her arms through the sleeves but left it unbuttoned. It fit her like a robe.

      Lewis scrambled to get his shoes on and looked to Bobby, who was still sitting on the ground with his legs folded beneath him.

      “Bobby? Bobby, can you walk? We got to go, man. Bobby?”

      Bobby heard him, and he understood the situation, but he had a situation of his own. He was looking down at the hem of his blue jeans.

      An inch or two of fabric was sticking out from under one of Connie’s gigantic haunches.

      Lewis bent down next to Bobby to tie his shoes and saw what Bobby was looking at.

      “Lewis. Do you think we can—?”

      “No,” said Lewis. “Ain’t no way. We’d have more luck trying to move a pickup truck. You’ll have to go as you are.” He clapped Bobby on the shoulder and stood up.

      “Pickup truck,” said Carrie Ann.

      “What?”

      “Your truck. You moved our car, but didn’t I hear you say you drove a truck here? Is that how we’re getting home?”

      Lewis put his hands on his hips and looked at her. “Carrie Ann, you do realize that Merle’s cabin is between here and my truck, right?”

      “Oh,” she said. “Shit.”

      “Shit is right,” said Lewis. “There’s only one way out of these woods for us.”
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      Carrie Ann carried the two paddles while Bobby and Lewis moved the canoe down to the water. Bobby’s ankle was sore, his legs still a little numb, and he had to let go of his end before they were halfway there. Lewis didn’t slow down, just dragged it behind him the rest of the way. The screeching sound of aluminum on rock reverberated through the woods.

      Lewis slid the front half of the little boat into the water at the opposite end of the pool from the waterfall as Carrie Ann and Bobby strove to catch up in their bare feet. “Okay, let’s go,” he said, stepping into the boat and looking to the west. “I’d say we’ve got ninety minutes of good daylight left. Maybe a little more, but we don’t want to be on the water in the dark. We ought to make it, depending on how fast she’s moving.”

      “She?” said Bobby.

      “The river, Bobby. The fucking water. Now get in the boat.”

      “Are you sure I can’t just grab some pants? The tent’s—”

      “Bobby, listen. These woods, this river—” Lewis spread his arms and looked to his left, then to his right. “This is Merle’s backyard. All of it. He knows every rock and tree stump. Once he sees we’re gone, and the canoe’s gone, he’ll be looking for us downriver.”

      “But, we’re leaving now,” said Carrie Ann, stepping warily into the back of the boat. “He can’t move as fast as the river, can he?”

      “He doesn’t have to. That’s what I’m getting at. This river, it … winds … or—”

      “Meanders,” said Bobby.

      “Yeah. Whatever. Point is, Merle can hike it a quarter mile and catch up to us after we’ve gone a mile and a half. Fact, I think there’s an overlook right there, right across from an old sawmill. Sweet spot to hang out with a long gun and pick us off. Which is why I’m holding on to this,” said Lewis, lifting up Merle’s rifle. “Just in case.”

      “You really think he’d do that?” said Bobby. “Kill us?”

      Lewis sighed and shook his head. “I’m from here, and you ain’t,” he said. “Can we leave it at that? Now get in the goddamn boat. We need to get ahead of him. Way ahead. Bobby, can you man the rear oar?” Lewis took one of the paddles from Carrie Ann and handed it to Bobby, who looked at it like it was a live rattlesnake.

      “Oh, Lewis. I … I don’t feel so great about this. I don’t have any clothes on, and—” He leaned toward Lewis and whispered, “—my ass hurts, man.”

      “Fuck it,” said Lewis. He snatched the paddle back from Bobby. “You sit in the middle. Carrie Ann, you’re on stern. You ever been canoeing?”

      “I was a girl scout until—”

      “I’ll take that as a no. Don’t worry, I’ll show you what to do. Now for God’s sake, let’s get going.”

      They took their positions in the canoe—Lewis up front, Carrie Ann in back, Bobby in the middle. Lewis stuck his paddle into the water and found something solid to push off on, and they were afloat.

      The little boat rocked side to side, making Bobby’s stomach lurch.

      “Carrie Ann, you see that little opening down there, between those two rocks?” said Lewis. “We’re gonna pass through there. Once we do, the water’s gonna start to carry us. There won’t be any stopping. The paddles will be mostly for steering us clear of … things.”

      “Okay,” she yelled from behind Bobby.

      “So let’s paddle our asses that way. No, Carrie Ann, put your paddle out the opposite side from mine. There you go.”

      In seconds they were at the edge of the plunge pool, right at the spot where Bobby had said goodbye to his swim trunks. “Did you know there were leeches in here?” he said.

      Lewis ignored him.

      “One more thing,” said Lewis. “I may have … understated the dangers of this river.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” said Carrie Ann. “How dangerous?”

      “Well, it’s safer than a bullet. Put it that way. What I didn’t overstate is my ability to get us down the damn thing.”

      The bow of the canoe eased between the rocks. Bobby could already hear the rush of water. He turned to take one last look at the waterfall, wishing he could be under it one more time and wondering if he would ever see it again. Carrie Ann put her hand on his shoulder.

      “Bobby …” she said.

      He put his hand over hers. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m sure Lewis can do it.”

      And he really was.

      “Hang on,” said Lewis. “Here we go.”
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        * * *

      

      It was rough. Rough as hell.

      Even starting out, it was worse than Bobby had expected. The canoe turned sideways almost immediately, but it proved a great training exercise for Carrie Ann, who, under Lewis’s bellowed instruction, quickly proved herself an adept oarswoman.

      They got straightened out just in time to hit the first rapids. It was short and not terribly steep, but the water was choppy as it thundered against the rocks. Bobby held on to the sides of the boat and tried to think of it as a ride at an amusement park.

      Then things got worse.

      At the next rapids, Bobby felt his ass come up off the seat. When he came back down, he felt like his heart was still up in the air.

      Lewis was screaming at him.

      “What?” Bobby couldn’t hear over the sound of churning water.

      Lewis turned around. “I said … Don’t. Fall. Out. We won’t be able to stop, and this thing doesn’t have reverse.”

      “Okay,” yelled Bobby. He slid off the seat and secured himself in the bottom of the boat behind Lewis.

      The water calmed for a while, to the point that they had to use the paddles to sustain any kind of speed. The river bent sharply along this placid stretch, and when they rounded the corner an old suspension bridge was visible in the distance, hanging in the air like a grin. As they got closer, Bobby could see it was constructed of heavy rope slung from one side of the river to the other. A number of wooden planks had come loose on one side and were hanging from the bottom of the bridge like chipped brown teeth. Several more planks were missing altogether.

      But there was a person on the bridge. Right in the middle, sitting on the planks with his legs hanging over the edge.

      And he had something in his hands.

      “Fuck,” said Bobby, fear creeping up in his throat.

      “What?” shouted Lewis.

      “He found us,” said Bobby. “I thought you said—”

      “Hey look,” said Carrie Ann, a brightness in her voice. “It’s him!” She sounded like a little kid at the zoo who had just spied her favorite animal.

      Bobby narrowed his eyes. He breathed with relief.

      It was him.

      And Carrie Ann saw him, too.

      The boy dangled his banjo over the water, letting it swing like a pendulum.

      “Ha!” yelled Bobby. “It’s me!”

      He laid back with his hands over his privates and smiled up at the boy as they passed under the bridge. The boy looked straight down at Bobby as the boat traveled beneath him. At the last second, the boy smiled.

      “Bye,” yelled Carrie Ann.

      Bobby laughed.

      Lewis turned around, holding his paddle out in front of him. “The fuck are you two talking about?”
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      The reprieve didn’t last long.

      The rocks and trees on either side were soon whizzing past with disquieting speed. Bobby found himself compulsively stamping his left foot, as if he could apply the brakes. He caught himself and stilled his leg. It made him think of something Ed had said.

      You get in that water, it’ll carry your ass away and throw you headfirst into a rockpile you never saw coming …

      It made him think: Helmets! Don’t people generally wear helmets when they go whitewater rafting? And life jackets? Shit like that? He didn’t have a life jacket; he didn’t have a stitch of clothing. And his only helmet was a strapped-on crown of multipronged shame. He plucked again at the twine under his chin, thinking it would have loosened a little by now, but it was as tight as ever. He wondered if Merle had dumped his knife when he’d emptied his pockets and, if so, whether Lewis had picked it up when he’d gathered the ammunition. Did Lewis have a knife in his pocket right now?

      “Lewis,” he yelled.

      “Hang on,” said Lewis.

      They were hurtling toward a huge rock in the center of the river. It stood like a monolith, immune to the rushing water, which exploded in a burst of foam as it was diverted to either side.

      … throw you headfirst into a rockpile …

      “Lean to the left,” screamed Lewis, shoving his paddle into the water.

      “What?” yelled Carrie Ann.

      They were headed straight for the rock. If Lewis intended to go around one side or the other, there wasn’t much time to choose.

      “No, fuck it,” screamed Lewis. He flipped his paddle to the other side of the boat and turned around. “Carrie Ann, put it on this side, over here, and hold it tight. Like this.” Lewis demonstrated a two-handed grip, holding the paddle at forty-five degrees and bracing it on both sides.

      “Like this?” said Carrie Ann. But Lewis had already turned back around. The rock was coming up fast.

      “And lean right when we hit it,” shouted Lewis. “To the right.”

      When we hit it?

      Bobby held on to both sides of the boat with a death grip, trying and failing to banish from his mind what it would feel like to be thrown into the water. His mind spun out horrible scenarios.

      The canoe shifted to the left, but not far enough.

      Lewis yelled Shit, pulled his paddle into the boat at the last second, and then they hit the rock. Hit it hard enough that Bobby felt something snap in his neck. Their speed was halved in an instant, and there was a terrible grinding sound as the canoe canted to the left.

      Bobby put both hands on the right side of the boat and pulled his body weight in that direction. He clenched his teeth and heard Carrie Ann yelling behind him, but it was impossible to make out what she was saying over that grinding noise and the rush of water. He hoped to God she didn’t fall out of the boat. What would he do if that happened? What could he do?

      Then they were past the rock and it was over. The canoe was level for a moment, then actually tilted a little too far to the right as all three of its passengers overcompensated. Lewis straightened himself and put his paddle back into the river.

      Bobby sat up and examined the hull at his feet. There was a little water in the boat, but not much, and it didn’t appear that the hull had been breached. He called out for his wife and, hearing no reply, became terrified that she’d fallen out. He spun around, sure that he would see her behind them, flailing her arms in the river. And that was if she hadn’t hit her head, or maybe broken her arms. He might see only her lifeless body floating in the—

      She was still on the seat behind him, bright-eyed with terror or wonder, or maybe with excitement. My little thrill-seeker, he thought. Getting ever so much more than you could have hoped for this weekend. She was still holding onto her paddle with the grip Lewis had shown her. Her hair was wet and stuck to her head, and Lewis’s unbuttoned shirt blew back on either side, revealing her bare chest. She blew Bobby a kiss, and he smiled with relief and blew one back.

      He turned back around, took a deep breath, then emptied his lungs. Maybe that’s the worst of it, he thought.

      “All right,” shouted Lewis, looking sideways. “It’s gonna get choppy now.”
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        * * *

      

      The riverbank disappeared as walls of layered rock grew up on both sides, leaving them nowhere to go even if they could stop. Which they couldn’t. Bobby felt like the earth was swallowing them.

      The current was faster than ever now. Bobby figured they were headed west since the sun was dead ahead, shining into the gorge and making the river sparkle with a million pinpricks of light. He shielded his eyes—it was beautiful, but hard to look at. He had the sensation of being pulled, as if there were some vortex up ahead drawing them toward inevitable doom.

      You get in that water …

      Bobby had gotten in. Deep. Over his head. And there was a vortex ahead. Seated right in front of him, holding a paddle.

      If they made it out of here, Lewis would still have to be dealt with. He was still going to want something, especially if he saved their lives. They should be even-steven on that score, but Bobby felt sure Lewis wouldn’t see it that way.

      Fuck it, he thought. We get out of this alive, Lewis can have whatever he wants.

      The river was tumultuous now. They came to another nest of rocks and Lewis did his best to navigate, but Carrie Ann was a weak oar in the rear. When their boat got turned around completely, Lewis screamed at Carrie Ann to help turn them about. She got frustrated, didn’t know what to do, and came close to dropping her paddle altogether. Bobby felt guilty that it wasn’t him back there doing the job. Going backwards through the rapids, Bobby once again thought they were goners.

      They were buffeted between boulders on the way down, so hard that Bobby felt it in his jaw. It was terrifying not being able to see where they were headed, but he didn’t dare turn around.

      They made it through with nothing but dumb luck to credit, though there was more water inside the boat now. Lewis managed to get them facing forward again, and Bobby offered to switch places with Carrie Ann and row stern the rest of the way into Chilhowee. Lewis said it was way too dangerous to try and switch seats while moving, and since there was no way to stop …

      Bobby hunkered down.

      It was just as well. Carrie Ann seemed determined to redeem herself and did an admirable job keeping the rear of the boat away from the rocks when they hit the next rapids, which wasn’t particularly rapid but seemed to go on forever.

      On the other side of that, the water calmed again. Lewis rowed, his bare shoulders bulging, the muscles of his back working as he switched the paddle from one side to the other.

      “We’re almost there,” said Lewis.

      “Almost to Chilhowee?” said Bobby, excited.

      “God, no. Not even halfway. Not a third. Here, hold this.” Lewis passed the paddle back to Bobby and reached into the bottom of the boat for Merle’s rifle. “Little wet,” he said. “Hope she fires.”

      Up ahead, a massive oak hung out over the river, its branches hanging down like fingers. Lewis steered them under it and, on the other side of a sharp bend, Bobby was thrilled to see more trees as the wall of limestone on their right retreated and became a steep bank of scrubby growth. The jagged cliff still climbed into the sky on their left, but as the riverbank continued to level out on the other side Bobby felt less boxed in, was able to breathe a little easier.

      “What’s that?” said Carrie Ann.

      There was something up ahead on the right, clinging to the shore. Something huge, round.

      “Old sawmill,” said Lewis. “We get past here, we should be okay. What I wouldn’t give for a scope on this thing.” Lewis aimed the rifle high, to the left.

      Bobby gazed up, following the trajectory of the gun. High above, just ahead, he could see an outcropping of rock at the top of the cliff wall. From up there, he imagined a person would have a perfect view of everything below. The trees up there were lit from behind and stood out as thin lines, tall and straight against a backdrop of softening blue.

      As they got closer, Bobby felt a chill. Like a cold hand brushing his spine from the back of his neck to his sacrum. He was seized by the desire to be away from here, out of this place, further down the river, even if that meant turbulent waters and more treacherous rapids.

      Was the current moving even more slowly now? That had to be his imagination, but he couldn’t help feeling like an easy target. They would soon be directly below the rocky overlook, and at this angle it was hard to see anything up there at all.

      On the other side of the river, Bobby could see detail in the sawmill now. The huge waterwheel was motionless, dilapidated, attached to a building that had no roof and only three walls of crumbling cinderblock. No wonder that it had gone defunct, he thought, considering how slowly the water was moving here. It reminded him that the river was a living thing, changing through decades, becoming almost unrecognizable to the man who’d last seen it through a boy’s eyes.

      Coming up even with the sawmill, Bobby saw a rectangular light higher up the hill.

      “Hey,” he said. “There’s a house.” Where there’s a house, there’s liable to be a phone, he thought. He started scanning the riverbank on that side, looking for a place they could possibly pull to.

      “That son of a bitch,” said Lewis.

      “What?” said Carrie Ann.

      Bobby had to look almost straight up, where Lewis was pointing the rifle. He didn’t see anything up there except trees and a pair of birds of prey gliding in lazy circles.

      “I don’t see anything,” said Bobby.

      “Day of slaughter, my ass,” Lewis mumbled. He stood up and socketed the stock of the rifle into his shoulder.

      “Hey, there’s someone there,” said Carrie Ann. She tapped Bobby with her paddle. “Not up there. Over there.” She pointed to the decrepit sawmill.

      Inside what remained of the sawmill, Bobby saw nothing but shadows. He turned and looked at Carrie Ann.

      “I’m telling you, something moved in there,” she said. She stared at Bobby, then added, “It was a person … creepy.”

      “We’re not worried about that,” said Lewis. “He wouldn’t cross the river.” He kept the rifle sighted at the peak of the overlook above them, rotating his stance as they moved. “Goddamn bolt-action hunting shit. I’ll have one shot. He could be up there with an automatic. I doubt it, but …” He trailed off.

      Bobby became so frightened his teeth chattered. He looked behind him and saw that he wasn’t alone. It was in the way Carrie Ann pulled her lips between her teeth, and in the way she stared at him, unblinking, like she was looking right through him.

      They passed the sawmill in grim silence, three people craning their necks to see if death would come from above.

      “I see him,” said Bobby.

      “Yeah,” whispered Lewis.

      Bobby made fists to stop his hands from shaking. To have come this far … he thought. “Lewis?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How good a shot are you?”

      “Well, pretty damn good. When I ain’t movin’. Or, you know, shooting straight up into the sun.”

      There was a better view of the overlook from this side, and now Bobby could see that shape, the one that had been there all along, move a little. The man—if it was a man—actually seemed to get taller.

      Like a man standing up, thought Bobby. Or stepping closer to the edge. “You gonna … sh-shoot first?” he said.

      “Thinkin’ about it,” said Lewis.

      Carrie Ann cleared her throat. “What if it’s just a guy out for a walk? Or a woman?”

      “It ain’t. It’s him,” said Lewis.

      That’s when it occurred to Bobby that if the view looking upward was better on this side of the promontory, it was probably better looking down, too.

      And if a man wanted to shoot toward the river from up there, he’d have the sun at his back now.

      He’s been waiting.

      The sun was starting to set, painting everything in shades of crimson and orange and casting long shadows across the three people in the boat.

      Bobby’s long day was coming to an end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      A little before seven AM on Sunday morning, just as the sun was starting to rise along the Coosawatee River, two men walked up into the woods east of Happy Valley. They had work to do, and they wasted no time.

      At the clearing near the waterfall they found the pop-up tent still standing, and they both crawled inside. The morning light hadn’t penetrated here yet, and neither of them had thought to bring a flashlight. The taller of the two, the blond, pulled his cell phone from his pocket and used it to illuminate the cramped space while he instructed the shorter, dark-haired man on what to do.

      There were clothes strewn everywhere, a couple of open bags, and an unzipped backpack. In one corner was a white plastic shopping bag. The shorter man picked it up and held it to the light, revealing a generic Have A Nice Day! logo above a yellow smiley face.

      “One of yours?”

      “Without a doubt. You see why we have to do this?” said the blond.

      The bag contained two bottled waters. The shorter man passed one to the blond, and they both drank.

      “Just throw it all in the bags,” said the blond, screwing the cap back onto his water. “Don’t matter which, just shove it in and zip ‘em up.”

      There wasn’t much room to move about, and when they thought they had everything packed up they found they were sitting on top of a few things. The shorter man rocked to one side and pulled an item out from under him.

      “Hey,” he laughed. “Check these out.” He held a pair of women’s underwear up in front of his face, spreading them out between both hands. The blond shined the light on them, revealing a ghostly outline of the shorter man’s features through the thin cotton.

      They were white, standard issue, nothing fancy, but they did have a lacy frill around the waist. The shorter man tilted his head back and draped them over his face. “Ahh, good times,” he said. “Souvenir?”

      “You want to go to jail?”

      The shorter man straightened up. The panties fell from his face into his hand. “No,” he said. “But who cares if—“

      “Put ‘em in the fucking bag.”

      They closed up the bags and the backpack, got everything out of the tent, then struck the tent. It collapsed easily, and the blond folded it while the dark-haired man rolled up the sleeping bag that was lying on the ground.

      “Wasn’t there a thing for this?” said the blond. “A backpack or something?”

      “Yeah. I think I took it to the river.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      They set off toward the river. Dawn had arrived, reaching through the trees, and before they’d taken a dozen steps they saw it.

      “There it is.”

      “Jesus. I wouldn’t believe it if I wasn’t looking right at it.”

      Neither man had ever been this close to a real bear, and probably never would be again. Their awe overcame the urgency of their task, and they spent a minute walking around the hulking carcass.

      “Look there,” said the blond, stooping to his knees. “One, two, three … right in the head.” He reached a tentative hand toward the beast’s mouth and carefully pulled back the flesh below the jaw. He touched the massive teeth, which were still moist. It made him shudder. “Fucking shame.”

      “We got a problem,” said the other man.

      The blond walked around the bear and immediately saw what his friend was talking about. “Shit,” he said.

      “I mean, what if his wallet’s in there? There could be ID.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Or maybe not. He could’ve taken it with him.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.”

      “You think we can get ‘em out?”

      “Well, one way to find out.”

      The blond man took hold of what was obviously the leg of a pair of blue jeans and pulled. There wasn’t much to hold onto; the best he could do was pinch at the fabric with his thumbs and forefingers. He leaned back, putting his weight into it, but the article of clothing didn’t budge. It slipped out of his fingers and he fell back onto his ass. “Fuck,” he said.

      “So, try to move the … uh—?”

      “Yeah. Good luck with that.”

      “What then?”

      “Just shut up and let me think,” said the blond. He held his face in his hands and sighed. If there was identification in those jeans and someone else came along and found it, then everything else they were doing here was a waste of time. There would be trouble. He didn’t know if it would come back on them, but it might.

      “We could go through the bags and look for the wallet,” said the other man. “If we find it, well … he probably didn’t have two wallets.”

      The blond rose to his feet. “Stands to reason,” he said, clapping the other man on the shoulder. “Hey, even you have a good idea once in while.”

      “Whatever.”

      They went down to the picnic tables and retrieved the empty backpack that had SELF-ERECTING on its label, along with a few other items—a lighter and a salt shaker. They walked to the top of the big rock over near the waterfall and, not finding anything there, retraced their path back to the picnic tables. They took one more look around to be sure they hadn’t missed anything before they moved on.

      As they passed the bear, something caught the shorter man’s eye. “Hey, look here.” He picked a cast iron skillet up off the ground and twirled it by the handle. “You know what? I think this is mine.”

      “How would it be yours?”

      “I … guess I left it here.” The grease in the bottom of the pan gleamed in the morning sun, and the shorter man examined the pattern of grooves and chinks around the edges. “But it’s definitely mine. Shit, I think that’s blood on the bottom.”

      “Good thing you found it, then. That's two points for you today. Got to be some kind of record. Come on.”

      The blond packed the tent into its carrying bag while the shorter man rummaged through the other bags.

      “Bingo,” said the dark-haired man. He pulled a burnt umber wallet from a zippered pouch along the side of a backpack and flipped it open. “Tennessee drivers license, Ambaugh, Robert G. There’s a little red heart on it. Ain’t that cute?”

      “It means organ donor.”

      “Well, good for him. Some credit cards … and hey, about seventy bucks.” He pulled out the cash and put it in his pocket and dropped the wallet back into the side pouch. When he looked up, the blond man was staring down at him. “What? I’ll split it with you.”

      “Fuck it. You keep it,” said the blond. He hoisted the backpack containing the tent onto his shoulders and picked up one of the other bags. “But do something about that,” he added, pointing to a small hole in the ground.

      Ed kicked some dirt into the hole where he’d built a cookfire the previous morning. He covered up the charred wood scraps and stomped it smooth. Then the two men dragged their feet over the whole area until they were satisfied it had a uniform appearance.

      Like no one had been there.

      “All right. Best we can do. I’ll call Percy when we get back. See if he can do something with that bear before other animals get to it,” said Drew. “Surprised they haven’t already.”

      “It’ll be covered in flies in a few hours.”

      “Well, Percy will know what to do. Now come on. We’re gonna throw all this in the back of Lewis’s truck, and then you’ve got some driving to do.”

      They headed back into the woods, back the way they had come. A pair of squirrels fighting over a fallen walnut shot their bushy tails into the air as the two men approached, then scampered off into the scrub.

      “You really think anyone’s gonna care what happened here?” said Ed, shouldering Bobby Ambaugh’s backpack.

      “They pulled a body out of the river,” said Drew. “So, yeah, I think someone’s gonna care.”

      “He was a weird motherfucker, though.”

      “You can tell that to the sheriff. I’m sure he’ll drop the investigation right away.” They walked in silence for a little while, then he added, “But yeah, he was one weird motherfucker.”

      The two men laughed.

      When they were gone, the squirrels came back out to play with the nut.
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        * * *

      

      The sheriff’s office for Blount county was in Maryville, but the department had satellite offices in Sixmile and several other small towns. They weren’t so much offices as they were rented spaces that no one had any other use for. Some were no more than a single windowless room with a table and four folding chairs and a vending machine that never got restocked.

      The office in Sixmile wasn’t quite that bad. It was two rooms on the main floor of the civic center, right across the street from the middle school. One room even had a desk and a multiline rotary phone. Incoming calls were forwarded to the main office in Maryville.

      One such call had come in this morning. Deputy Bryson Bigelow answered it in Maryville. He had manned the desk all night, his usual shift, and was looking forward to going home, but after hearing what the caller had to say he decided Sheriff Dickey ought to be involved.

      And as much as Deputy Bigelow wanted to go home—Gretchen went to church at ten, but if he got there early enough he might get treated to a Sunday morning quickie—the call was sufficiently intriguing that he decided to abandon the prospect of sex with a woman only two years older than his daughter and drive into Sixmile to hear more.

      He was surprised, when he got the sheriff on the radio, to learn that he was already responding to another call and was on his way down to Chilhowee. When the sheriff told him the nature of his business in Chilhowee, Deputy Bigelow was surprised again to hear the sheriff tell him that he was turning around and would meet him at the office in Sixmile.

      It was a booming Sunday morning for law enforcement in Blount county.

      He drove the eight miles along the state highway to Sixmile, thinking all the way about Gretchen’s big titties bouncing around while she rode his cock and called him daddy. Mollie, his daughter, didn’t like that her father was shacking up with a woman so young, and she didn’t speak to him much these days, which really hurt Bryson. But those titties were worth it. Those titties were golden. They were the Holy Grail of titties, and he wasn’t getting any younger. Had to make hay while the sun was shining. It hurt to pass on them this morning, but he wanted to hear what this old lady and little boy in Sixmile had to say.

      He parked behind the civic center, right next to the sheriff’s cruiser. The department’s office space here had a direct access door from the parking lot, and as Deputy Bigelow approached, the sheriff opened it and stepped outside and pulled the door shut behind him.

      Sheriff Dickey was a big man, well over six feet tall. He had wide hips and a round belly, but the way he carried it around made it look like a muscle. He had a hard face that rarely smiled, and a way of imposing his will on others just by leaning over them, which was a method of interrogation that had served him well over the years. He was in full uniform this morning, his polished belt buckle gleaming as brightly as the gold-plated name badge affixed to his breast pocket that read J. DICKEY.

      “Bryson,” said the sheriff, both hands on his belt.

      “Good morning, sheriff. You still waiting?”

      “No. They’re here. Were here when I got here.”

      “You already talked to them?”

      “Bryson, there’s one of them recorder doohickies in the cabinet in there. You know how to work it?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Well get it out and make sure it works. I want to get this on tape.”

      Deputy Bigelow followed the sheriff inside and got the recorder down from the cabinet. It was just an analog cassette deck that had probably been in use since Ronald Reagan lived in Washington, DC. There were a few blank tapes in the cabinet, and he grabbed those as well. Both the recorder and the tapes were covered in dust, and he cleaned them off. He plugged the machine up and made sure it worked, both recording and playback, then pulled the plug and went into the back room to join the sheriff.

      Seated across from the sheriff was a boy who might have been ten or eleven years old. Scruffy-headed, freckled, and clad in pajamas, he looked like he’d been dragged out of bed. Behind him stood a woman with gray hair pulled tight to her scalp by a ponytail. She wore horn-rimmed glasses and looked like she’d gotten dressed in a hurry. The sheriff introduced her as Earlene Kerwin.

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Kerwin,” said Bigelow. He reached across and shook the woman’s hand, which was cold. “I’m Deputy Bigelow. I took your call this morning.”

      The sheriff motioned to the little boy. “And this fine fellow here is … I’m sorry, son, what was your name again?

      The woman answered. “This is my grandson, Dwayne. Sheriff, you might know his daddy. My son, Henry Kerwin, he’s a deputy down in Monroe county. Can I smoke?”

      “No, I’m afraid I don’t have too many doin’s down that way,” said the sheriff. “And I apologize, but you cannot smoke. It’s a public building.”

      “Just as well,” said Mrs. Kerwin. “I quit ever since last Tuesday, but since Dwayne woke me up screaming about seeing the devil this morning I’ve been smoking one after the other.”

      The way the woman’s hands were shaking, Bigelow wished the sheriff would make an exception and just let her smoke.

      “Now, Mrs. Kerwin,” said the sheriff, “tell me again … Bryson.” He whirled one finger in the air and Bryson plugged the cassette deck into the wall outlet, loaded up a tape, and pressed PLAY and RECORD together. The machine made a slight hiss as its tiny reels began to turn the tape.

      “Now, Mrs. Kerwin. You don’t mind if we record this conversation, do you?” She shook her head. The sheriff admonished her gently that she needed to consent verbally, so that it could also be recorded, and she did. He spoke the names of the four people present and the date and time into the recorder, then began asking his questions.

      “Mrs. Kerwin, tell me again where you live.”

      “We live off the river, about four mile up from Chilhowee, right there at the old Lipe sawmill. My grandaddy started that sawmill—I was a Lipe, you see—and my daddy ran it after that. I never had no brothers, so it was to come to me. My husband Forrest was going to manage it, but then he died before my daddy did. Just as well, I guess, because—“

      “Okay, Mrs. Kerwin. Let’s go to the reason you called us this morning.”

      “Right. Right. Well, I keep Dwayne with me when Henry and Lila both have to work. Which I don’t mind a bit, ‘cause he’s normally not a whit of trouble. He’s a good boy.”

      “But this morning?” said the sheriff, trying to keep her on track.

      “But then last night, well, I heard him talking in his sleep a lot. Which I’d never heard before, but I didn’t think too much of it. Anyhow, I couldn’t make out what he was sayin’, so I just went on back to sleep. Then this morning, real early, he’s just screaming and screaming in the bed. And I run in there, and he’s saying … saying …” Mrs. Kerwin’s lip quivered. She began to cry, and turned away from the men at the table.

      The boy spoke up. “I seen the devil.”

      Mrs. Kerwin sobbed and covered her mouth with her hand.

      “So, he had a bad dream?” said Bigelow. He was confused. Why would the sheriff take the time to interview this woman and her grandson over a bad dream?

      “Bryson, just … hold your horses,” said the sheriff. He looked across the table at Dwayne and gave the boy one of his rare smiles. “Dwayne, why don’t you tell your part again. Would that be all right, Mrs. Kerwin?”

      The old lady nodded, wiping at her eyes.

      “All right, then. Dwayne … Hey, do you want somethin’ to drink? I think there’s some RC Colas in the fridge in there. That okay with you, Mrs. Kerwin?”

      “It’s fine,” she said. Bigelow ducked into the next room and grabbed a can of RC from the mini-fridge. It was diet, but he didn’t think the boy would care. There was a box of tissues on top of the fridge, and he took those as well.

      He went back to the inner room, set the box of tissues on the table, opened the can and set it in front of Dwayne, whose grandmother instructed him to say thank you. Dwayne took a long swig first, then said, “Thanks.”

      “You’re very welcome, Dwayne. Now, can you tell me and Deputy Bigelow here what you saw yesterday? Tell it just like you told me before?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Dwayne. “I was playing in the old sawmill—”

      “Which he’s absolutely not supposed to do,” said Mrs. Kerwin, blotting her eyes with a tissue. “I’ve told him over and over.”

      “And when was this?” said the sheriff.

      “Last night,” said Dwayne.

      “Okay, you were in the sawmill last night. And what did you see?”

      Dwayne looked up over his shoulder at his grandmother, then looked at Deputy Bigelow and finally back to the sheriff. He took another swig of his soda. “I seen the devil. Him and two more. They’s on the river, in a boat. He had a gun, and he killed a man.”

      “Lord Jesus,” said Mrs. Kerwin. She closed her eyes and crossed her hands over her chest.

      “Who had a gun, Dwayne?” asked the sheriff. “The devil had a gun?”

      “No. Not him. One of the other ones. One was a woman, and one had a gun.”

      “So it was a man who had a gun? But not the, uh, devil hisself?”

      Mrs. Kerwin cringed every time someone said the word devil. It was starting to spook Bigelow a little as well, but he put on his best professional face.

      “And you say the devil killed a man,” said the sheriff. “But the de … but he didn’t have a gun. Is that right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So, how did he do it?”

      The boy didn’t think long about it. “Well, he’s the devil.”

      Sheriff Dickey smiled at that, nodding his head at the boy. “Okay. I guess that does make sense, Dwayne. But what I want to know is—excuse me, Mrs. Kerwin—how did you know which one was the devil?”

      “He had horns.”

      “He had horns?”

      “On his head.”

      “The devil had horns on his head. Well, that certainly does sound like the devil.” The sheriff smiled at Mrs. Kerwin, as if hoping that the child’s simple reasoning would lighten her up a bit. If anything, it seemed to make her worse. “All right, Dwayne. You said the … that he killed a man. Who did he kill?”

      “I don’t know,” said Dwayne.

      “You don’t know who the man was?”

      “No, sir. I never seen his face.”

      “But you know it was a man?”

      The boy turned thoughtful at this. “I don’t know. I think so. I mean, it looked like a man.”

      “And how did he kill this man?”

      “Devil just looked up at him, picked him up off the top of that high ridge, and threw him in the river.”

      Sheriff Dickey turned in his chair and looked at Bigelow. “Threw him in the river, you say?”

      “Yes, sir. He hit that water hard and never came out.”

      The sheriff turned back around and faced Dwayne again. “Dwayne, do you know what a gunshot sounds like?”

      “Yes, sir. My daddy takes me huntin.’”

      “And did you hear any gunshots roundabout the time the devil threw this man into the water?”

      “No, sir. I didn’t.”

      “Nothing like that at all?”

      “No, sir.”

      “But you said the devil, or the other man on the boat, had a gun?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Do you know what kind of gun?”

      “Looked like a rifle to me.”

      “So, a long gun?”

      “Yes sir, like my daddy and me hunt with.”

      “And what was he doin’ with that gun?”

      “Well, he was pointing it up top that ridge.”

      The sheriff made a triangle with his hands on the tabletop and tapped the tips of his fingers together. “So, the man in the boat—not the devil but the other man—was pointing a gun up at the ridge where the man fell, or was pulled from. He was pointing that gun up there at the time the man fell into the water, but you’re saying he did not fire any gun. That right, Dwayne?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s right.”

      “Hmm. And I ‘spect a gunshot would be a thing right hard to miss in that area, you bein’ so close and all.”

      Dwayne had no reply to this.

      “Okay, Dwayne. Mrs. Kerwin, I think we’re about done. But there is one more thing I’d like to know. You said the devil and another man and a woman were in a boat. Did you see what kind of boat it was?”

      “Just a little boat, silver like, it look to me,” said Dwayne.

      “Like a canoe, Dwayne? Do you know what a canoe is?”

      “Yes, sir. We got us a canoe.”

      “And that’s what it looked like?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “All right. Thank you, Dwayne.”

      Something about the story was bothering Deputy Bigelow. A lot of things, actually, given the reason the sheriff had been on his way down to Chilhowee this morning. But one thing in particular was nagging him, and he decided he’d ask.

      “Dwayne,” said Bigelow, “How did you know one of the people on that boat was a woman?”

      Earlene Kerwin drew in a sharp breath, like someone—maybe the devil—had just peeped at her through the glass pane in the door behind the sheriff. She clapped her hands over her grandson’s ears.

      “Close your eyes, Dwayne,” she said.

      “What’s wrong, Mrs. Kerwin?” said the sheriff. He sat back in his chair, as if he thought the woman might spit at him.

      “Can you turn that thing off?” she said, nodding at the recorder.

      Sheriff Dickey glanced at Deputy Bigelow and gestured to the cassette deck. Bigelow reached across and pressed STOP. “Mrs. Kerwin—“

      “They was naked,” she said. Nekkid.

      “I’m sorry,” said the sheriff. “Who—?”

      “The devil. The devil was naked. Wearing nothing but his horns. And his whore … My grandson said he saw her boobies.” She said the last word in a breathy whisper.

      “His … who?” said Bigelow.

      “His whore,” said Mrs. Kerwin, not bothering to lower her voice, giving Bigelow the impression that she found the word far less offensive than boobies. “You know, his concubine.”

      “The devil’s … concubine,” said Bigelow.

      “That’s right,” said Mrs. Kerwin.

      “And he, Dwayne, he actually said he saw her…” Bigelow felt ridiculous, but he lowered his voice to a whisper to say, “boobies?”

      “He did. It was when he was screaming this morning, when he first woke up. I’ve never heard him talk in such a way. He’s a good boy. Has a good, churchgoin’ momma and daddy.”

      All this talk of boobies had Deputy Bigelow thinking about what he was missing at home. He hoped this would wrap up soon.

      “Frankly, sheriff, it’s the reason I called right away. Dwayne is not given to flights of fancy, no more than other boys his age. Knows all about guns and boats and the devil. But that … I don’t believe he could make up a thing like that.”

      Sheriff Dickey looked at the boy and the woman across from him as if he were trying to decide which of them was loonier. He waited until Dwayne opened his eyes and his grandmother removed her hands from his ears.

      “All right, Mrs. Kerwin. I want to thank you for calling us and for coming here so quick to talk to us this morning. You too, Dwayne. Do you want another cola before you go?”

      “No, sir. Thank you.”

      “Is there anything else either of you need from me right now, Mrs. Kerwin?”

      She shook her head, putting her hands on her grandson’s shoulders and massaging them, as if he had just been through a great trauma.

      “Okay, then. Deputy Bigelow here, he’s gonna pay you a visit this evening.”

      “I am?” said Bigelow.

      “Yes, you are. He’s going to go home and get some sleep, maybe a bite to eat, and then around dinnertime this evening he’s gonna be knocking on your door. Will Dwayne still be at your house?” Mrs. Kerwin nodded. “Good. Deputy Bigelow is gonna bring a camera. I’ll want Dwayne here to show him just exactly where he was standing, and Deputy Bigelow is gonna take a few pictures. Will that be all right?”

      “Yes. Yes, I suppose so,” said Mrs. Kerwin.

      Bigelow held the door open for them, and Mrs. Kerwin led her grandson out of the room. As he passed through the door, Dwayne stopped, came back for the rest of his soda, and took it with him. Sheriff Dickey laughed and clapped Dwayne on the back.

      Bigelow shut the door. He came around and plopped into the chair across from the sheriff. He was tired, a little horny, and as interesting as all this was, it wasn’t as interesting as Gretchen’s titties. He looked at his watch. Too late, anyway. Gretchen would have left for church by now. “So,” he said. “A body in the water down in Chilhowee, huh?”

      “That’s right,” said the sheriff, rocking back in his chair with his hands folded atop his head. “Got caught up in some rocks about a half-mile above town, right where a lady goes out to do her wash.”

      “A man?”

      “Yep.”

      “He naked, too?”

      “Don’t be a jackass, Bryson. Of course not.”

      “Right. Of course. But now we have three people in a boat, a naked devil with horns, a man with a gun, and a man falling in the water.”

      “Don’t forget the boobies,” said the sheriff.

      “Right. And boobies.” The sheriff looked over at him, and they both laughed. “So what do you make of it?”

      “Well, that’s just the thing, Bryson. Mrs. Kerwin might be a little more backwater than me and you, but she’s right. Boy wouldn’t make up a detail about boobies.”

      “So, you think he saw something?”

      “Oh, I’m sure he saw something. And I’ll tell you, it’d be one hell of a coincidence.”

      “That body have any gunshot wounds?”

      “They didn’t say. Should be with the coroner by now. I’m to meet him. Guess I ought to be goin.’”

      “What do you want me to do with this tape?” said Bigelow, tapping the cassette recorder.

      “Oh, I don’t care,” said the sheriff, waving his hand. “Throw it in a drawer.”

      “You don’t want me to canvass other homes along the river? See if anybody else saw a boat with three people in it?”

      “All those little shacks up in the woods? It’d take every deputy on the payroll a month to do the half of it.”

      “So … what, then?”

      “I don’t know, Bryson. If there’s a bullet in that body down Chilhowee, we’ll take it from there. If not, well … probably just another drunk who took a fall.”

      “While a man was pointing a gun at him?” said Bigelow.

      “I hear you, Bryson. But you hear this. I been in this business forty years come November. And I’d love to say, as I always do, that I’ve heard weirder things, but I can’t say that today. Not this time. Because I have never heard a thing weirder than this. Hell, you know how people are up in those woods. A third of ‘em’s drunk, a third of ‘em’s crazy, and the rest of ‘em are both. And I can say that because my own daddy was one of the both.”

      “So, we’re not going to look for who’s responsible?”

      Sheriff Dickey stood, hiked up his belt, and picked his Stetson up off the table and placed it on his head. He plucked his sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on and looked at Bigelow through the blackened lenses.

      “Bryson, I’m sure the boy is right. The devil is responsible. The devil is responsible for a lot of things that happen up here.”

      They hit the lights and locked up. Turning the key in the deadbolt outside, the sheriff chuckled. “Devils … boobies … God save us.”
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      “Shhh … did you hear that?”

      When he turned to Carrie Ann and saw the look she was giving him—Really? Too soon!—Bobby had to laugh. He couldn’t believe he’d spoken those words.

      There was still magic in them. Carrie Ann pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows as if she perceived nothing more than a ham-handed innuendo, but her eyes conveyed something different. They were suddenly more alive than they’d been two seconds ago, sparkling without focus in the late afternoon sun coming through the skylight of the tent.

      “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just that … I really thought I heard something.”

      “Could be another bear,” she said.

      “Funny. No, I … It sounded like it was coming from the house.”

      “I didn’t hear anything. Keep playing. I like it.”

      Bobby bent to the instrument across his knee, fingered the fretboard, and picked out the tune.

      doo Doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doooooo …

      “I think you’ve almost got it,” said Carrie Ann.
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        * * *

      

      Lewis had been waiting for him in the parking lot after work on Monday, leaning against his pickup truck. Bobby didn’t ask how the truck had gotten back down here from Happy Valley, and didn’t ask how all their baggage and the camping equipment they’d abandoned—all of which he’d written off as lost—ended up packed neatly across the jump seats. He just transferred the lot of it to his CR-V, thanked Lewis, shook his hand, and went home. He was glad to get it back, especially when he found his wallet still safely ensconced in a side pouch of the backpack where he’d stashed it. Of course, there wasn’t any cash in it, though he was certain there had been fifty bucks or more when he’d headed for the hills the previous Friday evening. Oh well.

      It was a small price to pay. And it was downright decent of Lewis to get it all back to him, even though Bobby suspected he was also responsible for the lifted cash.

      It made him feel petty, focusing on the cash missing from his wallet. So on Tuesday morning he met with Martin and explained that he planned to offer Lewis Mayhorn twenty-five percent of all commissions from the Landon account beginning with the next fiscal month. Furthermore, if the rumored merger between Landon and Bermann happened, Lewis’s share would increase to forty percent from that point on (he’d actually gone into Martin’s office with fifty percent in mind, but at the last second couldn’t bring himself to do it). He offered no justification for this largesse, and Martin looked at him like he was crazy but told him that was fine. Whatever. What did he care? He got the same share either way.

      Bobby had walked nervously to Lewis’s desk and presented the offer, fully expecting a backlash, even the possibility of coercion—As far as Bobby knew, Lewis still had that recording on his phone. And those pictures. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy to just delete something he could use as such powerful leverage. But Lewis just stood up behind his desk, extended a hand, and said, “Thank you, Bobby. I’m looking forward to sharing, and I know that we’ll have a mutually beneficial relationship going forward.” Didn’t whoop. Didn’t holler. Didn’t haggle over percentages.

      It was weird, and made Bobby a little uncomfortable. Of course, Lewis had always made Bobby uncomfortable, but this was different. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Lewis felt sorry for him. That, or he felt guilty about his own hypersexual behavior the previous weekend and was trying to avoid any confrontation that might lead to discussing it.

      Avoiding confrontation—that was not the Lewis Mayhorn way. But Bobby couldn’t stand the thought of Lewis feeling sorry for him. There was nothing to feel sorry for. Bobby was over it. He was moving on.

      The second thing Bobby did on Tuesday, now that he had his credit cards back, was drop by Bost Brothers Music in downtown Nashville and buy a used banjo.
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        * * *

      

      doo Doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doooooo …

      “That’s it. Perfect,” said Carrie Ann. She smiled and gave him a golf clap, but her eyes showed her real enthusiasm. She had that look she got when she was thinking dirty thoughts. “Play it again.”

      The instrument had five strings, just like a guitar, but the tuning pattern was different and it had taken Bobby some time to find the notes of a tune he’d known since childhood.

      He played it again.

      Carrie Ann leaned in and kissed him on the mouth. It was sudden, and aggressive, and he had to shift from side to side to give his cock a little more room. She pulled on his lips with her mouth when she came away, and when he moved in to kiss her back she leaned back on her arms with her legs folded to one side, denying him. She had on a two-tiered poplin skirt that ended well above her knees, and a thin cream camisole. Her face, shoulders, and chest still had a healthy hint of bronze from the previous weekend.

      “Play it again,” she said. She brought her legs around in front of her, one at a time, and just before her knees came together Bobby caught a glimpse between her legs. Was she not wearing any underwear?

      “Did you wear that to work?” he said.

      “I didn’t go to work today.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “Nope,” she said. She smiled, eyes beaming, like she was just waiting for him to ask the right question.

      “Okay. What did you do all day?”

      “Well, I unpacked all the camping stuff you dumped in the garage, made that chicken salad with walnuts that you like, talked to my mom, rescheduled my hair appointment, and then fucked Lewis a couple times.”

      “You—” There was a vise around his heart, slowly tightening. He kept moving his mouth, but no more sound would come out. He was suddenly rock hard and hated himself for it.

      “And that was just the morning,” said Carrie Ann. She formed her lips into a pout. “It was a busy day.”

      Bobby closed his eyes and groaned. He let his hand slide down the neck of the banjo and saw a flash of his wife’s pussy getting speared by

      Nessie

      Drew’s gigantic cock as the man’s balls swung back and forth over his head. It was incredibly vivid. He could see the shine Carrie Ann’s excitement left on that thick, curvy dick. Could hear the sounds of their coupling … the slap of Drew’s thighs into her quivering ass … her moans as she was fucked.

      He put a hand on his chest, swallowed, and opened his eyes. “So what did your mom have to say?”

      Carrie Ann smiled and touched his arm.

      “Play it again,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      He hadn’t exchanged so much as another word with Lewis the rest of the week. Which was odd. Lewis seemed to be his old self with everyone else—Ribbing Shawn about his new girlfriend. Chatting with Curt Campbell about the Titans’ upcoming season.

      Lewis hadn’t even mentioned that he was taking Friday off. He’d got that from Shawn, after noticing that he hadn’t seen him all morning.

      “Took a personal day,” Shawn said. “That’s all I know, yo.”

      Strange behavior, after all they’d been through, from a man who was looking forward to a mutually beneficial relationship.
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        * * *

      

      When Bobby left work at the end of the day, the start of the first weekend since their escape down the Coosawatee, he was buoyant. He was looking forward to some time alone with Carrie Ann. There was still a lot to talk about, things to work out. The kind of things that were difficult to insert into the standard weekday-after-work dinner conversation.

      Sure, fine by me if we upgrade to the higher package with our satellite TV provider.

      Hey, did the dry cleaner say they could get the soy sauce out of my blue button-down?

      It’s probably time for an oil change for the Subaru.

      Oh, by the way, are you going to continue to fuck other men? It’s okay, I’d just like to know ahead of time, especially if you’ll be wanting me to spit on his cock for you.

      Pass me some more of those potatoes. Is there garlic in these?

      Not that they hadn’t already spent a great deal of intimate time together since their long drive home in the dark from Chilhowee.

      That first night, Saturday—really Sunday morning by the time they actually got home—they’d simply slept. They were exhausted. They both awakened just after noon on Sunday and had showered, one at a time, eaten sandwiches, and gone back to bed and fallen asleep with the TV news on. As he drowsed next to his wife in their warm bed with the curtains drawn, Bobby thought he heard a report about a statewide search underway related to a body pulled out of the river in Blount county. It gave him terrible dreams and he woke up sweating, then spent the next several hours lying awake before arriving at the conclusion that the newscast itself had been a dream.

      They slept the rest of the day and through the night. Monday morning, they both went to work.

      Monday night, they went to bed and had incredible, mind-blowing sex.

      Every day of the week had been just like that. They went to their jobs, had a nice dinner (including going out for steaks at Rutherford’s Chop House on Wednesday), then each did their own thing for a few hours—generally Bobby watching TV while Carrie Ann talked on the phone or read one of her spy novels. But when the sun went down and they came together in the bedroom, it was like they were back on the banks of the Coosawatee. Their fantasy life had reverted back to just that—fantasy, now fueled by the fire of real memories that were fresh and vivid.

      They relived it all. Bobby surprised himself by being the instigator of these sessions at least half the time, and by delving into events that were incredibly painful, psychically painful, at the time they happened. In the safety of his home, in his own bed, he found it incredibly arousing to talk about having his ass spanked by one man while another fucked his wife. Or having his anal cherry popped while a strange man shoved another cock in his mouth. Or licking his wife’s body to a pristine shine after two men covered her with their gooey seed.

      Their orgasms were intense and multiple. Even Bobby came two or three times every night, which he hadn’t known was even possible. Through their passionate interplay and dialogue, it became clear to each partner what the other’s favorite memory was. For Bobby, it had been seeing his wife have sex with another man in the bosom of a carnivorous animal that could have eaten them alive only thirty minutes earlier.

      You’ve never been so beautiful … so sexy … he’d said while fucking her.

      That bear was fucking beautiful …

      Even Lewis was beautiful …

      It confused him, after all his fantasizing about watching his wife have sex with a stranger, that this climactic event involved not a stranger but a man Bobby detested. In spite of that, it was still more scintillatingly erotic than he could ever have imagined—Carrie Ann, in complete surrender to her own lust, writhing against a warm bed of black fur, her legs wrapped around Lewis’s sinewy body, her weight supported by Lewis’s strong arms, her tits bouncing as Lewis drove his perfect cock into her willing pussy.

      Perfect. Wasn’t that the word she used to describe Lewis’s cock? Perfect?

      It really was perfect. Now it was seared into his memory forever. Maybe that had something to do with why his attitude toward Lewis was softening.

      Carrie Ann’s favorite memory was obvious. They went over it again and again, every night that week, in exquisite detail, and he was comfortable doing it. He opened up, told her everything that had gone through his mind as it was happening, told her how it made him feel, both physically and mentally.

      Hell, he was more than comfortable doing it. He loved what it did to her. Turned her into a wildcat, guaranteeing a quick and powerful climax for them both. As he was fucking her from behind one night, she’d said Fuck me, Bobby … Fuck me like Lewis fucked you. It put him over the edge. He felt the ghost of Lewis’s hard cock sliding along his prostate, and suddenly felt like he would explode. He leaned down over Carrie Ann, wrapped his arm beneath her, held her tight, and growled in her ear: Fuck you, Bobby! Carrie Ann had bucked and squealed in orgasm as Bobby shot his load into her.

      Another night, as he was falling asleep, Carrie Ann had whispered into the dark, “I told you you were braver than you thought.”

      It made him feel good, but he also found it perplexing. He could only assume she was talking about the bear and the way he had rushed into the path of danger to try and save Lewis. But maybe it was something else.

      Besides, wasn’t she brave as well? She couldn’t have been certain, as she’d crept up behind a man with a gun, that she was going to be able to successfully subdue him with a frying pan. But when the moment came, she’d done it with panache.

      Then there was the fact that they’d witnessed a man commit suicide. That kind of thing had the potential to traumatize the both of them. They had watched a body plummet, spin in the air, hit the water headfirst not ten feet from their canoe, then float to the surface, face down. It had followed them most of the way to Chilhowee, that body and their boat both carried along by the same current.

      They hadn’t talked about that at all. Things might have returned to normal in the bedroom. In their fantasy life. But what about their real life? The life that included real people, with their own drives, desires, and disappointments? People like Lewis, or the man who’d leapt to his death and then tried to follow them home?

      That was the kind of thing he hoped they might start talking about on this Friday night.

      So he was taken aback when he got home, Chinese take-out in a bag on his arm, and found Carrie Ann in the back yard setting up the tent—the same tent in which they’d spent a single night by the Coosawatee River.

      “Just wanted to see if it still worked,” she said.

      Self-erecting, he thought.

      Carrie Ann held the tent flap open. “Come on. I brought your new toy out here.”

      I am the musician.
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        * * *

      

      doo Doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doooooo …

      “Mmm. You’re sexy when you play a banjo. You know that?” said Carrie Ann.

      “Yeah, actually. I do,” he said. He wanted to present her the kind of confidence he’d been feeling all week, but his heart was still pounding from her comment about Lewis. It was the kind of thing she’d say just to rile him, let him know it was playtime, fantasy time. Did this mean Lewis was going to be making regular appearances in their fantasy life now? Because that would be something new—fucking another man while Bobby was at—

      … at work …

      He groaned. That vise on his heart cranked a little tighter. He attempted to recollect the point during the day when he’d told Carrie Ann that Lewis had taken today off. He must have mentioned it. Why would she bother to spin out a fantasy that wasn’t even logistically possible? He was sure he hadn’t said anything about it since he’d come home. She was the one who brought Lewis up, out here in the tent, the first to mention his name.

      Okay, so …

      The only other time he’d spoken to her today had been during lunch. He had a half-sub from Griselda’s and had talked to her on the phone while he ate it. That must have been it.

      Except that he couldn’t remember talking about Lewis during that call. It was a short conversation. Carrie Ann seemed distracted, like she really didn’t have time to talk. Sounded a little winded, even. He assumed he’d caught her at work and figured she was running late for a lunch meeting.

      But he must have mentioned it then.

      “Play it again, Sam,” she said—another movie reference.

      He forced a smile and did his best Bogart, which, truth be told, wasn’t very good. “Of all the tents in all the back yards in all the world, you—”

      He heard it again. A muted whump followed by the faintest rattle, coming from the direction of the house. “There,” he said, pointing into the air. “There it was again. Did you hear it?” This time the sound evoked a picture—the wineglasses in the cabinet next to the refrigerator clinking against one another, as they tended to do if the fridge door was slammed too hard.

      “No, Bobby,” she said. “But we can go check it out.” She spoke hypnotically, a smile on her face, that wicked glimmer still in her eyes. “If it will make you feel better.” The way she held the tent flap open with one arm made him think of a game show hostess showing him what he stood to win.

      What have we got for him, Carrie Ann?

      This perfect cock for my pussy!

      … [applause] …

      And you’ll be taking that perfect cock home, Bobby, if you can answer the final question: Did you or did you not tell your wife that Lewis Mayhorn wasn’t at work today?

      Take your time … think about it …

      He thought about it. He thought about it as he followed her through the grass and onto their small stone patio, through the french doors and into the kitchen. Thought about it while he looked at the refrigerator, at the two wineglasses sitting next the sink. Thought about it while he followed her into the living room, watching her ass move, looking for a panty line inside that skirt.

      Yes. I must have told her on the phone …

      Carrie Ann stopped in the middle of the living room, turned around, and put her hand over his crotch. He’d gone flaccid, but now started to stiffen again at her touch.

      Ooh, I’m sorry, Bobby. Looks like you’ll be sent home with this little consolation prize …

      She kissed him, her tongue exploring his mouth as she unbuckled his belt. Behind her, along the wall of the hallway that led to the foyer, Bobby spied a huge cardboard box. It was as big as the box the front-loading washing machine he’d bought back in the spring came in. It was lidless and without any recognizable logo, and he couldn’t see what was in it.

      He wanted to ask her about the box, but she kept his mouth busy. When she got his pants unzipped she began working on the buttons of his shirt. She tore it off his shoulders, and Bobby whipped her camisole over her head. Her nipples were tight little knots, and he bent and took one into his mouth as he shoved his pants off his hips. His cock sprang out, and Carrie Ann immediately took it in her hand.

      “Mmm, Bobby …”

      He kicked off his shoes and stepped out of his pants. Now they were both naked except for his socks and her skirt, and he was dying to know if she had anything else on under there. He found the little zipper at the back, fumbled for the pull tab, and loosened it until the skirt began to slide over her hips. He saw nothing but skin, and then her neatly trimmed patch of hair. The skirt hit the floor and Carrie Ann sank into the corner of the sectional sofa behind her, keeping her legs together.

      Bobby went to the floor and put his hands on her knees. He wanted to get in there, to inspect her, to look for evidence of what he was afraid she had done. She resisted him, swaying her joined knees left and right as he tried to pull them apart.

      “Did you really?” he asked breathlessly.

      “Did I really what?”

      “With … him? Today?”

      “Would you be mad?” she said, tapping her lower lip with her index finger.

      It was a good question. While he wasn’t exactly happy about it, the feeling coursing through him right now wasn’t anger, either. Anger was miles off. He could hear his own heart beating in his ears.

      “I don’t know. Maybe … a little?”

      “Why?”

      “That … I don’t know …” Here was that old problem again: If there was a line he didn’t want crossed, he was hesitant to let her know where it was. Besides, he was the musician now. The one who played the tune.

      And what was that tune?

      Carrie Ann sat up and took his face in both of her hands. She kissed him, looked in his eyes, and spoke softly. “You like to hurt, don’t you?”

      “Even more than you like to hurt me,” he said, holding her gaze.

      doo Doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doo DOO doooooo …

      As she kissed him again, letting her lips linger against his, Bobby heard footsteps ambling in from the kitchen behind him. He had almost forgotten why they had come into the house in the first place.

      “You want him again,” she said.

      “It won’t be like before.”

      “I want him again.”

      “Okay,” he said. “But he’ll never fuck you like he fucked me.”

      “Oh, God …” She opened her legs and let him between them. He held her close, kissed her mouth, her jaw, her neck. He brushed her hair behind her ear and kissed her high on her cheek. He slid his hands up her sides, feeling the definition of her ribs, and brushed his thumbs over her nipples.

      Then there were two more hands. Bigger, stronger hands, reaching around Bobby and grasping Carrie Ann’s head on both sides. She let those hands tilt her head back, and accepted another man’s kiss.

      Bobby watched them, so close now, watched their tongues dart hungrily into each other’s mouths. He could feel the heat of the man’s body leaning over him, could feel that big cock lie warm and heavy on his back, just below his right shoulder.

      “I brought presents,” said Lewis. “For both of you.” He stood and walked around the sofa and down the hallway.

      Bobby got up from the floor and sat on the sofa next to his wife and watched Lewis’s naked form drag the big cardboard box into the living room.

      “For you, Bobby,” said Lewis, lifting something from the top of the box with one hand. It was so small, coming from such a big box, that it took Bobby a second to realize what he was looking at. “Thought you’d want a souvenir.”

      It was the horns. The same horns Lewis had tied to his head. The same horns he’d worn while Lewis fucked him and then fucked his wife, and the same horns he’d worn on their ride down the river. The same horns Carrie Ann had finally cut from his head in the back seat of the Outback, in the driveway of the little bed and breakfast in Chilhowee, snipping the twine with a pair of fingernail clippers they found in the car’s console. Bobby thought they’d tossed them, but here they were, mounted now to a small piece of finished wood with beveled edges.

      “And what am I supposed to do with those?” said Bobby, not reaching for them.

      “Whatever you want, Roberto. Thought you could mount ‘em on the wall. Maybe right over your bed.”

      “Yeah,” said Carrie Ann. “We could take that old mirror down.”

      “And for you,” said Lewis, reaching into the box with both hands, “something you’re really gonna love.” Lewis pulled it from the box with a flourish and held it up high, completely concealing himself behind it.

      Bobby was flabbergasted. “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said.

      Carrie Ann’s jaw dropped. “Is that … Is it what I think it is?” She reached out and touched it, running her hand up and down the soft surface, confirming it was real.

      “One and the same,” said Lewis. “I think I see just the place for it.” There was enough open floorspace between the sofa and the hearth for two people to lie down in, and Lewis spread the bearskin rug out over the hardwood there. It was a perfect fit, even matched well with the blacks and bronze of the mantle. He took care to set the stately head upright and to spread the two front limbs out to the side like furry wings. The animal’s rear limbs had been clipped even with the pelt.

      “Takes a few days to tan the hide. I’m surprised he got it done so fast,” said Lewis. “Drove all the way to Happy Valley and back this afternoon for this.”

      “I guess you were busy in the morning,” said Bobby. He took Carrie Ann’s demure grin as affirmation of that and got up from the couch. He wanted to look the beast in the eye again. He got down on his hands and knees and bent low, until he was face to face with the bear’s stuffed head. That mask of caramel fur was the same. He would never forget it. “It’s definitely her,” he said, running a finger down the bridge of the nose. “But something’s … not right.”

      “Eyes are glass now,” said Lewis. “Those decay, so you can’t keep ‘em. Teeth are fake, too. Same reason. Hey, got something else for you, Bobby.”

      Bobby saw Lewis’s feet step onto the rug, right behind the bear’s head. He slowly sat up on his knees, his eyes coming to a level with Lewis’s erection. It stood straight up against his flat belly, the swollen glans reaching well above his navel. A bulging cable thick as a finger ran up the underside, and his smooth balls hung prominently down below. One seemed to be larger than the other, or maybe just hung a bit lower than the other, which Bobby had never noticed before.

      Bobby looked up at Lewis, who was smiling at him. “I’m not going to suck your dick, Lewis.”

      Lewis laughed. “I was just gonna say, Bobby, that I talked to Drew today. He erased everything from his phone. Pictures and recordings. Him and Ed both. All gone. So you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s right. With the law poking around on account of Merle, he cleaned up everything. It’s like you were never there.”

      Except I was there, Bobby thought. It can never be like I was never there.

      “Why do you think he did it?” said Carrie Ann. She had gotten up from the couch and stood next to Lewis. She put an arm around him.

      “Merle?” said Lewis. “I don’t know. Shame. Loneliness. Who gives a fuck.”

      “You want to try this out?” said Carrie Ann, rubbing her bare toe through the black fur and stroking Lewis’s arm.

      “Why don’t the two of you go first?” said Lewis. He took Carrie Ann’s hand and held it, like a gentleman helping a lady exit a stagecoach, as she gracefully lowered herself onto the rug. On her knees, she bent and placed both hands in the plush fur and slid slowly forward until she was lying flat.

      “Incredible,” she said. “Thank you, Lewis.” She jiggled her bare bottom and sighed, then rolled onto her back. She arched her breasts into the air, pressed them together with her arms, slid her heels up to her ass.

      “So many memories,” said Bobby.

      Carrie Ann sat up and patted the space next to her, gesturing for Bobby to join her. “Come here, you,” she said with a playful snarl.

      Bobby moved onto the rug. The fur was somewhat coarse, rougher than he remembered, which he guessed was attributable to some preservative or other. But it was still deep, dark, and evocative.

      Carrie Ann Ambaugh turned to face her husband, and the naked couple came together in an embrace. The embrace became a kiss, which quickly became passionate. Each partner’s hands wandered over the other’s body, their tongues plunging deep and twisting, teeth pulling at lips, each moaning their love and their lust into the other’s mouth.

      Their ardor intensified, then reached a fever pitch when they were joined on the decadent rug by the man who’d told Bobby he was looking forward to sharing. Lewis straddled the reclining couple, and soon one of them had a hand stroking his erection and the other had a hand cupping and pulling at his balls. Lewis growled and asserted the head of his big dick into that space where the couple kissed, and when their lips parted, both mouths remained open for what was offered. Bobby watched Carrie Ann close her lips around the beefy red cap at the end of Lewis’s shaft and suck it sideways into her mouth. Her eyes dared him, and he brought his lips to hers, mirroring her along the other side.

      The couple looked into each other’s eyes, lips locked around Lewis’s thick cock, sealing him within their circle. They glided up and down the length of his shaft in concert, their tongues bathing every inch, their mouths coming together to kiss at the crown before starting back down again.

      When they were finished with him, Lewis collapsed back onto the hardwood in near delirium.

      Carrie Ann tenderly licked the remnants of Lewis from Bobby’s lips and face. He did the same for her, then laid his wife down on the black shag. He bent and kissed his way down her body until he reached that part of her that he ached for. He gave her his full attention, taking his time until Lewis, recovered and hard, prodded urgently behind him.

      Bobby reached back there and guided him in. As he passed into that weird euphoria of being split in two, Bobby had one final vision from his time along the Coosawatee River.

      It was a vision of a man, throwing himself and his burdens from a cliff, plummeting to his death in the dusk of a dying day.

      Bobby, too, had jumped off a cliff. And now felt a bit like he was flying through the air. But his own leap had nothing to do with shame or loneliness.

      Those were two things he would never have to worry about.
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        HOLLY HOLD ON TIGHT 2: A HOTWIFE FINALE

      

      

      

      Crossing the line was only the beginning …

      

      Ever since he encouraged his wife to give in to temptation, Julian’s had one regret: He didn’t see it with his own eyes. With nothing to go on but the scraps Holly throws him—details that seem to change slightly with every telling—he’s left in a state of wonder. Literally. When he turns to the one person who might understand his new obsession, Julian gets a crash course in the breathtaking potential of his fantasy. But is he ready to see Holly like that?

      

      Ever since Holly let her hands wander over her strapping young specimen of a patient, she’s had only one regret: Not going nearly far enough. Now it’s her mind that won’t stop wandering. As lust permeates her fitful dreams, she worries if she’s blown her shot with Lance. But is someone else wise to her unlikely secret? When she reaches out for answers, Holly finds that her desires run even deeper than she knew. And, as it turns out, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.

      

      It’s not easy, for either of them, surrendering to something this forbidden. Especially not for a nurse, mom, and wife with a great life built around structure, temperance, and sacrifice. This couple has a lot to hold on to. Can Julian take the heat if Holly lets it all go?

      

      Simmering secrets will keep you holding on to find out!

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      
        
        HOLLY HOLD ON TIGHT: A HOTWIFE NOVEL

      

      

      

      Dark desires. Dirty impulses. They’re not part of Holly’s normal workday, and not part of her and Julian’s happy and very normal marriage. Until now …

      

      When Holly takes on a new home health client as a last-minute favor, temptation is the last thing she expects. But Lance is hardly a typical patient. Young and built, the new arrival to town is in perfect health. An on-the-job crush injury has left the construction foreman with two temporarily useless hands. That's a unique frustration for a guy on his own, and when Holly sees just how big Lance's frustration is, a sudden craving has her contemplating a few treatments that aren't exactly in the nursing manual.

      

      Good thing she’s a professional. Phew!

      

      Julian knows he’s a lucky man. Works at home. Beautiful wife who still has an incredible body beneath those shapeless scrubs she wears. When Holly, who’s so fastidious about all things—including sex—becomes insatiable in the bedroom, he knows something's up. As her forbidden thoughts about her good-looking patient and his predicament become clear, the couple’s sex life takes off, and Julian’s idea of having his own “naughty nurse” becomes all-consuming.

      

      Is it just a fantasy? Don’t all patients need followup? As Holly struggles to keep it professional, Julian encourages her to let go of her inhibitions and take Lance’s treatment into her own hands. What’s the harm? She works hard. She’s a great mom. She deserves to misbehave a little … right?

      

      But Julian had better get a grip of his own. If Holly lets go of that scrupulous nature that’s gotten her so far in life, there’s no telling where she'll stop.

      

      Holly Hold On Tight is a 62,000 word hotwife awakening with a scorching finale. M/F

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        CUCKOLD DELIVERANCE

      

      

      

      On a porch above a country store sits a strange boy with a banjo. When he begins to play, the tune will be familiar. The story that follows, however, is different.

      

      When Bobby spots Carrie Ann flirting with two handsome, strapping good old boys inside the store on the first night of their camping trip, he sees an opportunity to explore their long-shared fantasy.

      

      But they’re in the backwoods of eastern Tennessee, along the treacherous Coosawatee River. Bobby’s coworkers tell him he doesn’t seem like the camping type. It’s true Bobby hasn’t been to the river since he was a child, but ever since Carrie Ann began to tease him about the “mountain men” she expects to encounter, his fuse is lit.

      

      Besides, this is no movie, and these are enlightened times. Mountain men are no longer unwashed, brutal hillbillies … are they?

      

      As his humiliations pile up, Bobby may find his wife’s fantasy is like the wild Coosawatee itself — Once you’re in it, you go where the water carries you and try to avoid the rocks.

      

      Cuckold Deliverance is a 142,000 word odyssey into the dark core of a married couple’s fantasy, an explicit story of pride, love, lust, courage and ultimately survival that will make you squeal.

      

      Warning: FM, MFM, FMM, MM, MMM

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        THE CUCKOLD WHO CAME IN FROM THE COLD (Part One)

      

      

      

      In the clandestine world of spies and lies, nothing has a higher value than trust — Just like in the world of marriage.

      

      Ray Fillion is on the front lines of the intelligence trade. His wife Chloe is a technical analyst—sexy, smart, capable, devoted to supporting her husband from behind the scenes. As Ray and his partner, the alluring and lethal Olivia, try to turn a handsome foreign diplomat into an informant, Chloe is watching … listening. She sees and hears in vivid detail how an operative can deploy her talents to ensnare a target.

      

      Now Chloe doesn’t want to work behind the scenes anymore. She tells Ray she wants to go out in the field where she can be most effective. But Ray knows what that can mean. He’s seen Olivia ply her skills—up close—and he fears Chloe’s ambition will lead to her corruption.

      

      Keeping Chloe on the sidelines is only part of Ray’s dilemma. He's racing to stay ahead of a secret that is stalking him from his past, visions that he doesn’t understand. Something out there seems to be hunting him. Something that wants to break him, crush him … humiliate him. 

      

      When the agents look into an illicit immigration scheme they glimpse a swirling darkness that may obscure the recent murders of several fellow agents. Can Ray elude what’s behind him and unravel the mystery in front of him before his past snatches away his sanity? Before Olivia teaches Chloe all the tradecraft she knows?

      

      As reality blurs and loyalties are called into question, Ray may stand to lose more than his life. His manhood is at risk. Perhaps even his soul.

      

      Get undercover in the first installment of this dark and highly erotic novel of intrigue.

      

      Part I — 50,000 words. MF, hints of MM, open ending

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        THE CUCKOLD AND THE DEEP BLUE SEA

      

      

      

      “The ocean swallows the bones … “

      

      From the first time Will Cullen hears the phrase, he can’t get it out of his head. On a Caribbean cruise with a wife he is unable to satisfy, Will notices the wandering eyes of other men coveting Tabby’s body … and gets an idea. 

      

      “The ocean swallows the bones …” Does it mean that the ocean is a place to drown your secrets? Will definitely has some of those. As he comes to terms with the truth behind his failing marriage, he reasons it might be possible to facilitate one passionate evening for Tabby while keeping his own hands clean … and his secrets safe. 

      

      But on the open sea, everyone is both predator and prey. As Will takes a new friend into his confidence and sets his course, he may have to face the ultimate truth about himself: What kind of man he is, and where exactly that puts him on the food chain. 

      

      Because there’s someone on board who’s interested in more than a tropical tryst. Someone looking not just for a beautiful woman, but a beautiful woman on the arm of a weak man. Such men are what he lives for. Such men deserve to watch as their women are taken away. Such men are due for soul-crushing debasement. 

      

      If Will lets his wife fall into the arms of such a monster, the reckoning is going to be fast … vicious …

      

      Brutal. 

      

      Can Will weather the storm? Are there blue skies on the other side? Or are some trenches in the blue sea too dark and deep to ever escape? 

      

      Set sail in this short novel (47,000 words) of humiliation on the high seas. 

      

      Warning: Contains FF, FFM, and MM scenes.

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        SKI LODGE MÉNAGE—First Time FFM, Wife's Best Friend

      

      

      

      Never assume your wife wouldn’t have a threesome with another woman under the right circumstances. Never assume the other woman can’t be her best friend. (Quick! — Who are you thinking about right now?) 

      

      When Ben’s wife invites her jilted best friend along on the couple’s ski trip, Cate is determined not to be a third wheel. When the trio find themselves trapped in an enclosed ski lift, high above the snowpack, Cate tells her friends to just pretend she’s invisible. It’s cold up there! Gotta generate heat somehow. 

      

      Liz knows Cate is sex-deprived and lonely. It’s the main reason she invited her on the trip—to have some fun and forget her woes. In the ski lift, she notices Cate watching … and she notices her husband looking at Cate. 

      

      When they finally make it back to the lodge, each awakened to the possibilities for warming up after a long day on the slopes, will Liz and Cate put their friendship aside and give in to what they all really want?

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        DADDY LOST ME AT POKER

      

      

      

      When eighteen-year-old Haley becomes the stakes at her Daddy’s poker game, will she be able to cover all the bets? Daddy’s deep in the red to all the older men at the table … 

      

      Haley’s Daddy has promised her his motorcycle. When she finds out he’s using her beloved Harley to cover his bets, she changes into a tank top and cutoff jeans and makes her mind up to do anything necessary to make sure Daddy doesn’t lose her bike … Which might mean letting Daddy’s friends take turns with her on the poker table. 

      

      Haley’s stepbrother, Brody, has another game in mind. The dork can’t keep his hands to himself. But Haley has designs on Brody’s hot friend who’s spending the night. 

      

      A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do when Daddy has a gambling problem. 

      

      What will her mother say!

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        DRENCHING JESSIE

      

      

      

      There are five rooms dedicated to a woman’s erotic pleasure at The Packhouse. The farther down this hidden hallway you go, the closer you get to total abandon. And if getting drenched by multiple men is what you happen to want? The room at the end of the hall is where it can happen.

      

      Jessie is nineteen and doesn’t have much of a social life since her breakup with Henly a few months ago. And her heartbreak is compounded with frustration when she meets her ex’s hot friend, Carter. 

      

      Her mother has noticed her depression. Her Aunt Paige even says Jessie’s complexion has gone to hell and tells her niece, with a wink, that she knows a good facial treatment. 

      

      Jess is a little uncomfortable when her own mother and aunt invite her to go with them to the Packhouse for a girls’ night out. And when she finds out what goes on behind the scenes, she’s shocked … at first … 

      

      But Jess is a grown woman, they insist, and deserves to have her needs met. She ought to be able to have a little fun—the kind of fun available in Room One at The Packhouse. 

      

      But when Jessie finds out the secret everyone’s been holding back, Room One may not be enough for her. 

      

      How far will Jessie go?

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        SNOWBALLING MY CUCKOLD—A HOTWIFE GIVES BACK

      

      

      

      Trudy likes her husband to clean up after himself. And Darren doesn’t mind sharing a hot snowball. But if he wants to share his hotwife, will she expect him to clean up after another man? 

      

      Darren has indulged his wife’s little kink until it’s become his own. After all, there’s nothing he likes more than giving her what she wants. 

      

      When Trudy’s friend Shelly gets in the way of a much-needed promotion, they face a choice: Trudy can stay true to Darren, stay in her dead-end job, and let Shelly play the part of the hotwife … or she can give the strapping new boss something Shelly won’t. 

      

      Or at least that’s what Trudy tells Darren. And as things heat up, the couple are both asking themselves the same question: Are we doing this because we have to? Or are we doing it because we want to? 

      

      Watching your wife with another man is one thing. But will she taste the same? How far will Trudy go? And will her husband follow her? 

      

      This sloppy tale of backroom trysts, cell phone videos, sticky kisses, and shared snowballs moves to a salty conclusion that’s shocking, sweet, and good to the last hot drop.
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