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The Wristbands

The woman at the front desk fastened the wristbands herself, one at a time, and I have gone back to that small ceremony more times than I can admit.

She took my wrist first. Cool fingers, a practiced loop of silicone the color of a ripe plum, a click of the plastic clasp that I felt in my teeth. “This is you for the week,” she said, smiling at me the way you smile at someone you already understand. Then she took Maya’s wrist, turned it over, and fastened a band the same deep purple against the inside where the skin is thinnest, where you can see the blue thread of a vein if the light is right. Maya watched her do it. She didn’t watch me.

I book trips for a living. I know the difference between a hotel and a resort, between a resort and a place like this. I had read every line of the website in the weeks before we flew down, read it at my desk with the door shut, read it again at two in the morning with the laptop angled away from the bed so the glow wouldn’t wake her. Adults only. Clothing optional at the main pool. Lifestyle evenings Thursday through Sunday. Couples mixers nightly in the lower bar. I had memorized the language the way you memorize something you’re pretending you haven’t decided about yet. And then in the lobby, with the air conditioning raising the hair on my arms and the heat pressing flat against the glass doors behind us, I said, “Huh. I didn’t realize the pool was that kind of pool,” and Maya looked at me over the top of her sunglasses and didn’t say anything at all.

That was the first thing she did to me on that trip. She let me lie, and she let me know she’d let me.

The lobby was full of couples in the first-day daze: sunburned newcomers, easy regulars, a low warm hum of people who had come a long way to stop behaving. I read them without meaning to, the habit of my trade — who belonged to whom, who didn’t, who was here for the same reason we were and lying about it the same way I was. A woman near the elevators laughed too long at something a man who wasn’t her husband said, and her husband stood three feet off and let it happen, and smiled, and something cold and curious dropped through me that I didn’t stop to examine. Maya didn’t read anyone. She didn’t have to. She crossed the cool tile and let the room read her instead, and it did — every man in it, in the half-second it took us to reach the desk.

The lobby smelled like cut limes and sunscreen and the particular cold sweetness of a place that runs its air conditioning hard. Somewhere out past the desk a steel drum was being played badly and pleasantly. A man in white linen carried our bags ahead of us down an open corridor where the tile was the temperature of a body, and the sea kept showing up between the columns in flat hammered sheets of light, and Maya walked through all of it like she’d been here before. She hadn’t. We’d never been anywhere like this. But something about the heat had already gotten into her shoulders. At home she keeps herself careful and contained, spending her days telling other people bad news gently and remembering everyone’s allergies. Here, three minutes off the shuttle, her shoulders had come down and her chin had come up, and a man coming the other way with a paddleboard under his arm turned his whole head to watch her pass, and she felt it, I watched her feel it, and she didn’t tuck herself smaller the way she does in the grocery store. She let him look. She let it land somewhere and warm her.

I felt the first thing then. I want to be honest about when it started, because later I tried to tell myself it was the rum, or the heat, or the men, when really it was this: my wife let a stranger look at her, and instead of the clean flare of jealousy I expected, the one I knew how to handle, the one that makes a husband step a little closer and put a hand at the small of a back, what I got was lower and stranger and warmer. It turned slowly in my gut. I didn’t have a name for it. I didn’t want one. I made myself look at the room key in my hand. 204. Pool view. I am good at finding something to look at.

The room was all white and pale wood and a ceiling fan turning slow enough to count. The doors at the far end folded all the way open onto a balcony, and below it the pool went on in that impossible turquoise, and beyond the pool the sea, and the curtains breathed in and out with the wind off the water. Maya dropped her bag on the bed and went straight to the doors and stood in them with her arms loose at her sides, and the light came through her sundress, and I stood by the closet pretending to look for hangers.

The room felt less like a room than a stage someone had set and then left. The bed was enormous and faced the open doors; the single chair by the balcony sat angled toward it, set for an audience of one. I caught myself working out sightlines, where a person would sit and what he would see, before I shoved the thought back down with everything else I’d been burying since the lobby. Maya stood in the doorway with the light coming through her dress and looked like the answer to a question I still hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask.

“Come here,” she said, not turning around.

I came. I put my hands on her bare shoulders, which were already warm, already faintly damp, and she leaned the back of her head against my chest and we looked at the water together, and for a second it was just us, just our trip, the thing I’d told myself I’d booked. Then she said, “I packed some things,” and there was something underneath the words.

She unzipped the smaller case herself. She didn’t hand them to me to admire and she didn’t hide them either; she just laid them out on the white duvet one piece at a time, and I stood there and watched my wife reveal a version of herself I had paid for without knowing it. Lace the color of skin and lace the color of wine. Things with more strap than fabric. A black piece I couldn’t work out the geometry of, all thin bands and small clasps, made to be undone by someone taking their time. Nothing I had ever seen. Nothing she had ever worn for me, in all our years together, in our bedroom with the blinds down. She set each one out flat and smoothed it with two fingers, and the silence got very full.

I looked at them laid out on the white duvet like a hand dealt face-up, and I understood that each piece was a different night, a different version of the week, a different version of her. The skin-colored lace was for being almost-bare in good light. The wine was for being looked at across a crowded room. The black one, all thin straps and small clasps, was for someone whose hands I hadn’t met yet, someone patient enough to take his time finding every clasp. I had packed three golf shirts and a paperback I would never open. She had packed for things I hadn’t let myself picture. My throat went dry, and the warm thing turned over low again, and I hated how fast my body had agreed to all of it before the rest of me was even asked.

“I’ve never seen any of this,” I said. My voice came out wrong.

“I know.” She didn’t look up from the bed. “I wanted options.”

Options. Not something nice for you. Not a surprise. Options, the word you use when you don’t yet know which door you’ll want to open, when you’re keeping more than one possibility alive. I felt my face do something and was glad she wasn’t looking. Outside, a woman laughed by the pool, high and delighted, and a man’s lower voice answered, and Maya finally raised her eyes to me, and they were calm, and that calm was the most arousing and frightening thing I had seen in our whole marriage. She wasn’t nervous. She wasn’t asking permission. She had decided something on the flight down, or weeks before it, in the same quiet way I had decided something with the laptop angled away from the bed, and she had let me come along thinking I was the one doing the planning.

“This isn’t research,” I said. I’d meant it as a joke. It didn’t come out as one.

Maya smiled, slow, and closed the case, and the smile told me I was right.

She didn’t put on any of the pieces from the case. Not yet. She zipped it shut and slid it under the bed like a promise she was in no rush to keep, and chose the wine-colored bikini for the pool instead, the plainest thing she’d brought, and somehow that was worse, that she was saving the rest. She dressed slow in front of the open balcony with the afternoon on her skin, and caught me watching in the glass, and held my eyes while she tied the strings at her hip, once, twice. I understood I was being shown something. Not the body I already knew. The decision behind it, and the week she had already started without telling me the rules.



By four the sun had gone gold and thick and the main pool had filled with the kind of people who come to a place like this. I want to be careful here, because what I felt was not what I’d been told I would feel. I’d expected to be embarrassed for them, those couples oiled and easy and half-dressed or less, the men with grey at the temples and the confidence of money, the women who lay on their backs in the full sun like they were daring it. I’d expected to feel like a tourist among them. Instead, the hunger I’d kept unnamed lifted its head. Everyone else already had a plate.

We took two loungers near the swim-up bar. Maya wore the wine-colored bikini and a gauzy thing over it that she took off before she sat down, folding it once and laying it across the foot of the lounger, and I watched four men clock her in the time it took her to do it. Not leering. Worse than leering: appraising, the way you look at something you are deciding whether to want. She lay back and tipped her face to the sun and let them. I put my sunglasses on. Behind them I could watch without anyone, including my wife, being able to see exactly where I was looking, and I have never been so grateful for a cheap piece of dark plastic in my life.

The pool was the kind the website had been coy about. Past the swim-up bar the water was full of people who’d left their suits folded on the loungers, and not one of them, and not one of the staff, so much as turned a head. That was the disorienting part. Not the skin; how ordinary everyone had agreed to make it. A couple about our age floated near the far steps, his arms crossed over her from behind, her head tipped back on his shoulder, both of them watching the rest of the pool with the lazy, well-fed calm of people who would say yes to almost anything before the week was out. Maya watched them over the rim of her sunglasses, and I watched her watch them, and I caught the exact moment she stopped being a tourist studying the strange custom of a strange country and started doing the arithmetic of it: what she might want here, who might give it to her, how much of it I would let her take.

Here is what the heat smelled like: coconut oil and salt and the green sweetness of cut limes from the bar, and under it all, faint, the warm-bread smell of a lot of skin in the sun. Here is what it sounded like: water moving, ice in glasses, that bad happy steel drum, and the low constant murmur of people being charming at each other. Maya turned over onto her stomach after a while and reached back without looking and held her hand out to me, and I knew what she wanted. I sat on the edge of her lounger and poured oil into my palm and worked it into her shoulders, down the long groove of her spine, over the small of her back to where the wine-colored fabric began, and then the backs of her thighs, slow, my hands shining and slippery over all that warm sun-flushed skin while she made a low sound into the folded towel and went loose under my touch. I was aware the entire time that I was being watched doing it. In front of all of them, I was the one allowed to put my oiled hands on her in the open while they looked on and pictured theirs. The thought should have stung. It didn’t sting. It did the slow warm thing again, lower this time, and I had to lean forward over her so the loungers hid me.

After the sunscreen we lay there and did nothing for a long while, and the nothing was the most charged hour I’d spent in years. Men found reasons to pass our loungers. A younger one swam laps that ended, every time, at the wall closest to Maya, and hauled himself half out of the water there to rest, dripping and unhurried, looking at her with a frankness no one had ever aimed at my wife in front of me. She didn’t encourage it. She didn’t need to. She simply didn’t close any of the doors a wife knows how to close: didn’t roll away, didn’t reach for my hand, didn’t do the small ordinary things that say taken. She left every door standing open and lay in the sun between them, warm and unbothered, and I lay beside her learning a feeling I had no name for and was already, God help me, starting to want more of.

The drinks arrived without us ordering them.

A waiter set them down on the little table between us: two tall glasses, pale gold, beaded with cold, a wedge of something tropical on each rim. “From the gentleman at the bar,” he said, and was gone before I could ask anything, the way they’re trained to be.

The gentleman at the bar was in no hurry. That was the first thing about him, before I knew anything else: he had time and wanted us to see it. Fifties, no, younger, but he wore his years like a good suit. Silver at the temples, a linen shirt open one button past what I would dare, forearms brown and easy on the bar top, and a watch on his wrist that probably cost more than our flights. He wasn’t looking at us. He was looking at the water, letting the drinks do the looking for him.

Maya pushed herself up on her elbows and considered the glass nearest her. Then she considered the man. I watched her do both, in order, taking her time about it, and I understood that she knew exactly how this worked and that I was about to learn.

“Should we—” I started.

She picked up the glass. She turned, found him at the bar, and raised it to him, a small, unhurried lift, just enough, and drank.

Only then did he come.

He didn’t rush it even then. He pushed off the bar and came around the curve of the pool with a glass of his own and stopped at the foot of our loungers where the tile was wet, and the sun was behind him so I had to squint, and he said, “I hope I haven’t presumed.” His voice was low and accented, European, somewhere I couldn’t place, his English shaped by expensive rooms. “I saw your wife arrive this afternoon. I thought she deserved a drink before the sun goes down.”

Your wife. He said it to me. He looked at me when he said it, and that was deliberate, I understood that even then. He was being correct, acknowledging me, doing it by the rules. But his eyes only touched me for the length of the sentence and then they went back to Maya and stayed, and she let them stay, and the three of us sat inside a silence that had weight to it.

“That’s kind of you,” Maya said. Her voice had something in it I didn’t recognize from home. Lower. Amused. A woman enjoying herself.

“Adrian,” he said, and offered her his hand, and she took it, and he didn’t shake it so much as hold it for a second too long, and I watched my wife’s fingers in a stranger’s fingers in the gold light and felt my own pulse in my throat.

“Maya.” A beat. “My husband, Ryan.”

“Ryan.” He nodded to me, and reached down, and we shook, and his grip was warm and dry and certain. “You’re a lucky man.”

People say that. It’s nothing. It’s the most ordinary thing a man can say to a husband about a wife. You’re a lucky man. It means she’s lovely and it means no offense and it means I see the ring and I’m being polite. I have heard it a hundred times at dinners and weddings and let it slide off me like water. But Adrian said it slowly, and he said it while he was looking at her and not at me, and somehow in his mouth it stopped being a compliment to me at all. It came out closer to a verdict. Closer to a warning. You’re a lucky man. For now. While I allow it. Understand what you have, because I do, and I am not the only one who does.

And here is the thing I have not been able to explain to myself since, the thing that started everything, the thing I would spend the rest of the week chasing and being humiliated by and chasing again: I liked it.

I liked hearing him say it. I liked it low in my gut where the warm thing lived. Some hidden part of me that I had never once let speak sat up and liked being told, by a better-looking and richer and more certain man, that my wife was a thing worth envying, and that he was doing me the courtesy of envying her out loud, to my face, with his drink in his hand, while she watched.

Because she was watching. Not him. Me. While Adrian looked at her, Maya looked at me, over the rim of her glass, and she saw it. I know she saw it because her mouth changed, the corner of it lifting just slightly, the way it does when a diagnosis confirms what she already suspected. She had been waiting to see whether I’d bristle, whether I’d stand up and put my body between them and end it, the way a husband is supposed to. And I hadn’t. I had sat very still behind my cheap sunglasses with my pulse in my throat and let another man tell me I was lucky, and felt myself thank him for it somewhere I’d never let anyone go.

She knew before I did. That’s the part I keep coming back to. By the time the sun touched the water and Adrian said something gracious about letting us enjoy our evening and went back to wherever men like that go, my wife already knew what I was, and I was still three drinks and a long night away from finding out.

She reached over and took my hand on the warm tile between the loungers.

“Drink your drink,” she said softly, watching the last of the light go down into the sea. She turned the plum band on her own wrist once, slow, and smiled at the water like it had agreed with her. “We’ve got all week.”

I drank my drink. The plum-colored band sat snug on my wrist where the woman at the desk had fastened it. This is you for the week. I turned it with my thumb, around and around, and tried to remember which of us had booked the trip, and could no longer entirely say.


The First Rule

She wore red that first night, and she wore nothing under it.

I knew because I watched her dress. She stood in front of the long mirror in the white room with the fan turning above her and stepped into the dress and drew it up over her hips and her bare back and settled the thin straps on her shoulders, and there was no line of anything beneath it, nowhere, and when she turned to check herself the fabric moved against her and gave everything away and then took it back. She caught me staring in the mirror. She didn’t say anything. She put on one earring, then the other, watching my face the whole time, and the not-saying-anything was its own kind of sentence.

The lower bar opened onto the beach. Torches in the sand, a floor of pale boards worn smooth, a four-piece band doing slow Latin things with a lot of space in them, and that warm night air off the water that gets into your collar and your sleeves and makes everyone stand a little closer than they would at home. I counted the room the way I count rooms: exits, bar, where the staff stand. And then I stopped counting anything because Maya walked in ahead of me in the red dress and the whole low murmur of the place tipped, just slightly, the way a boat tips when weight moves to one side.

I saw the men notice her. I want to be precise about the order of it, because the order is the whole thing. I saw the men notice her first: three at the bar, a pair by the rail, a younger one near the band who actually stopped his drink halfway to his mouth. I felt the old reflex come up, the step-closer, the hand-at-the-back, and I had actually shifted my weight to do it when I realized Maya had noticed them noticing before I had. She was already inside it. She’d walked in knowing. The room had gone quiet in the exact place she wanted it quiet, and my little protective lurch came a beat behind, clumsy and late.

“You must be the new ones.”

The couple came at us out of the torchlight like they’d been waiting. English, both of them, London in the vowels. He was tall and loose and grinning, a man with no governor on him at all, shirt open, sunburn going handsome. She was small and sharp and amused, dark hair, a drink held against her collarbone, eyes that went over Maya once, head to foot, and approved.

“Simon,” he said, shaking my hand too hard and holding Maya’s too long. “This is Elise. We saw you check in. We always spot the first-timers. You’ve got the look.” He said it kindly. “Come down to the floor with us. It’s only dancing. Nobody bites on the first night.” A pause, the grin widening. “Unless asked.”

“We’re just looking, honestly,” I said. “Getting the lay of the place.”

“Of course,” Simon said, already not believing me, already turning the warmth of his attention onto Maya. “Just looking. Everyone’s just looking.” And Elise laughed, low, and looked at me when she did it, and I felt found out without knowing yet what I’d been found out about.

Maya put her glass in my hand. “Hold this,” she said, and went down onto the floor with Simon, and left me standing at the rail with her drink and his wife.

I’m not going to pretend it was easy to watch. The first thirty seconds it was a knife. Simon put one hand at her waist and the other lightly around her fingers and they moved, and his hand stayed exactly where it should, exactly correct, a gentleman’s hand at a respectable distance, and I hated him with a clean bright hatred that felt almost good because at least it was simple. The band slowed. The torches threw their bodies large and shifting against the sand. Then Maya closed the distance. Not him. Her. She moved in against him, hip to him, her bare back under his correct hand, and tipped her head so her mouth was near his jaw when she said something I couldn’t hear. Simon laughed. His hand spread a little wider against her spine because she had told it to, and the knife in me turned into something else entirely, something with heat in it, something low.

“There it is,” said Elise, beside me, watching the same thing I was watching.

“There what is.”

“That.” She tipped her chin at the floor, at my wife folding herself against her husband, and then she tipped it at me. “You. Your face just then.” She sipped her drink. She wasn’t unkind about it. She was gentle, the way you’re gentle with someone who’s about to find something out. “You like watching her be wanted.”

“She’s my wife,” I said, which is not a denial, which is not even an answer, which is the kind of thing you say when the true thing is too big to pick up.

“I know.” Elise smiled. “I’m not asking whether you love her. Any idiot can see you love her. I’m telling you what your face does when another man’s hands are on her. It goes soft. It goes hungry.” She let that sit. The band turned the song over. “Most husbands lock up. Yours goes soft in the eyes. It’s the rarest thing on this beach, and the women here will smell it on you by tomorrow, so you might as well decide now whether you’re going to lie about it all week or not.”

“I’m not—” I started.

And out on the floor, over Simon’s shoulder, my wife found my eyes and smiled at me.

The smile was not for him. He couldn’t even see it. She angled it past his ear, across the dark, straight into me, and it said I can feel you watching and I love it and I know what you are even if you won’t say it. Whatever denial I’d been building in my chest came apart in my hands like wet paper. I stood at the rail holding her drink and his wife’s knowing silence and I felt my whole face do the soft hungry thing Elise had named, and Maya watched it happen to me, and pressed herself a half-inch closer to Simon without ever once looking away from me.

We left before the song ended. Maya came up off the floor flushed and bright and thanked Simon prettily and took my hand, hers warm and a little damp, and pulled me up the dark path toward the rooms while Elise called something after us that the band ate before it reached me. Maya didn’t speak on the path. Her grip kept tightening. By the time the room door clicked shut behind us she was already turning.



“Ask me what I want,” she said.

The room was dark except for the blue of the pool coming up through the open balcony doors, and the fan, and her, red and barefoot and breathing. I’d thought she would want to talk it down, to fold the night up small and reassuring the way we fold everything at home. That’s the move I knew. Negotiate the thing into a size that fits in a drawer.

“I think we should talk about—”

“We are talking. I’m telling you the rules and you’re going to help me make them.” She crossed the room. She wasn’t drunk. That’s important. Her eyes were clear. “Flirting. That’s allowed, obviously, we both know it’s allowed, we’ve been doing it all night. Yes?”

“Yes.” My mouth was dry.

“Kissing.” She stopped close enough that I could smell the night on her: torch smoke and salt and the warm clean musk of her own skin under the perfume, and something else, Simon’s cologne transferred off his shirt onto her bare shoulder, faint, and the fact that I could smell him on her went through me like a current. “I haven’t decided about kissing. Have you?”

“Maya—”

“Do you want me to kiss another man?” She asked it plainly, looking right at me, and waited, and would not save me from it. “Yes or no. Do you want to watch me kiss another man’s mouth?”

I couldn’t say yes. The word was right there, swollen and ready, and I could not push it past my teeth. All the years of being a certain kind of husband stood in the doorway of it with its arms crossed. But I couldn’t say no either, and she watched me fail to say either one, and her mouth did the corner-lift, the diagnosis confirmed, and she put her hand flat on the front of my shorts where there was no hiding what watching her had done to me, and pressed, slow, and I made a sound.

“You can’t say it,” she said softly, almost tender, her hand moving. “That’s all right. You don’t have to say it tonight. Your body said it for you at the rail. I watched it happen myself, over Simon’s shoulder, your whole face going soft and hungry while his hand spread on my back. And Elise saw it too, right there beside you; she’s done this a long time, and she knew what you were before you said a word.” Her breath against my throat. “So I’ll tell you what I want, since you’re being shy. I want to know what it feels like to stop being careful. Just once. I have been careful my whole life. I am careful all day for a living. I am careful with you.” Her hand worked me through the fabric and I had a hand in her hair without deciding to. “I want one week where I am not careful with anything, and I want you to watch me do it, because I think,” her teeth, just barely, at my jaw, “I think you want it more than I do, and you don’t even know yet.”

“Maya, God—”

“Get the dress off me.”

I got the dress off her. The thin straps came down her arms and the red dropped to the boards and pooled around her bare feet, and there she stood in the blue light off the pool, naked but for the plum band on her wrist, her nipples drawn tight, the flush already spreading down her chest the way it does when she has wanted something for hours and made herself wait for it. I put my mouth to her throat where the other man’s cologne still clung and licked it off her, licked a stranger’s scent off my own wife’s skin, and she tipped her head back and gave me more of it, “there he is,” and her hand was already shoving my shorts down past my hips, already closing hot around my cock, stroking me once from root to crown, slow, claiming, testing how hard the night had already made me, before she pulled me toward the bed by it.

It was nothing like our bedroom at home with the blinds down. I put her on her back on the white sheets and shouldered her thighs apart and went down on her, because I had to taste what the night had done to her. She was drenched. Not damp. Drenched, swollen and slick and already open, her lips parted and glistening in the dim light, and the first slow drag of my tongue up through her came away thick with it. She was this wet because a room full of strangers had wanted her and one of them had spread his hand on her bare back. Not because of me. I knew it with my mouth, and it only made me harder. I licked into her slow and then not slow, flattened my tongue over her clit until her hips jerked off the bed, then sealed my lips around the swollen bud of it and sucked while I pushed two fingers up into the tight, soaked clutch of her cunt and curled them against the front wall until she keened. She ground herself up against my face, shameless, both hands fisted in my hair, holding me down against her like I was something she had ordered to the room. I felt her clamp around my fingers. I felt her thighs lock at my ears. She came on my mouth hard, flooding my tongue with the taste of her, hips bucking, heels skidding on the sheets, and through it, half to me and half to herself, she dragged my free hand up and pressed it flat to the small of her back where his had been: “his hand was right here.” I nearly spilled untouched against the mattress just from the sound of it.

She didn’t let me catch my breath. She hooked a heel behind me and twisted us over and climbed up astride my hips, and she reached back and took my cock in her fist and held it upright and watched my face the whole time she lowered herself onto it. The crown notched against her entrance, slick and scalding, and then she sank, taking me one slow dragging inch at a time, her cunt stretching tight around the thickness of me, the wet grip of her swallowing me down to the root until she was seated flush on my hips and we were both shaking with it. For a moment neither of us moved. I could feel her pulse fluttering around my cock. Then she flattened both palms on my chest and started to ride.

She fucked me. There is no softer word for what she did. She set the pace and the depth and the angle and used me for exactly what she wanted, rolling her hips down hard and grinding her clit against the base of me at the bottom of every stroke, her breasts swaying above my face, the slick obscene sound of it filling the room under the slap of her thighs against mine. And she talked. I learned that first night that when she talked, she did it low and filthy and clear-eyed, never once losing the thread even as she took me harder.

“Could you see it,” she breathed, working herself down onto my cock. “His hand on my back. How wide it spread when I told it to. You saw it.” Down, and grind, and the tight wet clench of her dragging up my shaft. “The young one by the band stopped breathing when I walked in. I could feel all of them wanting me, the whole room, heat off a fire. And you stood at the rail holding my drink and got hard watching strangers want your wife.”

“Maya—” It came out of me wrecked.

“That’s what you are.” Not cruel. Wondering. Delighted. Riding me faster, her cunt milking me on every drop of her hips. She leaned down until her mouth was at my ear without breaking rhythm. “One hand on my back tonight, and look at the state of you. Imagine if I hadn’t stopped him at my back. Imagine what you’d have sat there and let me do.”

The door of the word I couldn’t say didn’t crack open then. It came off its hinges. I grabbed her hips in both hands, planted my feet, and started driving up into her, meeting every roll of her body and then pounding past it, the headboard knocking the wall, and she threw her head back and made the sounds she never lets herself make at home: loud, broken, careless, not careful. She came apart around me a second time, her whole body locking, her cunt convulsing so tight around my cock that it pulled the orgasm straight out of me with it. I yanked her down flush and buried myself as deep as I could reach and emptied into her in long, pulsing waves, flooding her, filling her, every muscle in me seized and shaking, her name in her hair and under it something that might have been thank you.

She stayed on me while I softened inside her. When she finally lifted off, I slid out of her wet and spent, and felt the warm spill of my own cum leak out of her and down onto the inside of my thigh. She reached between her legs without a trace of shame, caught it on two fingers, and looked at it in the blue light for a long moment, like she was already weighing the difference between this and something she had not had yet. Then she wiped her fingers slow across my chest and lay down against me.

For a while there was just the fan and our breathing and the blue light and the warm weight of her against me, her heartbeat slowing against my ribs.

And here is the thing I felt, after, the thing that scared me more than anything she’d said. It had been the best sex of my life, and it had not been enough. I could feel it already, lying there spent and stunned with my wife stroking the back of my neck. I had taken her hard and hungry and it had been white-hot, and somewhere in me a new appetite had simply opened its eyes and looked around and asked, calm as anything, and what about everything she didn’t do tonight? The dance was not enough. The taste of another man’s cologne was not enough. I had fucked her full of jealousy and the jealousy hadn’t burned off. It had banked, gone red and patient, built to last the week.

She felt me think it. I swear she did. She always knew before I did.

Maya turned her head on the pillow and looked at me for a long moment in the blue dark, reading my face the way she’d read it at the rail, and whatever she found there made her smile. Not the cruel version, something worse, something fond and certain and final. She reached over to the nightstand. She picked up the room key, the flat plastic card the woman at the desk had given us with the wristbands, and she held it up between two fingers so the pool light caught the edge of it, and then she set it down again, square in the center of the nightstand, exactly between us, where we would both see it in the morning.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “no pretending we’re only curious.”

Then she turned over, and pulled my arm across her, and went to sleep, and I lay awake for a long time looking at the card on the nightstand and the dark shape of my own wedding ring beside it, listening to the band go faint and then silent down on the beach, the coals in me ticking over, patient, getting ready.


Beach Day

The room key was still on the nightstand in the morning, square in the center where she’d left it. Maya looked at it once over her coffee and didn’t touch it, and neither did I, and we went down to the beach with the thing unsaid between us, tight and salt-dry in my mouth.

The dive instructor was waiting at the little thatched shack at the end of the sand with a rack of gear and a board of tide times and the easy patience earned by working half-naked in the sun. Young, late twenties, maybe, brown all the way through, the kind of brown that isn’t a tan but a life, with a wetsuit peeled to his waist and forearms roped with the casual muscle of someone who pulls himself in and out of boats all day. Mateo, the chalkboard said. He grinned at us with very white teeth and shook my hand and called me boss, friendly, and then turned to Maya and the grin changed register, not into anything you could object to, just into attention, full and frank and unhurried, and started fitting her for a mask.

I have replayed the next ten minutes more than I should admit. There was nothing in them. That’s what undid me. There was nothing in them you could point to. He stood behind her and reached around to settle the mask on her face and swept her hair back off her forehead with two fingers so the strap would sit, and his hands were professional, every motion of them was professional, just work with a piece of rented equipment. He cinched the strap. He pressed the mask to her face to test the seal and told her to breathe in through her nose, and she did, and it sucked tight, and he said good, low, just for her, good, and my whole body translated it into something it had no right to be. His hands on the straps became hands taking possession. His breathe in became an instruction she obeyed without thinking. I stood there in the sun with two pairs of fins dangling from my hands and watched a stranger adjust my wife’s body with competent, indifferent hands, and I felt the red coals from the night before catch and flare.

In the water it stopped pretending.

We went out over the reef in the warm shallows where the light comes down in moving nets across the sand, and Maya wasn’t a strong swimmer and didn’t need to be, because Mateo simply took her. One brown hand flat against the small of her back, the other at her hip, and he moved her through the water, steering her over the coral heads, turning her to see a school of something silver, holding her up when she got water in the snorkel and came up coughing and laughing. He didn’t ask. That was the thing. He didn’t say may I and he didn’t check my face the way Adrian had been careful to and he didn’t make her explain a single thing she wanted. He just put his hands where he wanted them on my wife’s body in the bright water and moved her, and she let herself be moved. She laughed, breathless, delighted, sun on her wet shoulders, a laugh I think I had maybe heard twice in all the years I’d known her, and I floated ten feet away with salt stinging my eyes and watched her become someone with the weight taken off her.

That’s what it did to her. I could see it from the water. At home she carries everything: the schedules, the worry, the careful management of every person in her orbit, including me. Here a younger man with no stake in any of it simply held her up and pointed her at beautiful things and asked nothing back, and years came off her face. She was loose. She was lit. She was, for the length of a snorkel over a reef, not careful with anything, and she was luminous with it, and I understood standing chest-deep in that turquoise water that I was not jealous of Mateo. I was jealous of that, of the lightness, of the version of her his indifferent hands had reached that my careful ones never had.

We came in dripping. Maya pulled her mask up onto her forehead and her face was wide open, no management in it at all. Mateo waded in beside her, water sheeting off him, and stripped his own mask and raked his wet hair back and grinned that grin, and the two of them stood in the shallows close together with the small waves pushing at their knees. I came up the sand toward them with the fins and the towel, and her hand moved before I understood what I was seeing.

She turned to him. She put her wet hand flat on his bare chest, over the heart, fingers spread, and went up on her toes, and kissed him.

The water didn’t push her into it. She wasn’t drunk; it was eleven in the morning. She kissed him slow and certain, her hand still spread on his chest, his arm coming around the small of her wet back to hold her up the way it had in the water, his head tipping down to meet her, and I stood three feet away in the full sun holding my wife’s towel and watched her mouth open against a stranger’s. I heard it. That small wet sound under the wash of the surf. I felt the heat come off the sand and off my own face and I did not look away, I made myself not look away, and the coals in me went up all at once into open flame, and it did not hurt the way I’d braced for. It poured. It went through me hot and bright and downward, and I stood there hard and stunned in my wet shorts and let my wife kiss another man in front of me at eleven in the morning on a public beach, and the only thing in my head, clear as the water, was more.

She came down off her toes. She kept her hand on his chest a moment longer, then took it back. Mateo looked at her, and then at me, and there was no apology in it and no challenge either, just that easy frank attention, waiting to be told whether the morning was over.

Maya turned to me. Her eyes were bright and steady and a little dared. She was watching to see what I’d do, whether the careful husband would gather up the towels and the dignity and walk us both back up the beach and put the morning in a drawer. She was giving me the chance.

I didn’t take it.

I heard my own voice come out of me, rough, low, the first word I had ever spoken on the far side of the line we’d been pretending wasn’t there. Two words.

“Do it again.”

Something moved across her face. Not surprise. Confirmation. The same look she’d given me at the rail and over the coffee and across the dark room. There he is. She held my eyes for one more beat, letting me feel the size of what I’d just done, letting me hear it land. Then she turned back to Mateo, and flattened her hand on his bare chest again, and kissed him a second time, longer, deeper, open-mouthed, because I had asked her to. This time his hand did not stop at the small of her back. It slid down over the wet curve of her ass and took a full grip of her through the thin bikini and pulled her in flush against him, hips to hips, until she had to feel exactly what holding her in the water had done to him. She gasped into his mouth and didn’t pull away, she pressed into it, rolled against it, and the small broken sound she made went through me sharp and deep. The surf came in warm around their knees. My cock ached against the wet cling of my shorts and I did nothing about it but stand there in the sun and watch my wife learn the shape of another man against her.


Adrian’s Cabana

The note came with the afternoon drinks. No name on it, only a cabana number in a slow, certain hand, a time, and one line beneath: Bring your husband.

Maya read it twice and set it face-up on the table between us so I would have to read it too. My ears were still ringing from the beach, from the second kiss and the sound she’d made into Mateo’s mouth, from the two words I’d said in the sun that I couldn’t take back. The coals from the morning hadn’t gone out. They’d just been waiting for air.

“He wants you to watch,” she said. Not a question. She turned the plum band on her wrist, once, the small habit she’d picked up since we arrived. “He wrote bring your husband. Not come alone. He wants you there.”

“I know.”

“Do you want to be there?”

I looked at the number on the card and felt my pulse move into my throat, the same place it had gone when he’d held her hand too long at the pool. “Yes.”

The cabana was the last in a row down near the beach, set apart, white canvas walls on three sides and the fourth open to the sea. The wind came off the water in long slow pushes and lifted the curtains and dropped them, opening the view and closing it, so that anyone on the path twenty feet away would catch us in pieces: a bare shoulder, a raised glass, then nothing, then us again. Private enough to pretend. Open enough that pretending was a choice you had to keep making.

Adrian was already there, in linen, unhurried, the watch loose and heavy on his brown wrist. He poured something pale over ice and handed it to Maya first, then to me, and his fingers were dry and certain against mine the way they’d been at the pool. He didn’t rush a single thing. That was the first lesson of the afternoon, before anyone had touched anyone: he was in no doubt how it would end, so he felt no need to hurry toward it.

“Sit where you like,” he told me, and gestured at the low chair angled to the foot of the daybed. “You can stay. You can go. If at any moment you want it to stop, you say so and it stops.” He said it plainly, to me, like terms of a contract, and then he looked at my wife. “Yes?”

“Yes,” Maya said.

“And you?” His eyes came back to me. “Tell me you understand. I want to hear it from you.”

“I understand,” I said. My voice came out lower than I meant it to. “I’m staying. I want to watch.”

“Good.” He said it the way Mateo had said it on the beach, good, low and final, a word that landed in my chest and somewhere lower at the same time. Then he turned to my wife and stopped looking at me entirely, and I understood that I had just been set down in the corner of my own marriage and that I had asked to be.

He kissed her slow. He took her face in one hand first and tipped it up and kissed her like the afternoon belonged to him and he intended to spend all of it, and Maya melted into it in a way I felt in my own stomach, her hands coming up to his chest the same spread-fingered way they’d gone to Mateo’s that morning. He walked her backward to the daybed without breaking the kiss. He found the tie of her sundress at the back of her neck and pulled it and let the whole thing fall off her into the cushions, and there she was, bare to the warm air in front of a man she’d met yesterday, her nipples already tight, the flush already climbing her chest, and he looked at her for a long unhurried moment before he touched her again. He looked at her like a thing he had decided to own and was in no rush about, because where would she go.

I sat in the low chair with my drink sweating in my hand and watched another man take his time with my wife’s body, and the coals went to open flame.

He reached into the linen and took out a condom and tore it and rolled it on, and he did it without ceremony, without looking at me, one practiced motion while he kept his other hand moving on her thigh. And here is the thing that ambushed me, the thing I have not been able to scrub out since: I felt let down. A small, ugly drop in my chest. Some part of me I’d never met had wanted there to be a mark left, a proof, something of him left in her that I would have to know about afterward, and the thin barrier of the thing took that away, and I felt the loss of it before I understood what I was losing. I filed it away, alarmed at myself, my face hot. I had come here braced for jealousy. Nobody had warned me about the other thing, the wanting.

Then he put his mouth on her and I stopped thinking in sentences.

He went down between her thighs slow and certain, and the first thing that reached me was the smell of her: my wife already wet, opened up in the heat of the cabana, warm salt and arousal cut with sunscreen and the faint cedar of his cologne where he leaned over her. He spread her open with his thumbs and looked at her, unhurried, before he ever tasted her. Then he dragged the flat of his tongue up through her, root to clit, slow, and again, and again, until her hips were chasing his mouth and her hand had fisted in his silver hair to hold him there. The sounds started and didn’t stop: the wet drag of his tongue, the soft suck of his lips closing around her clit, the slick give of two thick fingers pushing into her and curling up. Her breath broke into something high and helpless that I’d heard from her maybe a handful of times in all our years, and never this early, never this easily, never this loud. He didn’t hurry even here. He brought her to the edge and held her trembling on it. “Not yet,” he told her, low, almost against her skin, and eased her down and built her back up, reading her body like he had owned it for years, like her finishing was a thing he would schedule when he was good and ready. When he finally let her go she came apart hard, her thighs clamping around his head, her heels skidding in the cushions, a cry torn out of her that the wind carried out the open side of the cabana toward the path and whoever walked it.

He lifted his head, his mouth shining with her, and only then did he look at me. Checking. Making sure I’d seen. I had. I was hard enough to ache and I hadn’t touched myself and I couldn’t have looked away if the cabana had caught fire.

He knelt up between her open thighs and took himself in his hand and pushed into her, and I watched another man’s cock go into my wife for the first time in my life.

He was thicker than me. I saw it in the stretch of her, in how she had to work to take him, her body opening around him in a way mine had never asked it to. A long groan came up out of her as he sank in slow and didn’t stop, fed himself into her inch by inch, watching her face the whole way, until his hips pressed flush to the backs of her thighs and she was full of him to the root. He held there. He let the stretch settle into her, let her feel every bit of it, before he drew back and did it again. The smell of them reached me where I sat: sex, sharp and warm, my wife’s wetness and a stranger’s sweat thickening the air of the small canvas room until I could taste it at the back of my throat. He found a rhythm and kept it, long deep strokes that dragged almost all the way out and drove all the way back in, the slick wet slap of him bottoming out in her filling the canvas room under the surf, steady and patient and relentless, nothing like the careful man I had always been in our own bed. Maya wrapped her legs high around him and met every one and said yes and God and there, right there in a voice I had never once pulled out of her.

I sat eight feet away with my heart going and my cock straining against my shorts and watched her take him. He fucked her like he had nowhere else to be, and that was the humiliation that cut deepest. Not the size, though the size was real. The patience. The unhurried certainty I’d never once managed in our own bed, where I had always been a little grateful and a little quick. He was careful of nothing. He turned her over without asking, arranged her on her hands and knees facing me, facing the chair, so that I was looking straight into my wife’s face while another man took her from behind. He gripped her hips and pulled her back onto himself and she braced against the cushions and her mouth came open and her eyes found mine and stayed.

“Watch your husband,” Adrian said to her, low, driving into her. “Let him see your face.”

She did. She held my eyes while he fucked her, her breasts swinging with each stroke he drove home, the watch on his wrist catching the broken afternoon light each time his hand tightened on her hip, and she didn’t perform it and she didn’t hide it, she just let me see exactly what it was doing to her, and it was doing more than I had ever done.

“Closer.” Adrian said it to me this time, without breaking his stroke. “You flew her all this way. Don’t watch from across the room.” And I got up out of the low chair and crossed the few feet of grit-floored sand and went down onto my knees at the head of the daybed, close enough now to hear the wet catch of every thrust, close enough to smell the heat coming off the two of them, close enough that when Maya’s eyes rolled up and found me she could have reached out and touched my mouth. “Better,” he said. “Now you can see what she needed.” I knelt there and watched my wife get fucked from a foot away and didn’t say a word, because he was right, and because being told where to kneel by the man buried in my wife did something to me I would spend the rest of the week trying to name.

She came again with me kneeling there, and she was loud, louder than the canvas walls could hold, loud enough that I thought of the path, the twenty feet of open sand, anyone walking it. And someone was. Through the gap where the curtains lifted and fell I saw a couple slowed on the path, the woman’s hand on the man’s arm, both of them watching the open side of our cabana without a flicker of shame about it, watching my wife take a stranger while her husband knelt at the head of the bed. I flinched toward the gap, some last instinct to cover her, and Adrian caught it and didn’t so much as break his stroke.

“Let them,” he said.

He took her like that a long time, until the light shifted in the gap of the curtains, until her arms gave out and her cheek went down to the cushion and she let him hold her hips up and use her, and even then he didn’t rush. When his control finally broke, the only time all afternoon, it was small: his rhythm stuttered, his fingers dug white into her hips, and he hauled her back hard onto himself and held her there and came, deep, his head dropping, a low sound forced out through his teeth. Maya moaned at the feel of it, at a man emptying himself against the end of her. He stayed buried while he softened, his thumb stroking the base of her spine, and when he finally drew out of her I saw the condom, full and spent, and felt that ugly drop in my chest a second time: the wanting, the disappointment that there had been a barrier at all, that whatever he had just given her was caught and thrown away instead of left inside her where I would have had to carry the knowing of it. He peeled it off and knotted it and dropped it in the bin by the daybed, unhurried, and the part of me with no business existing mourned it.

Then it was over. The wind moved the curtains, and the afternoon came back in pieces: the surf, a glass somewhere down the row, the ringing in my own ears.

He was unhurried even leaving. He dressed, and touched her hair, and told her she was extraordinary in a voice that meant it, and he shook my hand on the way out with the same dry certainty, and said, “Thank you for staying,” and I understood it was not entirely kind.

Maya lay back in the wrecked cushions and let me look at her. There was sand on her back from the morning, fine and pale across her shoulder blades. And on the round of her hip, pressed white into the flush of her skin, was the rectangular ghost of his watch, where his wrist had gripped her, the metal printed into her like a stamp. I looked at it for a long time. I reached out and touched it with one finger, the shape of another man’s watch on my wife’s body, and she watched me do it, and neither of us said anything, because there wasn’t anything left to pretend.


The Debrief

After midnight she came out onto the balcony in one of the pieces she’d packed and never worn for me, the black one I hadn’t been able to work out in the suitcase, all thin bands and small clasps, made to be undone by someone taking his time. She’d put it on for no one. For herself, maybe. For the conversation she knew we were going to have. The pool below us had gone still and lit from underneath, that deep underwater blue, and the band on the beach had stopped hours ago, and the resort had emptied into a hush, and she folded herself into the chair beside mine with her knees up and looked at me in the dark like she had all night and intended to use it.

I’d been quiet since the cabana. Not sulking. Stunned. Full of something I didn’t have language for and didn’t want to put down.

“You looked away,” she said. “Twice. Did you know that?”

I had. There had been a moment when Adrian first pushed into her, when the stretch of her around him was right there in front of me, that I’d dropped my eyes to the cushions because it was too much, because some last reflex of the husband I’d been couldn’t hold the picture. And again at the end, when he finished, I’d looked at the floor.

“I couldn’t—” I started.

“I know. That’s why I’m going to tell you.” She reached over in the dark and took my hand and laid it on her own bare thigh, just holding it there, warm. “I’m going to tell you everything you missed when you looked away. And you’re going to ask me for the parts you want, out loud, because I’m not going to do the work of pretending you don’t want them.”

My mouth was dry. The blue light moved on the underside of the curtains.

“Was he—” I stopped. Made myself start again. This was the thing she wanted, the asking, and I found that I wanted it too, wanted it badly, the words sitting hot and shameful behind my teeth. “Was he bigger than me.”

“Yes.” No hesitation, no cruelty, just the fact, handed over plainly because I’d asked for it plainly. “Thicker. I felt it when he first pushed in. I had to open for him, it took a second, there was that ache right at the start where I wasn’t sure all of him would fit.” She watched my face while she said it. Then she watched lower, where the front of my shorts had already given me away. “There it is,” she said softly. “Look at that. I tell you another man stretched me and your cock jumps. We’re going to have an interesting week.”

“Maya—”

“Ask me the rest.”

“How many times.” My voice cracked on it. “How many times did you—”

“Three.” Her hand left mine and trailed up her own stomach, lazy, while she told me. “Once on his mouth, that one you saw. Once when he turned me around to face you, that one was for you, I held your eyes the whole way through it. And once at the very end, when you were looking at the floor, when he was as deep as he could get and not moving, just holding me there full of him.” She tipped her head. “You missed that one. That’s why I’m telling you.”

“I can still feel him,” she added, lower. She took my hand off her thigh and drew it up between her own legs, pressing my fingers against her through the thin black fabric, and she was hot through it, swollen, tender. “Right here. He stretched me and it hasn’t gone back. Every time I shift in this chair I feel where he was.” She moved my fingers in a slow circle and made me feel the soreness of her, the heat, the proof of another man written into my wife’s body hours after he’d left. “You have never once left me like this the next day. You’re too careful. He wasn’t careful with me at all, and God, I loved it.”

I made a sound I didn’t plan. She heard it and her mouth did the slow curl.

“He didn’t stop when you would have stopped,” she said. “That’s the difference. It isn’t only that he’s bigger, though he is. You’d have come and been sweet about it and held me. He just kept going. Like my finishing was something that happened along the way and not the point. He’s done it a hundred times to a hundred women and I could feel that, I could feel how little it cost him, and God help me that’s half of what made me come.” She let that land. “Does it hurt to hear?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No.” The truth came out of me whole and ugly and free. “No. Don’t stop.”

“Then ask me more.” She was enjoying this, the slow drag of it, making me dig each question out of myself. So I asked the ones that frightened me most. “How long did he last.”

“The whole afternoon, near enough.” She almost laughed, fond and cruel at once. “You time yourself at home. I know you do. I feel you start to go and fight to hold it for me. Nothing about him looked like effort. He took as long as he wanted and then he took longer, and he finished when he decided to, not when he couldn’t help it.”

“And—” My throat closed. I made it open. “What did he say to you.”

Her eyes went soft and far for a moment. “He didn’t talk much. He didn’t have to. But the second time, the one I held your eyes through, he put his mouth to my ear and said, your husband is watching you take a real cock and he isn’t doing a thing to stop it. And I broke. That’s what I came on. Not him. Those words. The fact of you in that chair.” She watched it land in me. “You felt that too, didn’t you. From eight feet away. I saw it go into you.”

“Are you going to do it again.” It came out small.

“With him? Maybe. With others?” She said it lightly, like discussing the week’s weather, like it was already decided, because it was. “There’s a dive instructor who kissed me on the beach this morning with your permission. There’s the English couple. There’s a whole resort full of men who looked at me at the pool the way Adrian did.” She drew her nails slow up the inside of my thigh. “I am not going to be careful for one single day of this trip. And you are going to watch all of it, and then you are going to tell me afterward exactly how it felt to watch, the way you’re telling me now.” She tilted her head. “You wanted the rules. That’s the only one there is.”

And there it was, the thing I understood about myself sitting on that balcony in the blue dark with my wife describing how another man had outdone me an hour after he’d done it. It wasn’t only that I wanted her to be happy, to be pleasured, to be wanted. I’d told myself for years that a good husband wants his wife’s pleasure, and that was true, but it wasn’t this. This was lower and more honest. I wanted the truth of it. I wanted it measured against me and I wanted to come up short and I wanted to be told the exact size of the gap, out loud, in her own voice, with the watch-mark still ghosting her hip. The comparison was the thing. Losing was the thing.

She knew it before I finished knowing it. She always did.

She shifted in the chair and reached over and pushed the waistband of my shorts down and took me out into the night air, and I was so hard it hurt, and she wrapped her hand around me and started to stroke, slow, while she kept talking.

“I forgot you were there,” she said. “For a minute. Right in the middle. I forgot about the chair and the cabana and the path and you. I forgot I was a wife, I forgot I was anyone’s, there was just him and how full I was, and I went somewhere with no name on it.” Her hand worked me, unhurried, her thumb dragging over the head where I was already slick. “And then I remembered. I remembered you were eight feet away watching me forget you. And I looked up and found your face.” Her grip tightened. Her voice dropped. “And I came harder than I had all afternoon. Because you were watching. Because you’d let me forget you and then made yourself keep looking.”

I was close fast, embarrassingly fast, my hips lifting into her fist, the whole day cresting in me at once, and she felt it, felt the change in me, and she stopped. Just held me, a tight ring around the base of me, while I throbbed and leaked over her fingers and fought not to move. “Not yet,” she said, the same two words Adrian had used on her with his mouth between her thighs, and the echo of it went straight through me.

When I’d come down off the edge she started again, slow, her thumb circling the slick head of me. “He filled me up completely,” she said, conversational, working me with that maddening patience. “I keep thinking about it. How there wasn’t a part of me he didn’t reach.” My hips jerked and she gentled her hand and kept me just under the line, talking me higher with her voice while her fist stayed slow. “You’re going to think about it all week. Every time you see one of them at the pool you’re going to wonder if he’s bigger than you, and whether I’m going to find out.” The second I got close she squeezed the base of me hard enough to drive it back down, and left me hanging there, gasping.

Then she started over. And again. Three times, four; I lost the count, same as she’d lost herself in the cabana. Until I was shaking in the chair, until there was a slick smear of me across her knuckles and a sound coming out of me I didn’t recognize, until the careful husband I’d walked in as was gone and there was nothing left but a man on the edge with no dignity and no word but one.

“Maya,” I said, and I heard the beg in it and hated it and couldn’t stop it. “Please—”

“No.” Gentle. Final. She wiped her thumb across my slit, slow, gathering what had leaked out of me, and brought it to her own mouth and tasted it, watching me. “Not tonight. Tonight isn’t about you finishing. Tonight is about you knowing.” She settled back into her chair, knees up, the black bands of the lingerie cutting across her skin in the blue light, and left me hanging out of my shorts, throbbing, denied. “You can put yourself away. Or you can sit there like that and think about how thick he was. Your choice.”

I sat there like that.

I sat well past the point of dignity, exposed and aching in the cool air off the pool, my cock jutting and slick and unattended while she finished her drink and watched the water, sated and unhurried, already somewhere ahead of me. When I finally tucked myself back into my shorts it was worse, not better. The fabric was a torment against me, every shift of the chair a fresh reminder of exactly where she had left the ache. On me. Mine to carry to bed.

I’m not proud of how long, or of the fact that being refused did something to me that finishing never had: that the ache she left me in burned hotter and cleaner than any release, that I lay awake beside her again with my cock still half-hard against the sheet and the denial humming in me like a struck wire. She’d given me nothing and taken something and I wanted to thank her for it. The coals weren’t banked anymore. They were a fire now, and she was the one feeding it, and she’d just shown me she could starve me with the same hand she stoked me with.

She was asleep in minutes, warm and heavy against my side, sore in the places another man had put his hands, her breath gone slow and even while I lay there wide open and ticking.

Twice in the dark my hand drifted down on its own, the ache too much to lie still under, my cock thickening again at nothing but the memory of her voice saying a real cock, and twice I stopped before I closed my fist around myself, because she hadn’t said I could. That was the part that kept me awake. There was no rule. She had not forbidden me a single thing. She had refused me once on a balcony and left it there, and somewhere between the chair and the bed that one refusal had set inside me like a law, and I was keeping it for her in the dark, unasked, while she slept beside me, deep and unbothered.

So I didn’t touch myself. I lay there and did the arithmetic she’d handed me instead: thicker, three times, the whole afternoon, a real cock, he didn’t stop, she forgot me and came harder when she remembered. I turned it over the way I turn the wristband on my wrist, around and around, and somewhere toward dawn I stopped wishing she hadn’t told me and started waiting, already, for the next thing I’d have to be told.


The Dive Boat

The bruises came up overnight.

By morning they had surfaced along the crests of her hips, four small ovals on each side, the soft watercolor of yellow going into purple, the exact spacing of a man’s fingertips that had gripped and not let go. Adrian’s hands, printed into her where he’d hauled her back onto himself at the end and held her there. Maya stood in front of the long mirror in nothing but the bottoms of a bikini and found them with her own fingers, fitting hers to the marks, and she didn’t wince and she didn’t reach for anything to cover them. She turned a little in the flat morning light, this way and that, the way you turn to read a thing written on your own body. Then she put on the bikini that showed them and went down to the beach wearing another man’s grip in plain sight, and I followed her with the dive bag on my shoulder and my coffee going cold in my hand and the whole of me already humming.

Mateo had the boat in the shallows, a small open thing with a blue hull and a sun-bleached canopy, two other couples already aboard and a cooler and the gear racked along the gunwale. He was barefoot on the wet sand hauling the bow line when he saw us coming, and he gave me the boss and the white grin, and then he looked at Maya, and I watched him find them. The bruises. His eyes went to her hips and stopped. The grin changed, not into anything you could name, not a leer, just a slow private acknowledgment, one craftsman reading another’s work. He knew exactly what they were. He knew whose hands. And he looked from the marks up to her face and said nothing at all, and the saying-nothing was louder than anything he could have said. Maya held his eyes and didn’t explain them. She let him look at where another man had held her hard enough to bruise, and something passed between the two of them in the sun, easy and wordless and certain, and I stood there in the surf with the bag on my shoulder and felt it pass and was not included in it.

That was the morning’s first lesson, before the boat had even left the sand: they did not need me to translate anymore. Maya and the men who wanted her had started speaking directly.

We motored out over the reef. The other couples were friendly and middle-aged and uninterested in us, and the sea was the flat hammered blue it gets before noon, and Mateo ran the boat standing with one hand on the throttle and the wind off the water taking his hair back, and he talked to all of us about the dive and looked at only one of us when he did. Maya sat on the bench in the bow with her face up to the sun, the bruises along her hips catching the light, and she was radiant in a way I had no defense against. Open in her own skin. Lit from the night before, still carrying it, wearing the soreness like something earned. I had spent the small hours of the morning lying awake beside her and keeping a rule she hadn’t made me promise. I was running on no sleep and a denial that hadn’t burned off, and she was glowing, and the difference between us sat in the boat like a third passenger.

The dive itself I barely have. Mateo took her under with a hand at the small of her back the way he’d taken her snorkeling, steered her down along the wall of the reef into the cool blue while I followed and watched the two of them move together below me, his hand never quite leaving her. I floated above them in the cold and the silence and the streaming light and I was hard in my wetsuit the whole way down, useless, breathing too fast through the regulator, watching a younger man guide my wife through a world I was only visiting.

It was the boat ride back that undid me.

They put Maya in the middle of the stern bench, between Mateo and me, because Mateo had to be near the engine and Maya wanted the spray and I went where there was room. So I had her on my left, her thigh against mine, both of us still wet, the salt drying tight on our skin, her shoulder under my arm. And Mateo had her on his right. The boat came up onto a plane and started to slap across the chop, and at the first hard knock Maya’s knees came apart for balance, and Mateo’s hand left the throttle and came down on her bare knee to steady her. Just steadied it. A working hand on a passenger’s knee in a fast boat. Nothing, the most ordinary thing, the thing he’d do for anyone. And it stayed.

It stayed, and then it moved. Not far. An inch up the inside of her wet thigh while he looked straight ahead over the bow and steered with the other hand, and another inch on the next swell, his thumb stroking slow along the soft inner skin where the bruises gave way to the parts of her no one had marked yet, and Maya sat very still between us with her face to the wind and let it happen, and her thigh pressed warm and damp against mine on the other side, and I could feel through her body the small tightening that went through her each time his thumb moved, transmitted into me, her husband, the conductor for what another man was doing to her under the open sky with two strange couples three feet away pretending to watch the water. The engine covered everything. That was the awful intimacy of it: the noise made it private in plain sight, a hand high on her thigh and her breath going shallow and only me close enough to know, holding her shoulders, the seam of her against the seam of me, feeling her want it and feeling her not stop it and saying nothing, because by now I had learned that my job was not to say anything.

By the time the boat came back into the shallows I was wrecked and she sat beside me with her knees pressed together and her mouth still open to the wind. Mateo was unhurried, already certain how the next ten minutes were going to go.

“Gear goes in the shed,” he said, killing the engine, vaulting over the side into the knee-deep water. The other couples were already wading in toward their towels, toward the bar, toward the rest of their day. “Maya, give me a hand with the tanks? Two minutes.” He said it lightly, to the whole boat, an instructor asking a guest for a small ordinary favor. He didn’t look at me when he said it. He didn’t have to ask me anything. He’d read on the boat exactly how much I’d allow, the same way Adrian had read it at the pool, and the answer was written all over my useless aching body: all of it. He could have all of it.

Maya stood up out of the bench. She looked down at me once. Not asking permission, past that now, just letting me see her go. There was high color in her face and her nipples stood hard against the wet triangles of the bikini and she was breathing through her mouth. She gathered two masks off the rack. “Two minutes,” she echoed, and her voice had the low amused thing in it, and she went down off the boat into the water after him, the bruises on her hips above the waterline, and waded up the sand toward the equipment shed with another man, carrying gear as her alibi.

The shed was plywood and tin, the gear store set back in the palms behind the thatched dive hut, no bigger than a closet. I sat on the warm wet bench of the empty boat and then I couldn’t, and I got out and waded in and went up the sand and stood near it, near enough, in the shade of the palms with the gulls going over and the surf at my back, and I waited outside the thin wall while my wife was taken on the other side of it, and I was not allowed to see.

That was the difference. In the cabana I had watched. I’d had the whole picture, every stretch and sound and the watch-mark printed on her hip. Here there was a wall of cheap plywood the color of weak tea, and a gap under the door too low to show me anything but shadow, and I had only my ears, and what my ears gave me my mind had to build. I heard the door not quite latch. I heard a tank set down too fast against the wall, a hollow clang. I heard her laugh once, low, and then the laugh cut off the way a laugh does when a mouth gets covered or busy. I heard her body come up against the inside of that wall, a soft heavy thud six inches from my face on the other side of the wood, and I heard her breath go ragged and high and then drop into something rhythmic, something paced, something being given to her at a tempo set by someone else. I heard the wet sound. Faint at first, under the gulls, under the surf, and then loud enough to separate from everything else: the slick, obscene rhythm of a man fucking into a soaking-wet woman, the squelch of him pulling back and the slap of his hips driving home, over and over, the sound her own cunt was making around him loud enough to carry through cheap plywood, and I knew that sound, I’d had that sound under me two nights ago, except it had never been that wet for me. A man’s low murmur in Spanish that I couldn’t translate and didn’t need to, así, así, qué rica, and her answering it, not in words, in that broken, climbing, filthy little sound that broke off into a gasp every time he bottomed out, the sound I’d heard her make on Adrian’s mouth in the cabana, except no one was being gentle with her now. I stood in the sand with my hand flat against the outside of the wall, listening to a younger man wreck my wife six inches away and feeling each thrust shudder through the wood under my palm. The wall was the only thing left of me that got to touch her while he did.

A couple came up the path. I stepped back from the wall. They glanced at the shed, at the shaking of it, because it was shaking now, a small regular knock of the whole structure that the woman clocked and the man clocked, and the woman smiled at me, just slightly, the knowing resort smile that everyone here wore, and they walked on toward the beach and left me standing guard over the sound of my wife being fucked against a wall in the middle of the morning where anyone could hear. The risk was the new thing. In the cabana the risk had been a curtain. Here it was a public path and thin wood and the broad bright day, and the chance of being heard wasn’t a danger she was managing. It was part of what was wringing those sounds out of her. I could hear that too, the way each time the shed shook hardest her voice climbed least carefully.

It didn’t take long. Mateo had no patience and didn’t pretend to, and he didn’t need any, because the whole point of him was the heat with nothing in front of it. The tempo broke and went fast and brutal, the wet slap of him turning into one continuous obscene rhythm, the wall taking the rest, knock-knock-knock in time with the sound of him burying himself in her, and Maya’s voice climbed and cracked and went up into something high and helpless and then she muffled it herself. I heard her muffle it, heard her bite it down into her own hand or his shoulder, heard it keep pouring out of her anyway, oh god, oh fuck, don’t stop. Then a low driven groan came from him, dragged out through his teeth, the rhythm stuttering as he shoved deep and held, and I stood there knowing exactly what that sound was and nothing else about it, no way through an inch of plywood to know whether there was anything at all between him and the end of my wife, and then the knocking stopped. The wall went still under my palm. There was the surf and the gulls and two people breathing hard six inches away through a sheet of plywood, and I stood in the sand on the public side of it, untouched, aching, sweat running down my spine inside the wetsuit I hadn’t peeled, and I understood that I had just been made to listen to the thing I wasn’t allowed to watch. Being denied the sight had not cooled it at all. My mind had built it bigger than my eyes would have. It always would.

When the door opened she came out first, blinking in the brightness, flushed deep down her chest, her hair pushed back wet and rough, the bruises on her hips joined now by a fresh pink scrape low across the small of her back from the wall. She had my towel in her hand. She’d taken it off the boat, my towel, the white one, and she used one corner of it to blot her throat with casual efficiency, all tanks and shelves and ordinary morning chores. Mateo came out behind her a beat later, easy, grinning, tugging the bikini string back up onto her shoulder for her with two fingers as he passed, a small possessive courtesy, and clapped me on the arm. “Gracias, boss.” Then he went back down to the boat to see to the gear he’d never actually meant to put away.

Maya walked up to me in the shade of the palms. She was still breathing it off. She looked at me for a moment, reading whatever was on my face, and whatever she found there made her mouth do the slow curl. Then she lifted my own towel and pressed it, warm and damp, into my chest, into my hands, and held it there a second so I had to take it.

“Hold that for me,” she said softly. The same three words she’d handed me on the dance floor with her drink. She turned the plum band on her wet wrist, once, around, and started up the path toward the pool, toward the rest of the bright ordinary day, and called back over her shoulder, light as anything, “I worked up a thirst.”

I held the towel. It was damp where she’d used it, and warm, and it smelled of her and of salt and, faint, under that, of him. I carried it up the path after her in the full sun, knowing exactly where it had been, and did not put it down.


Lifestyle Night and the Room Key

Elise found us before the music started.

The lower bar had been dressed for it that night: more torches, the tables pushed back from the boards, a rope of small lights strung through the palms, and a different crowd already gathering, the regulars, the easy ones, the couples who came down for exactly this and wore it well. Maya had let Elise take her by the elbow almost the moment we arrived, and I lost them for the better part of an hour to a low table at the edge of the light where the two women sat close with their heads together and their drinks sweating untouched, and Elise talked and Maya listened, and I sat a polite distance off and watched my wife be taught.

I couldn’t hear most of it. I caught pieces when the band paused. Elise was older at this than Maya, years into the life, sharp and kind and entirely without shame, and what she was giving Maya was not encouragement. Maya didn’t need encouragement anymore. It was technique. The grammar of it. I heard her say you never explain. I heard her say a hand here means yes, a hand here means slow down, and you take it off him entirely when you mean no, and you don’t apologize for the no any more than you apologize for the yes. I heard her say, once, clear across a gap in the music, the ones worth having will wait to be told. The ones who won’t aren’t worth the trouble. Make them all wait to be told. And Maya nodded, taking it in the way she takes in anything she’s decided to be good at, completely, seriously, with the same focus she brings to a patient’s chart. Elise wasn’t corrupting my wife. That’s the thing I understood, sitting there nursing a rum I wasn’t drinking. She was handing Maya the last of the permissions, the procedural ones, the small mechanical yeses that turn a woman who wants into a woman who takes, and Maya was filing every one of them away.

When they finally came back to me Maya sat down on the bench close against my side, warm, smelling of the night and of Elise’s perfume where they’d pressed cheeks, and she put her mouth near my ear and gave me the verdict plainly, the way she’d learned to give me everything plainly now.

“I want more than one of them,” she said.

I didn’t say anything. The torchlight moved on the boards.

“Not because one isn’t enough.” Her hand was on my thigh, not teasing, just resting, just keeping me there for the saying of it. “Because they’re not the same, and I want all of it. Adrian makes me feel owned. Mateo makes me feel stripped down to appetite in the sun. Simon.” She tipped her head toward the floor, where Simon was already holding court, loose and grinning, a drink in each hand. “Simon’s going to make me feel like the whole room is allowed to want me. They’re three different versions of me, Ryan. I don’t want to pick one.” She turned her head and looked at me, close, her eyes clear and steady and entirely unafraid. “I want the abundance. I’ve wanted it my whole careful life and I never had a place to say so. I have a place now.”

It landed as both things at once, the way the worst and best of what she said always did. A confession: this is what I am, under all the years of being contained. And a verdict: and you are the one who is going to sit and watch me have it, because that is what you are, under all your years of being careful. I felt my pulse go up into my throat where it lived now, that high tight beat, and Maya watched my face do whatever it did and her mouth curled and she said, soft, “There he is,” and patted my thigh once, and stood, because Simon was coming for her across the boards with the grin and the open shirt and both hands held out.



Simon didn’t dance with her first.

That was the difference between him and the others, and I learned it in the next ten minutes, too fast, with no time to brace. Adrian had been private. Mateo had been furtive, a hand under an engine’s noise, a body against a shed wall where the seeing was denied. Simon wanted the opposite of hidden. Simon wanted to be half-seen, and he wanted my wife to learn that she liked it.

He took her to the edge of the floor, to a deep alcove in the wall of the bar where the torchlight didn’t quite reach, a curtained recess with a low couch in it that I understood, watching, was there on purpose, that the whole resort was built of these gradations of privacy, cabanas and alcoves and sheds, each one offering a slightly different ratio of hidden to seen. This one was open on one side to the whole party. Anyone glancing over would catch them in the dim. No wall. No door. Just shadow and a half-drawn curtain and the understanding, shared by everyone in the place, that you could look or not look as you pleased and no one would make it a problem. Simon drew her back into it with his hands at her waist, and the room was four feet away, and that was exactly the distance he wanted.

Elise sat down beside me.

She’d brought two drinks. She put one in my hand, the way her husband put drinks in Maya’s, and she settled in close at my shoulder facing the alcove. She had appointed herself to me for the duration. This was part of what she did, part of the technique: while Simon took my wife, Elise would take me with her voice.

“He’s going to take his time,” she said, low, conversational, her eyes on them. “Not Adrian’s kind of time. Adrian makes a woman wait because he can. Simon makes her wait because he wants everyone to see her start to not care who’s watching.” She sipped her drink. In the alcove Simon had Maya backed against the low wall, his mouth at her throat, one of his hands gathering the hem of her dress slowly up her thigh, and Maya’s head had gone back against the wall, and her hand came up. I watched her do it, watched her use the thing Elise had taught her an hour ago. She pressed her palm flat against the back of his neck. Yes. The signal for yes. She gave it to him deliberately, a woman placing a hand exactly where she’d been taught it meant a thing, and Simon felt it land and laughed against her skin and shoved the dress the rest of the way up to her hips.

“There,” Elise murmured. “She just told him yes. Did you see it? The hand on his neck. I taught her that an hour ago and she’s already using it without thinking. Your wife’s a natural, Ryan. You should know that about her. Some women take years to stop flinching. She stopped flinching on a beach two days ago and she hasn’t looked back.”

I couldn’t answer. My drink sat sweating in my hand, undrunk. In the alcove Simon had gone down to his knees in front of her, right there, four feet from a party, dragged her dress up out of his way and pushed her thighs apart with his shoulders and put his open mouth on her cunt. I heard it before I let myself look: the wet, greedy sound of a man eating a woman who was already soaked, the slick drag of his tongue, the soft suck of his lips. Maya’s hand fisted hard in his hair, and a couple passing with drinks slowed to look, then smiled and moved on, unbothered, and Maya saw them see her with another man’s face buried in her cunt and did not pull the dress down.

“Listen to her,” Elise said, very quiet now, narrating it into my ear with the even warmth of a woman calling a race. “Hear how wet she is? That sound? That’s not him working for it. She came to this floor soaked already. He’s just lapping it up.” In the dim Simon’s head moved between Maya’s thighs, slow and filthy, and her hips had started to roll against his mouth, riding his tongue, shameless. “Watch her face right now. That’s the moment she stops checking. See it? A second ago she clocked that couple. I saw her clock them, and she had the choice, cover up or don’t, shrink or don’t. And she chose don’t. She’d rather have the whole room watch her grind her cunt on his mouth than be safe.” Elise’s shoulder was warm against mine. “Most people never feel that once in their lives. Your wife is going to feel it every night this week, and she’s going to feel it because you let her. You know that, don’t you? She can only fly this high because you’re holding the other end of the string.”

He worked her with his mouth until her knees went and she had to hold the wall, and the whole time he kept her angled outward, kept her open to the room, so that what the party saw when it glanced over was the opposite of hidden: a woman in a dim alcove with a man’s face shining wet between her legs, her dress around her waist, her cunt grinding down on his tongue, unhidden, refusing to hide. And then he stood, and I watched him get the front of his trousers open and take his cock out in his fist, long, flushed dark, already slick at the head, and Maya looked down at it and bit her lip and reached for it, but he caught her wrist and turned her instead, turned her so her hands were braced on the low wall and her back was to him and her ass was to the party, to me, to Elise narrating at my shoulder. He shoved her dress up over the curve of her ass and the bruises Adrian had left and the scrape Mateo’s wall had given her, all of it on display now, and he notched the wet head of his cock against her from behind. Then he looked up over her bare shoulder, across the four feet of torchlight, and found my eyes.

And grinned.

He grinned at me, the husband, while he pushed into my wife, and I heard it, the slick, stretching sound of her taking him, heard the wet catch of it as he sank in, watched her mouth fall open and her eyes flutter and her hands grip the wall, watched the long slow first stroke of his cock disappearing into her cunt from the outside the way Simon meant me to. He held my gaze the entire time he seated himself in her, friendly, delighted, shameless, a man sharing a joke with me across the body of my wife, isn’t she something, aren’t we lucky, look at her, look what she lets us do. And I felt my face do the soft hungry thing it did, the thing Elise had named on this same beach two nights ago, and Elise was right there beside me to watch it do it.

“And there’s your face,” she said softly, fondly. “Right on time.”

He took her against the wall in the half-dark with the party going on four feet away, slow at first and then not, the wet slap of his hips against her ass picking up a rhythm that carried, and Maya kept her eyes open and kept them out, on the room, on me, and Elise narrated all of it into my ear: hear that? that’s how wet she is for the people, that’s not for him, listen to her cunt take him, she’s gushing because they’re watching. I sat with my untouched drink and my pulse in my throat and learned the thing the alcove had been built to teach. There was no secrecy. The thrill on Maya’s open face was being wanted in the light, in front of witnesses, with a stranger’s cock buried in her, and refusing to make herself smaller for any of them.

Then Adrian was there.

I hadn’t seen him arrive. He was simply there at the mouth of the alcove in his linen, a drink in his hand, the watch heavy on his wrist, watching Simon fuck her with the calm proprietary attention of a man inspecting good work, and when Maya’s eyes found him over her shoulder something in her changed register, sharpened, because Adrian was the one who gave orders and her body already knew it. He didn’t touch her. He stood and watched and then he said, low, to Simon, “Turn her this way. Let her husband see her face when she comes.” Simon obeyed him. Simon obeyed him, the shameless one rearranged by the patient one, and turned Maya so I had her face square on, eight feet away, while Simon kept driving up into her from behind, and Adrian crouched easy on his heels at her eye level and said something to her too quiet to carry, and whatever it was took her over the edge. She came on Simon’s cock in front of the party with Adrian’s voice in her ear and her eyes locked on mine, and she did not perform it and she did not hide it, and it was, again, more than I had ever done.

And behind Adrian, at the edge of the light, hanging back with a beer in his hand and waiting his turn, was Mateo. Late. Waiting. Not pushing in. Just there, watching, grinning when he caught my eye, lifting the beer a half-inch in something that was almost a toast. All three of them. All three of them in the torchlight at the mouth of the alcove, around my wife, and me, and Elise narrating, and the party flowing past, and I could not look away from any of it.

When it was done Simon eased out of her. I saw his cock come out slick and shining, saw the mess of her gleaming on him in the torchlight before he tucked himself away, and then he set her dress straight himself, gently, a courtesy, and kissed the back of her shoulder. Maya straightened up off the wall flushed and bright and steady, her thighs still wet, and she came across the alcove to me on legs that didn’t quite work and stood between my knees and put both her hands in my hair and tipped my face up to hers. She was breathing hard and her eyes were enormous and lit, and behind her the three men waited. She said it to me, only me, quiet, under the music, with her thumbs at my temples:

“I want tonight to be bigger than us.”

I knew what she was asking. She was asking for the thing the whole week had been climbing toward, the thing past watching, past one man at a time. She was asking me to let her have all of them. And she wasn’t really asking, because she’d already decided on a low couch with Elise an hour ago, but she was giving me the saying of it anyway, the consent of it, the one door she still left to me to open or close.

“Yes,” I said. My voice came out wrecked and certain at once. “Yes. Bigger than us.”



She didn’t take me upstairs with her.

That was the next thing, the thing I should have seen coming and didn’t. She kissed me once, slow and deep, with the taste of Simon still on her mouth so that I was kissing him too, and then she stepped back out of my knees and reached down into the little bag she’d carried and took out the room key: the flat plastic card the woman at the desk had given us with the wristbands, the one that had sat in the center of the nightstand since the first night, waiting to be used. She pressed it into my hand and closed my fingers around it.

“Come up when you’re ready,” she said. “Not before. I’ll know if you came up before you were ready, and so will you.” She folded my hand shut over the plastic, both of hers around mine, and pressed until I had no choice but to hold it. “I’m going up with them now. You stay here, and you finish your drink, and you think about it, and you come up when you actually want to see it and not one second sooner. That’s the rule, Ryan. You don’t get to stumble into the room and pretend it happened to you. You walk in. With the key in your hand. Because you chose to.”

And she handed me the key and turned and walked up the dark path toward the rooms with three men falling in around her. I sat back down on the bench with the plastic card warm in my fist and watched my wife disappear up toward our room with Adrian’s hand at the small of her back and Simon’s laugh going ahead of her and Mateo bringing up the rear, and then they were gone into the dark and the band played on and I was alone at the bar with a key.

Elise stayed a few minutes more. She finished her drink unhurried and watched me hold the card and turn it over and over in my fingers and she said, kindly, “The waiting’s the worst of it. They build the rooms close to the bar on purpose. You’ll sit here and you’ll hear it start, or you’ll think you do, and every man who gets up and walks toward the path you’ll wonder if he’s going up to her too.” She stood, and gathered her things, and put a hand on my shoulder for a moment, warm and not unkind. “Don’t make her wait too long. The not-too-long is part of it as well. She wants you to choose it, but she wants you to choose it soon.” And she went up the path after them, turned off toward her own room, gave her husband to my wife for the night, and left me alone at the bar.

I sat with the key for a long time.

I won’t pretend the time was easy or that I spent it well. I spent it coming apart. The bar emptied slowly toward midnight, couples peeling off in twos and threes up the dark path toward the rooms, and every man who stood and stretched and dropped a tip and headed that way I tracked with my eyes, helpless, doing the arithmetic Elise had handed me: is that one going up to her too. Did she leave the door open. How many of them are up there now. What is happening to my wife in the time it is taking me to be ready. I turned the key over and over. I thought about getting up a dozen times and made myself stay, because she’d told me to, because the one rule was that I had to actually want it when I walked in, and I made myself sit there in the thinning music and find out whether I did.

I did. God help me, I did. The wanting came up in me slow and total while I sat there, and when it had filled me all the way to the top, when sitting at that bar one more minute was worse than anything I might find behind the door, I stood up, and I put the key in my pocket, and I walked up the dark path toward my own room to watch my wife be taken by three men.

I heard her before I reached the door.

The path ran along the balconies above the pool, and our door was the third one, 204, pool view, and twenty feet from it I heard the sound coming through it and stopped dead in the dark with my heart going. Not muffled this time. Not through plywood, not under an engine. Through a door left deliberately not quite shut, a band of warm light falling out across the walkway from the gap of it, and through that gap, clear in the night: the wet, rhythmic slap of a body being fucked hard, and my wife’s voice broken up over the top of it, and under that a man’s low grunt keeping time, and the obscene gluck of a mouth working a cock. She’d left the door open for me. An inch. She’d known I’d hear it from the path and she’d wanted me to hear it before I saw it, wanted me to walk the last twenty feet of dark with the sound of it pulling me in. I walked them. I put my hand on the door. I pushed it open and stood on the threshold of my own room.

She was on the bed on her hands and knees in the lamplight, naked, and she was full at both ends.

Simon knelt in front of her at the head of the bed with his cock in her mouth. I came through the door to the sight of my wife’s lips stretched wide and shiny around the thick base of him, her cheeks hollowed, drool stringing off her chin onto the sheet, her throat working as he held her head in both hands and fed himself deeper until she gagged and her eyes watered and he eased back and let her gasp and then pushed in again. And behind her, up on his knees with his hands locked on the bruised crests of her hips, the watch loose and gold on his wrist, was Adrian, fucking into her cunt in long deep unhurried strokes that drove her forward onto Simon with every thrust. I could see his cock from the door, thick and slick with her, dragging out almost to the head and then burying itself again to the root, his balls swinging up against her clit on each stroke, the whole length of him coming out wet and shining and going back in to that gluttonous schluck of her taking him. They were running her between them on a single rhythm, spit-roasted, passed back and forth on the axis of her own body, Adrian’s thrusts the engine that drove her mouth down Simon’s cock, and Mateo sat in the chair by the balcony with his shirt off and his cock in his loose fist, hard, dark, stroking himself slow, in no hurry, because there was no need to hurry, because she would come to all of them.

I stood in the doorway and made a sound I didn’t plan, and across the room, around the cock in her mouth, my wife’s eyes came up and found me.

She didn’t stop. That was the thing that finished whatever was left of the man I’d walked in as. She found me in the doorway and held my eyes and did not stop, let me watch her keep her mouth full of Simon while Adrian kept fucking her cunt, and then she drew off Simon’s cock with a slow wet pull and a thick line of spit breaking between her swollen lips and the head of him, and she said, low and ragged and completely in command of herself even like this, even stuffed and rocking between two men:

“Come in, Ryan. Shut the door. Come where you can see.”

I shut the door. I crossed the room. There was a low chair against the wall and I went toward it the way I’d gone to the chair in the cabana, but Adrian, without breaking the long roll of his hips, said, “No. The floor. By the bed. Where she put you.” And I understood he meant the place beside the head of the bed, on the rug, close, and I went down onto my knees there on the floor a foot from where Simon knelt feeding his cock back into my wife’s mouth, close enough to hear the wet of it, close enough to smell all of it: the sex thick in the warm room, my wife’s cunt and three men’s sweat and Adrian’s cedar cologne and Mateo’s salt and under it the clean musk of Maya herself gone filthy. Close enough now to see, a foot away, the bare slick stretch of her wrapped around Adrian’s cock each time he drove home.

Bare. That was when I saw it. I’d been trained by the cabana to watch for the barrier, the small practiced motion of a man reaching for foil, and from a foot away I could see there was none. Adrian’s cock was going into my wife with nothing on it, skin to skin, slick and shining with her and only her, the rule that had held since we landed simply gone. It had started coming down against the alcove wall, with Simon, and no one had reached for it since, and nobody had discussed it and nobody had asked. I knelt there and watched a bare cock fuck my wife and felt the thing I’d been ashamed of in the cabana invert in my chest and come up wanting it, wanting what bare meant, what it led to, the proof at the end of it.

“Does he always watch this quietly?” Adrian asked. He asked it of Maya, conversational, over her body, while he fucked her, the way you’d ask a host about a guest. “Your husband. Does he never say anything?”

“He’s learning to,” Maya managed, between strokes, her voice jolting with each one Adrian drove into her. “He’s getting better. He told a man to do it again on the beach. That was his first sentence.” She turned her head and looked down at me kneeling on the rug, and her face was wrecked and tender and triumphant. “He’s very good at watching.”

“He’s better here than he was at the bar,” Simon put in, grinning down, dragging the wet head of his cock across her lips. “Looked half-dead at the bar, didn’t he, holding that drink. Look at him now. Wide awake. This is where he belongs, your husband, down there, not up at the bar pretending he’s only curious.” He said it without cruelty, that was the unbearable part, said it warm and delighted and true, and the men’s easy agreement that I belonged on the floor by the bed went into me deeper than any sneer could have, because there was nothing to fight. They weren’t mocking me. They were including me. They had simply, all of them, agreed on what I was, and the agreement was kind, and the kindness was the humiliation.

Mateo got up out of the chair. He crossed the room unhurried, his cock hard and bobbing, and stopped beside me on his way to the bed, and he put one hand flat on my shoulder, warm, heavy, friendly, and used it to move me. Just moved me, a few inches sideways on my knees, clearing space for himself at the edge of the mattress. No malice in it at all. He didn’t even look at me while he did it. He moved his wife’s husband aside with one hand and took the place he wanted and fed his cock into her mouth where Simon’s had been, and she turned and took him, fresh, Simon’s spit still shining on her lips, traded from one man to the next without anyone asking anyone. I knelt where Mateo’s hand had put me and watched my wife’s mouth stretch around a different cock six inches from my face.

Then Maya took it further than any of them, because the night was hers.

She pulled off Mateo with a wet gasp and looked back over her shoulder at Adrian and said, clear and filthy, “I want two at once. I’ve never had that. I want to feel two of you in me.” And I watched the men move to give her what she asked for without a flicker, no jokes, no hesitation, and I watched my wife arrange the first double penetration of her life out loud, in command of it even as she shook for it. Adrian lay back on the bed and she straddled him and reached down and fit the head of his bare cock to her cunt and sank down on it slow, all the way, until she was seated on him to the root and groaning, and then she leaned forward onto his chest and reached back with both hands and spread herself open, presenting, and looked over her shoulder at Mateo and said, “Now you. There.” And Mateo knelt up behind her and pushed the head of his cock against her ass, and I watched her open for him, watched the tight ring of her give, watched a second cock push slowly into my wife while the first one was already buried in her cunt. When he was in, when both of them were in, when she was stuffed and stretched around two cocks at once for the first time in her life, the sound she made was a low, broken, astonished cry that I had never heard out of her and will never get out of my head.

They fucked her like that, both of them, finding a rhythm against each other through the thin wall inside her so that when Adrian drew back Mateo drove in, working her in counterstroke, and Maya hung between them with her mouth open and her eyes rolling and her whole body shaking, and Simon knelt up at her face and put his cock back in her mouth so she was full at every end of herself at once, three men, and I knelt on the floor a foot away and watched my wife disappear into it, watched her get used by three men at the same time and come on them, come so hard around the two cocks splitting her that I saw her thighs lock and her belly flutter and heard the cry of it muffled around the cock in her throat. It was the most obscene and the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, and some small still-counting part of me knew, even then, that this was the first time, that there would be a night past this one where there was no counting left at all. But tonight there was. Tonight I could still count them, one in her cunt and one in her ass and one in her mouth, my wife, full of all of them, and I knelt there and did not look away.

She came down off it shaking and laughing and slick with sweat, and she lifted her mouth off Simon and her ass off Mateo and stayed seated on Adrian’s cock, just sat there on it, catching her breath, riding the last of it in slow grinds, and I understood from the way her eyes came to me that the night had reached the thing it had been climbing toward all week. The barrier had fallen. There was nothing left between any of them and her. And Adrian was bare and deep inside her and unhurried as ever, and he put his hands on her hips and rolled her under him without coming out, laid her on her back across the wrecked sheets with her head near my knees, and rose up over her and fucked her properly now, the way he had in the cabana, long and deep and certain, except this time with nothing on him, this time toward an end I had been waiting for without knowing I wanted it until a stranger threw it in a bin yesterday.

“Watch,” he told me, low, driving into her, not breaking rhythm, his eyes coming to mine over her body. “You wanted there to be proof. You felt it in the cabana. I saw your face when I used the rubber.” His hips snapped, and Maya cried out, her fingers finding my knee and gripping. “There won’t be one this time.”

He fucked her bare until his control finally broke. It was the only time all night, and it was small, the way it had been in the cabana, his rhythm stuttering, the unhurried gone out of him at last, his fingers digging white into her hips. He hauled her down hard onto himself and buried his bare cock to the root and held there, deep, and came. I watched a man come inside my wife with nothing to catch it for the first time in my life, watched it take him, watched his whole body lock and his cock pulse and Maya’s mouth fall open at the feel of it, at the heat of it spilling into her, a man emptying himself bare against the very end of her while her husband knelt a foot away and watched it happen.

And then he did the thing the whole week had been building to. He stayed buried while the last of it pumped out of him, and then he drew back slowly, carefully, watching me, making certain of his audience. He eased his softening cock out of her cunt, put one hand on the inside of her thigh and opened her, tilted her, presented her, so that I could see. So that I could see it. My wife’s cunt, swollen and used and gaping a little around the absence of him, and at the seam of her, welling up and starting to slip, the thick white proof of him, his cum, beginning to leak out of her and run slow down toward the crease of her ass in the lamplight where another man had just put it.

I made a sound. I couldn’t help it. It came up out of me from somewhere with no name on it, the same place the more had come from on the beach, and Adrian saw it, and Maya, propped up on her elbows looking down the length of her own body, swollen and dripping and triumphant, saw it too, and she said my name.

“Ryan.” Soft. Certain. Final. She let her thighs fall wider open, his cum sliding out of her, and she looked at me down the length of her own body and said: “Come here. Clean me. Get me ready for Mateo.”

I went.

I didn’t think about it and I didn’t hesitate, and that was the part that would keep me awake for the rest of my life. There was no decision in it at all. My body was already moving before the words had finished, up off the floor and onto the bed between my wife’s open thighs while three men watched, and I put my mouth on her. I put my mouth on my wife’s cunt where another man had just finished and I cleaned her with my tongue. I tasted him, salt and bitter and thick, Adrian’s cum and Maya’s wetness and the bare used heat of the two of them together, and I licked it out of her and off her, swallowed it, dragged my tongue up through her swollen lips and sealed my mouth over her clit and worked her open and clean and ready the way she’d told me to. My own wife was sore and slick and pulsing against my face, her hand coming down to rest in my hair, not gripping, just resting, just keeping me there, the way she’d rested her hand on the back of Simon’s neck, yes, the signal for yes, while I did the cuckold’s work with another man’s cum on my tongue and three men standing around the bed watching the husband clean up.

And no one laughed.

That was the thing that broke me all the way open and remade me, kneeling on that bed with my mouth full of another man’s finish and my wife’s pulse fluttering against my tongue. No one laughed. Simon didn’t make a joke. Mateo didn’t grin. Adrian didn’t say anything cutting. The three of them stood around the bed and watched me clean my wife and ready her for the next man, and they watched it with something close to respect, the grave attention you give a man doing a necessary thing, a man in his proper place doing his proper job. The absence of mockery landed a thousand times harder than mockery ever could have. They weren’t laughing at me because there was nothing funny in it to them. There was only the order of things. The woman at the center, worshipped. The men who wanted her, taking turns. And the husband on the bed with his mouth where he belonged, getting her ready, included at last, down in the place she’d handed me the key to find. One man, in the cabana, had only humiliated me. It took three of them taking turns to teach me the rest of it: a single man shames a husband, but several make a wife look worshipped, and the one kneeling to ready her between them is part of the worship, not the joke.

When I’d done it, when she was clean and open and slick from my own mouth, Maya drew my face up the length of her body and kissed me, deep, so that I tasted him on her tongue from the other direction, and she looked into my eyes from an inch away with all three men waiting, and she said, very quietly, just for me:

“Now move. It’s Mateo’s turn.”

I moved. I went back down to the floor beside the bed, to the place her hand and Mateo’s hand had both put me, and I knelt there with the taste of all of it in my mouth and watched Mateo take the place between her thighs that I had just made ready for him. He didn’t lie her down and he didn’t go slow; he was Mateo, all heat and no patience, and he flipped her over onto her hands and knees facing me, gripped her hips, and drove his bare cock into her freshly-cleaned cunt in one long shove that punched a grunt out of her and rocked the whole bed, and then he fucked her hard, the wet slap of his hips against her ass filling the room, her tits swinging, her face six inches from mine, her eyes open and locked on me while another man pounded her in front of her husband. She reached out and grabbed a fistful of my shirt to hold herself steady against his thrusts, holding onto me while he took her, and I knelt there and let her grip me and watched her face do everything it did, and Mateo looked up over her back and grinned at me, that white easy grin, gracias, boss, and kept going. He drove her up onto a finish without a single pause, no patience, no working for it, the rhythm just punching her open until she came on him with her hand still fisted in my shirt and her eyes locked on mine, a torn, astonished cry six inches from my face — the same one I’d heard through the shed wall and would hear again on a dark beach a night later — and a beat after she’d come, his rhythm broke and he buried himself in her bare and finished, his fingers white on her hips, my wife shoved forward onto her braced arms with the force of it and her fist tightening in my shirt while another man emptied himself bare into her a foot from her husband’s face.

I didn’t see how the rest of it ended. I mean I saw it, I was there, but the after of it broke apart in the heat of the room. The night kept going past where my counting could follow it, Simon coming back to her, the men trading places again in the lamplight, my wife at the lit center of all of it. I stayed on the floor with the taste of another man still in my mouth and Maya’s hand still fisted in my shirt, the blue pool light moving across the balcony doors.


The Pool Chair

I woke before she did, which was its own kind of punishment.

The room had kept everything. Morning came in gold through the balcony doors we’d never closed, and it lay across the wreck of the bed and showed me all of it in daylight: the sheets dragged half off and gone stiff in patches, two pillows on the floor, the chair by the balcony pulled around to face the bed where Mateo had sat and stroked himself and waited his turn, an empty beer bottle tipped on its side beneath it. The room smelled like the night had happened in it. Sweat and salt and cedar cologne and the low animal musk of three men and one woman that no amount of sea air through the open doors had carried off yet, and under it, faint, the clean familiar smell of my wife buried somewhere in the middle of all of it.

And the taste. That was the thing that brought the whole night back the second I surfaced, before my eyes were even open: the taste still sitting at the back of my mouth, salt and bitter and thick, where I’d cleaned another man out of her with my tongue while three of them stood around the bed and watched and not one of them laughed. I lay there and ran my tongue along my teeth and found it and my whole body answered, the ache coming up hard and immediate, my cock filling against the sheet at nothing. A taste. A memory less than ten hours old.

I hadn’t come. That was the arithmetic my body did first, the way it had every morning since the balcony: days now, and not once, not since she’d taken me to the edge in the dark and squeezed me back down and left me to carry it to bed. The denial had set in me like a second pulse. I lay in the gold light beside my sleeping wife, aching and unfinished and full of the taste of another man, and I understood that I had stopped, somewhere in the last few days, even wishing for the relief. I’d started instead to wait for whatever she’d hand me next, the way you wait for weather.

Maya woke slowly, surfacing in pieces, stretching one leg long under the sheet and stopping halfway with a small hiss through her teeth. Sore. I watched the inventory cross her face: where she’d been touched and taken and held. Then I watched her decide she liked the soreness, that she would carry it down to breakfast like the bruises she hadn’t covered on the boat. She turned her head on the pillow and found me already looking at her, and her mouth did the slow corner-lift, the diagnosis confirmed, the one she’d been giving me since the first afternoon.

“You’re hard,” she said. Not a question. Her hand found me under the sheet and closed around me, lazy, proprietary, and I made a sound. “Days now, and you wake up like this.” Her thumb moved over the head, slow, gathering what had already gathered there. “Still aching, aren’t you. Still being good for me without being told.” She watched my face while she stroked me, unhurried, three slow pulls, and the second my hips lifted to chase it she took her hand away and rolled out of bed onto unsteady legs. “Get dressed,” she said, over her shoulder, walking carefully toward the shower with the morning light on the marks down her back. “I’m starving, and I want everyone to see me eat.”



The restaurant was open to the sea on one whole side, a long terrace under a thatched roof. The breeze carried coffee and cut fruit and warm bread and the salt of the sea and the first coconut sunscreen of the morning. Light came up off the water hard and bright, and the resort had gathered for breakfast: couples in linen and sunglasses, the easy ones and the sunburned new ones, the murmur of a place where everyone had slept well for the right reasons. Maya walked into the middle of all of it in a white sundress with nothing under it and her hair still damp and her bruises showing at her hips where the fabric moved. She walked carefully, and the careful walk was the most eloquent thing in the room. Every regular on that terrace knew what a walk like that meant. She knew they knew. She let them watch her cross the floor sore and glowing and sit down across from me at a table by the rail, and she settled onto the chair with a small wince she didn’t trouble to hide, and she smiled at me through it.

Daylight was the thing I hadn’t braced for.

In the dark, with the torches and the rum and the music, the night had its own logic and I could lose myself inside it. Here, in the flat bright morning, with fruit on white plates and a child somewhere laughing and the sea looking like a postcard, every person who caught my eye and nodded was a person who had stood in a doorway last night, or heard it through a wall, or watched my wife grind down on a stranger’s mouth four feet from a party, or watched me go down on my knees and clean another man’s finish out of her with my tongue. They knew. All of them, in the daylight, with coffee in their hands. And not one of them was cruel about it. That was what undid me over a plate of cut mango I couldn’t eat. There were no looks. No smirks. A woman two tables over caught my eye and gave me a small warm smile, the same smile the woman on the path had given me outside the shed, the resort smile, the one that said we know, and it’s all right, and isn’t she lovely. The kindness landed a hundred times harder than mockery would have. Mockery I could have braced against. The gentle, total acceptance of what I was left me nothing to push against at all.

The coffee came without us ordering it.

A waiter set the pot down between us, and two cups, the porcelain warm, and said, “From the gentleman across the terrace,” and was gone before I could turn, exactly the way the first one had been on the first afternoon by the pool. I looked up. Adrian was at a far table in pale linen with the watch loose on his brown wrist and a newspaper folded beside his plate. He was not looking at us. He was looking at the water, letting the coffee do the looking for him the way he’d let the cocktails do it the day we arrived. Then, unhurried, he lifted his own cup an inch in our direction, inclined his head, and went back to the sea. Maya raised her cup back to him, that same small deliberate lift, just enough, and drank. I sat between the two of them and felt the whole circuit of it close again, the one that had started on day one and run through a cabana and a dive boat and a wrecked bed, and I drank the coffee a man who’d been bare inside my wife ten hours ago had paid for.

Down the beach, past the loungers, the dive shack stood in its ring of palms, and Mateo was out front of it racking tanks with his wetsuit peeled to his waist, brown and easy in the morning sun. He saw us at the rail. He lifted one arm over his head and waved, big and unhurried and friendly, the wave you give friends at breakfast. Gracias boss, good morning, lovely day. Then he went back to his tanks, the morning after having had my wife between him and two other men on the sheets I’d woken up in. Maya lifted her hand and waved back, light as anything, buttering bread.

“There they are,” said Simon, arriving out of the bright like he’d been conjured, pulling a chair around backwards and dropping into it, Elise folding gracefully into the one beside him. “We were hoping you’d surface. We did wonder, after last night, whether anyone in this room would walk again.” He said it cheerfully, to the table, reaching for the coffee pot like it was his, grinning at Maya with open delight and at me with something warmer, something that included me. “You all right there, Ryan? You’ve got the look of a man who’s seen the face of God and isn’t sure he’s allowed to mention it.”

“Leave him be,” Elise said, but fondly, settling in at my side the way she had at the bar, appointing herself to me again. She put her hand briefly on my forearm. “He did beautifully. Didn’t he.” She said it to Simon but she meant me to hear it, and there it was again, the kindness, the grave warm approval that left me with nowhere to hide. “Most husbands, the morning after, you can’t get them to the breakfast table. They sulk in the room. He came down.” She squeezed my arm once and let go and reached for the fruit. “Good man.”

I sat there and let the three of them arrange the morning around me. Four, with Adrian raising his cup again from across the terrace. I was a fixed point they all already understood, and I understood that I was. They’d decided what I was, the same way they had on the floor of the room, and they’d decided it kindly, and there was nothing in the world I could have said to make it less true.

Maya leaned across the table to me while Simon was telling Elise something that made her laugh, and she put her elbows on the white cloth and her chin near my ear, and dropped her voice under the noise of the terrace, just for me.

“When I stood up this morning,” she said, low, conversational, watching my face from six inches away, “I felt him come out of me. Adrian. Still. After all night and a shower in between, I stood up off the bed and felt it slide down the inside of my thigh.” Her eyes were steady and bright and pitiless. “That’s how much he left in me. That’s the proof you wanted, the thing you went so quiet over in the cabana when there wasn’t any. There was plenty last night. There’s still some of him in me right now, sitting here. And you know exactly what it tastes like, because I had you clean the first of it out of me with your mouth in front of all three of them.” Her thumb traced once over the back of my hand on the cloth. “Don’t stand up for a while.”

I couldn’t have if the building were burning. I sat at the breakfast table with my napkin in my lap and my cock so hard it hurt, trapped and aching and leaking against the inside of my shorts in the bright public morning, and across the table my wife buttered another piece of bread and ate it sore and glowing while four people who knew everything talked easily around me, and I stayed exactly where I was, because she’d told me to, and because I couldn’t have shown the terrace what she’d done to me with three sentences and the back of one finger.



The afternoon she spent being wanted, and she spent it slowly, and she made me watch all of it.

The pool ran on its thick afternoon smell: coconut oil and sunscreen and the green sweetness of cut limes off the bar, rum somewhere under it, salt drying tight on hot skin. The sun lay heavy on all of us, sweat beading at the small of my back where I sat. We took loungers near the swim-up bar, the same stretch as the first day, and the difference between that first afternoon and this one was the difference between a woman the resort was deciding whether to want and a woman the resort had already had and wanted again. They came to her now. Not in a rush. There was no rush in any of it, the place ran on the same unhurried certainty Adrian carried in his hands, but steadily, through the long gold afternoon, men found their way to the foot of her lounger. A tall one with grey in his chest hair and a quiet voice. A younger pair who’d watched her last night and wanted to tell her so. A man who simply set a cold drink on the table between us, the way Adrian had, and smiled, and waited.

And she didn’t always say yes.

That was the thing I learned that afternoon, the thing that rearranged something in me. She turned the tall one down with a hand laid flat on his forearm and a low word and a smile, and he took it gracefully and went, and she turned the drink-buyer down too, kept the drink and declined the rest of it with her eyes already sliding back to the water. She wasn’t collecting. She was choosing. Any of them might get a yes and none of them was owed one. She lay there in the sun sore from last night and entirely in command of who touched her next, and the men felt it and came anyway and accepted the no when it came because the chance of the yes was worth it. I lay on the next lounger and watched my wife decline men more confident and better-built than me with a flick of two fingers. The heat of it ran straight down through me. Every no she handed out reminded me that the yeses had been chosen, deliberately, out of abundance, and that I had watched every one of them spend itself in her.

Late in the afternoon, with the light going thick and gold, she got up off her lounger and came to mine, and instead of lying down she settled herself across my lap, sideways, her arm around my neck, her sore weight warm and deliberate on my thighs, her mouth at my temple. In front of the pool. In front of all of them. A wife in her husband’s lap, the most ordinary tender thing, except for everything underneath it.

“Which one,” she said quietly, against my ear, turning the plum band on her wrist once, around, the small habit. “When you watch me again, and you’re going to watch me again, tonight, tomorrow, the rest of this week, which one do you want it to be? You get to want it now. You’ve earned that much. So tell me. Who do you want to watch have me next?”

I had my hands on her, one at her hip over the bruises, and I felt my pulse climb, and before I could find an answer Adrian was there.

He didn’t ask to join us. He pulled a chair from the next setting around to face the lounger and sat, easy, the watch catching the low sun, a fresh drink in his hand. He looked at the two of us, his afternoon’s work draped sore across her husband’s lap, with the calm proprietary attention I’d felt on me since the first day.

“She asked you a question,” he said. “I’d like to hear the answer too. But properly.” He took a slow swallow of his drink. “You’ve spent this whole week watching and saying nothing. Maya’s right, you’re very good at watching. Now you’re going to say some of it out loud, in the daylight, like a grown man, so she can hear you choose. Look at me.” I looked at him. “Who was the biggest.”

The word stuck in my throat the way it always did. Around us the pool went on, water and ice and the bad cheerful steel drum, people six feet away.

“You,” I said. Too quiet.

“Say it as a sentence.”

“You were…” My face was burning. Maya turned my chin with two fingers, gently, back to Adrian’s eyes when I tried to drop them. “You were the biggest. The thickest. I watched her have to open for you in the cabana. She had to work to take you.”

“There,” Adrian said, unhurried. “Was that so hard. Who lasted the longest.”

“You did.” It came easier the second time, and I hated how it came easier. “All afternoon, in the cabana. You finished when you decided to.”

“And who,” Maya said, low, into my ear, her hand flat on my chest where my heart was going, “made me come the hardest. Be honest. I’ll know if you’re being kind to yourself.”

I made myself say it. “Not me.” The pool blurred a little. “Mateo. The first dive, the shed, and last night. He’s just heat. There’s nothing careful in him, he just takes, and you…” My voice dropped. “You come like you’re being torn open. I heard it through the wall. I saw it last night.”

“Good,” Adrian said softly, the word landing in my chest the way it always did, low and final. Maya’s mouth was at my jaw, and she was smiling against it, I could feel the curve of it on my skin. “One more. The important one. When you picture it tonight, tomorrow, who do you most want to watch finish inside her. Bare. The way you watched me. Who do you want to see fill her up again.”

“Say cock,” Maya murmured before I could answer, correcting me before I’d even softened it, reading the flinch coming. “Don’t get shy on me now, not in my lap, not after where your mouth was last night. Say what you mean plainly or I’ll think you don’t mean it.”

“You,” I said. To Adrian. Out loud, in the gold light, with my wife sore in my lap and a stranger’s drink sweating on the table. “I want to watch you put your cock in my wife bare and come inside her and let me see it leak out of her again. God. That’s the one. That’s what I want to watch.”

Maya made a low pleased sound against my throat and Adrian smiled, slow, and lifted his glass a fraction, to me this time, and drank, and I sat there in the wreck of having said it, my cock aching against my wife’s sore weight, my face on fire, the daylight merciless and bright on all of it.

And here is the thing I understood, with her warm in my lap and the proof of last night still inside her and the next night already being arranged around me in the open: my humiliation had turned all the way over into appetite, somewhere in the last few days, and I hadn’t felt it happen. I wasn’t being made to choose the men who would have my wife. I was helping. I was leaning into her hand and naming them, wanting it, picking the one I most wanted to watch fill her, and the shame of it and the hunger of it had stopped being two different things. They were one thing now. They had her name on them.

She kissed the corner of my mouth, light, and stood up off my lap, careful and sore and unhurried, and looked down at me with the sun behind her.

“Tonight,” she said, “wear the white shirt. Mateo wants to walk on the beach after dark.” She turned the band on her wrist, once, around. “You’re going to come and watch.”


The Public Edge

The beach path ran north from the lit edge of the resort into the dark, a strip of packed sand between the dune grass and the water where the torches gave out and the only light left was what the moon put down on the surf. Mateo knew it the way he knew the reef. He took Maya up it after dark with my white shirt still warm from my own back. She’d taken it off me in the room and put it on herself over nothing, rolled the sleeves, left it open down the front, I want to wear you while he has me, and walked out into the night in her husband’s shirt and nothing else. I followed the two of them at the distance she set, a few yards back, where she’d told me to stay.

“Not too close,” she’d said on the path, turning to walk backward a few steps so she could see my face in the dark. “And not too far. I want to be able to see you when I look for you. But this isn’t the cabana. You don’t get to kneel by the bed tonight. Tonight you watch me from where the other people would watch me, if they came up the path.” She’d turned the plum band on her wrist, once, around. “And they might. That’s the point of out here. Stay where I put you.”

So I stayed where she put me, a few yards down the dark sand, and I watched Mateo take my wife in the open.

There was no wall this time. That was the whole of it, the thing the week had been climbing toward step by step: a curtain in the cabana, plywood at the shed, a half-drawn alcove at the party, and now nothing at all. No canvas, no door, no shadow to pull around them, just the open beach and the moon and the long pale reach of the path where anyone could come. He backed her against the trunk of a leaning palm at the edge of the grass, and the moon was enough to show me everything. He didn’t hurry only because hurrying wasn’t his way, not because there was any doubt how it would go. He pushed the white shirt off one of her shoulders and put his mouth on her throat. She let her head go back against the bark, and her hands went into his hair, and I stood in the sand a few yards off with my own pulse beating in my wrists and watched my wife give herself to a younger man under the open sky.

He went to his knees in the sand and shoved the shirt, my shirt, up over her hips out of his way, and he buried his face between her thighs and ate her like he’d been starving for it all day. From a few yards off in the dark the sound reached me before anything else: the wet, greedy work of his mouth, the slick drag of his tongue through her, loud and unhurried under the wash of the surf, nothing to muffle it now, no wall, no door, just the open beach carrying every filthy note of it down the sand to where I stood. The moon gave me the rest: her head gone back against the bark, her mouth fallen open, one hand fisted in his dark hair holding him hard against her while she ground herself down onto his face, shameless, her hips rolling in a slow obscene circle. He worked two fingers up into her alongside his mouth and I heard what it did to her, heard her voice climb and crack, heard how wet she already was around them, the slick suck of them pumping in and out of her carrying clean over the water. Qué rica, he said against her, low, the words I’d caught through the shed wall, except I could hear them whole now. Toda mojada. You taste like the whole week, mami. And he sealed his lips over her clit and sucked until her knees buckled and she had to clutch the trunk to stay standing, and I stood there aching and useless, my denied cock straining against my shorts, and watched my wife come on a younger man’s mouth under the open sky. The easy first one, the warm-up, given to her like it cost him nothing.

Then he stood, unhurried, wiping his mouth on the back of his wrist, and pushed his shorts down off his hips in the moonlight, and I saw him take himself in his fist, hard and dark and already slick at the head. No foil. Nothing. The barrier that had held until the night before was simply gone now, for good, for all of them. He bent her forward over the trunk with one broad hand flat between her shoulder blades until her palms braced on the bark and her back arched and her ass came out to him and to the dark path beyond. He dragged the head of himself through her slick once, twice, notching it against her entrance, and then he drove into her in one long shove that I felt in my own body from a few yards away. He didn’t ease in. He buried himself to the root in a single stroke, the way he had no patience for anything gentler. The wet punch of it carried over the sand, his hips slapping against the bruised crests of her, and her whole body jolted up the trunk and her cry tore out of her into the open dark with no shape to it at all.

He fucked her against the tree with nothing held back, all heat and no governor, and the open air gave him no reason to slow. The smell of it reached me a few yards downwind on the warm night air: sex and sweat and salt, my wife’s heat gone thick and musky, the clean male reek of him laid over the top of it, the scent of another man working her that I’d learned this week to know anywhere. From down the sand I could see all of it in the moonlight: the flex of him as he drove forward, the grip of his brown hands hauling her hips back onto every stroke, the long wet drag of his cock pulling nearly out of her and slamming home, her body taking the full force and giving it back, her tits swinging loose under my open shirt with each thrust. The slap of him bottoming out rang down the beach over the surf, steady and obscene, and over the top of it came his voice, low and filthy and easy. Así. Take it, mami, just like that. Tu marido’s watching. He switched to English for that part, a grin in it. He’s right there, he can see how good you take me. And Maya, bent over the trunk with her hair fallen across her face, turned her head and found me in the dark and held my eyes and answered him out loud: let him watch. She was loud. Louder than the shed, louder than the cabana, because out here there was nothing to be quiet for. No plywood, no curtain. Only the open beach that made every sound a choice, and she chose all of them, let her pleasure pour out of her into the dark on purpose, every cry and broken word carrying clean down a public path where anyone in the resort could have walked.

And someone did.

Down the path, back toward the lights, two figures came out of the dark: a couple, walking slow, their voices low and then stopping. I saw them see, saw them slow and then stop entirely thirty feet off, two shapes in the moonlight watching a man take a woman against a palm tree while her husband stood guard in the sand. And Maya saw them too. I watched her see them, over her shoulder, in the moonlight, the same calculation crossing her face that Elise had narrated at the alcove: cover up or don’t, shrink or don’t. Then I watched her choose. She didn’t pull the shirt closed. She didn’t lower her voice. She braced harder against the tree and looked the watchers full in their direction and let Mateo drive into her louder, gave them the sound of it, gave the whole dark beach her pleasure on purpose. The couple stood and watched and did not move on, because she didn’t want them to, because being wanted in the open by men she’d never meet was the thing now, the newest thing, and she was not ashamed of it. She was lit up with it.

I understood it then, standing in the sand watching strangers watch my wife. The thrill on her face had stopped being about the men at all, or about me. It was about refusing to be small. Her whole careful life she had made herself smaller: in the grocery store, in the bedroom with the blinds down, at the bedside of every patient, careful, contained, taking up no more room than she had to. And here, in the moonlight with a stranger’s cock in her and two more strangers watching and her husband keeping the dark, she was as large as she could be, unhidden, refusing to shrink by one inch for anyone. It was the most alive I had ever seen her, and I was a few yards away and not part of it.

He pulled out of her then, and I saw her shudder at the loss of it, saw him come free glistening with her in the moonlight. He didn’t put her back on the tree. He took her down into the cool sand instead, onto her hands and knees, and turned her as he did it so that she faced me, square on, a few yards off in the dark, her husband, while the strangers watched from the path at her back. Then he knelt up behind her, gripped her hips, and shoved back into her in one stroke, and now I had her face. Now I could see every single thing it did to her in the moonlight: her eyes rolling and then fixing on me, her mouth hanging open and wet, her skin flushed dark and sheened with sweat that caught the light, her fingers clawing the sand, her whole body driven forward with each thrust and the heat rolling off the pair of them even at a distance, and her gaze never once leaving mine. He fucked her on her knees in the open with two strangers watching and her husband standing in her eyeline, and she stared straight at me through all of it and refused to look away. I understood she was doing the thing she’d done in the cabana and against the alcove wall, the thing that was the entire point of me. She was showing me. Not around the strangers. Through the middle of them. The worship was mine to witness even when the cock inside her wasn’t.

He finished in her in the sand, bare, and he made sure I saw all of it. His rhythm broke and went ragged, the easy grin gone out of his voice and a low string of Spanish driven through his teeth in its place. Me voy, me voy, toma. His hips snapped up and stuttered and he shoved himself as deep as he could reach and held there, and I watched his whole body lock as he emptied himself bare into my wife in the open dark. She felt it land and cried out at it, that astonished torn sound, the one she made when a man finished inside her with nothing to catch it, and she pushed back onto him and ground down on his pulsing cock to take all of it, every drop, her eyes still on mine. He stayed buried while the last of it left him, breathing hard, his thumbs stroking the small of her back. And when he finally drew out of her, slow, watching me, the way Adrian had taught all of them to make sure I saw, I caught the gleam of it in the moonlight at the seam of her: his cum already welling up and slipping out of her swollen, used cunt to run down the inside of her thigh, the proof, out here in the open where the surf would take it and the strangers had watched it made. The couple on the path turned, finally, and walked on into the dark, unhurried, carrying the sound of my wife’s pleasure with them into their own night.

She came to me after, on legs that didn’t quite work, the white shirt half off her shoulder and her thighs shining wet in the moonlight, and she put both hands in my hair and kissed me. Deep, open, and she gave me Mateo on her mouth: his sweat, the salt of him, the taste of where his mouth had been. She pushed it onto my tongue so I’d have it, so I’d know, and I took it the way I’d learned to take everything she handed me. But then she broke the kiss, and she didn’t stay. That was the thing. She didn’t fold into me, didn’t make me the center, didn’t let the kiss become the point. She gave me the taste of having been included and then she turned, with one hand still trailing on my chest, back to Mateo, and leaned into his side, and laughed at something he said low in Spanish, and the two of them started back down the path toward the lights with their shoulders together, and I followed a few yards behind in the dark, the way I’d been told to, with the taste of him in my mouth and the moon going down into the sea.



It crashed in me on the balcony.

I don’t know how else to say it. We’d come back up to the room and Mateo had peeled off toward the bar with a clap on my shoulder and a buenas noches, boss, and Maya had gone out onto the balcony in the dark in my shirt and nothing else, sated and loose and warm, and I’d followed her out to the same two chairs where she’d debriefed me on the second night and edged me until I shook. The pool below us was still and lit from underneath, that same deep blue. And somewhere between the path and the chair the whole week caught up with me at once, all of it, the accumulated volume of it, and I felt myself go under.

It was the taste, maybe. Or the laugh, the way she’d laughed at his shoulder and not mine, walked back to the lights leaning on him while I came behind in the dark. Or it was just the sheer arithmetic of the week finally totaling itself up in me: every man, every sound, every time her eyes had rolled back and forgotten the chair I was sitting in. I forgot you were there, she’d said on this same balcony. For a minute. I forgot I was anyone’s. And I’d loved it then, the danger of it. Now I sat in the dark beside my sated wife and the picture came and would not leave: Maya forgetting me entirely. Not for a minute. For good. A version of this where the door closed and I was on the wrong side of it and she never came looking for my face at all, because why would she, what did I bring up here that three better men hadn’t brought already.

“You planned this,” I said. It came out of me ugly and low, before I’d decided to say anything. “All of it. Before we even got on the plane.”

She turned her head. In the blue light I couldn’t read her.

“You packed lingerie you’d never worn for me,” I said, and now it was coming and I couldn’t stop it, days of it, the whole banked fire of it pouring out the wrong way. “Options, you said. You had it planned before we landed. You knew exactly what this place was, same as I did, and you let me think I was the one. You let me play at booking a trip while you’d already decided you were going to…” My voice cracked and I hated it. “How long. How long had you wanted this and just been waiting for a place to do it where I couldn’t say no without looking like a coward.”

She let the silence sit a moment. The pool light moved on the underside of the curtains.

“Some of it,” she said finally. Evenly. She wasn’t going to flinch and she wasn’t going to lie, she never had all week. “Yes. I packed those things hoping. I read the website too, Ryan. I knew what it was. I hoped something would happen here that I’d never let myself have anywhere else.” She drew the white shirt, my shirt, closer around herself. “So yes. I hoped. I’m not going to apologize for hoping.”

“Then I was right…”

“And no.” She said it over me, flat, certain. “Because here’s the part I didn’t plan. I didn’t know it would be you. I thought I’d get a week of being wanted and you’d grit your teeth through it and we’d come home and never speak of it and I’d have it to keep. I planned for a husband who’d tolerate it.” She turned in the chair to face me full. “I did not plan for a husband who’d kneel on the floor and clean another man out of me and thank me with his eyes. I didn’t know you’d need it this much. That wasn’t in any of it. You ambushed me as badly as I ambushed you. I’ve spent this whole week finding out what you are at the same time you have.”

That should have helped. It didn’t. It went straight past the anger to the thing underneath the anger, the real wound, the one I’d been circling all week and had finally walked all the way into out there on the dark sand watching her laugh at another man’s shoulder.

“Then what do you need me for,” I said, and my voice came apart on it, quiet and bare. “That’s the whole thing, isn’t it. If Adrian can do everything I can’t, and Mateo makes you come like that, and Simon, and you didn’t even know I’d want it, if any of this works without me, if it works better without me, then what am I. Why am I even on the balcony. You don’t need a husband for this. You proved that in about four days. You need bulls and a room key. I’m just the one holding your shirt.”

It was out. The thing I’d been most afraid of since the first afternoon, said plainly in the dark, and I sat there sick with having said it and waited for her to be kind about it, which would have been the worst thing, the gentle resort kindness that left me nothing to stand on.

She wasn’t kind. She was better than kind.

She got up out of her chair and came and crouched down in front of me, between my knees, the way Adrian had crouched at her eye level at the alcove, and she took my face in both her hands and made me look at her, close, in the blue light.

“Listen to me, because I’m only going to say it once, and then we’re never doing this particular conversation again.” Her voice was low and clear and absolutely without pity, the voice she used on the worst nights at work, the one that told people the truth because the truth was the only thing that helped. “They give me heat. That’s all. Adrian’s size, Mateo’s hands, Simon’s mouth. Heat. It’s real and I want it and I’m going to keep taking it this week. I’m not going to pretend it’s nothing to spare your feelings, because you’d smell the lie and it’d be worse.” Her thumbs moved on my cheekbones. “But heat isn’t the thing. Any of them could give me an orgasm. Not one of them could give me this. Permission. A home to bring it back to. Someone whose face I go looking for at the exact moment I lose myself, because his watching is what makes it safe to lose myself at all. You think I forgot you on that beach? I have never once forgotten you. I find your eyes every single time. The whole reason I can fly that high is that you’re holding the other end of the string. Elise had it exactly right, and she’s watched a hundred husbands, and she told me you were rare.” Her grip on my face tightened. “I have spent my whole careful life shrinking. You are the only person alive who I trust to watch me stop. That is not nothing, Ryan. That is the only thing. The bulls are the week. You’re the reason there gets to be a week, and a next year, and a me that isn’t careful anymore. They have my body for an hour. You’re the one I come home to and tell. Do you understand the difference, or do I have to keep going.”

I couldn’t answer. My eyes had gone hot and the blue light swam.

“Say it back to me,” she said. “What are you.”

“I’m…” My throat worked. “The one you come home to. The one who watches. The one who…” lets you. “The one who lets you stop being careful.”

“There he is,” she said, soft, and it landed differently than it ever had, not the diagnosis of my arousal this time but something steadier, something that reached all the way down to the wound and closed over it. She leaned in and kissed me, slow, not the inclusion-kiss from the beach, not Mateo on her mouth. Just her, just my wife, in the dark, kissing me like the answer to the question I’d finally been brave enough to ask. Then she pulled back and looked at me, and the corner of her mouth went up. “And you’re still hard. Even now. Even wrecked and crying on a balcony, you’re aching, because you haven’t come in days and I haven’t let you and you’ve been keeping that rule for me without my even asking.” Her hand drifted to my thigh, not to my cock, just to the thigh, just resting, warm. “I know. I haven’t forgotten that either. I keep track of every ache I leave on you. That’s mine too.” She stood, and drew me up out of the chair by the front of the shirt, and turned me toward the bed, sated and certain and entirely in command of me again. “Not tonight. You don’t get it back tonight. But soon. When it’s time, you’ll have earned it so hard you won’t survive it.” She turned the plum band on her wrist, once, around, in the dark. “Come to bed. You’ve had a hard night, for a man who didn’t do anything but watch.”

I went to bed. I lay down beside my wife in the dark with the wound closed and the ache still humming in me, unfinished, and she pulled my arm across her and fit her sore body back against mine and was asleep in minutes, warm and heavy and unbothered, smelling of the sea and of another man and, under it, of herself.

I lay awake a while longer, the way I always did, and waited for the old picture to come back. Maya forgetting me. The door closing. Me on the wrong side of it. Nothing came. She’d taken it out of me with both hands. In the dark, I held her while the balcony curtains moved in the sea air, and somewhere beyond them waited the rest of the week. Soon she would make me choose the men out loud, on purpose, and I already knew I would.


The Choice

She was careful with me all that last day, and it took me until the light went gold to understand what the carefulness meant.

It started at breakfast and ran through the whole long afternoon. She didn’t go to the pool to be wanted. She didn’t wave Mateo over from the dive shack or drift toward Adrian’s table or let Simon pull her into anything. She stayed close to me. She brought me coffee without my asking and put her hand on the back of my neck when she passed my chair and asked, twice, in the low even voice she uses on people who’ve had a hard night, whether I was all right. We swam in the quiet end of the pool away from the bar, just the two of us, and she floated on her back with her hand in mine and her eyes closed, and the bruises on her hips had gone soft yellow at the edges, healing, and for a few hours it was exactly the marriage we’d brought down on the plane. Easy. Contained. Mine.

I should have been grateful for it. Part of me was. Part of me wanted to take that quiet pool and that hand in mine and carry it home unchanged.

It was on the balcony, late, with the sun dropping fat and orange toward the water and the resort starting its slow shift from its day-self into its night-self below us, that she told me what she’d decided.

“We could just stay in tonight,” she said. She was leaning on the rail in the gold light, the plum band loose on her wrist, and she said it lightly, the easier of two doors swung open for me to step through. “You and me. Order something up. I could put on one of the pieces from the case, the wine-colored one, just for you. No one else.” She turned and looked at me, and her face was open and warm and a little tired. “It’s the last full night. We could spend it like it’s ours. Like a normal anniversary. I think you’ve earned a night that’s only about us.”

And God help me, I wanted it. That was the thing I had to sit with, there in the orange light, while she watched me. I wanted it the way you want to lie down when you’re exhausted. A normal night. My wife in something soft, for me, the door shut against the rest of the week. I could feel the whole shape of it: how safe it would be, how known, how we could fold the last six days up small and put them in a drawer the way we folded everything at home, and fly back as the same two careful people who’d flown down. I’d have her to myself. I’d come, finally, after days of being kept aching and unused, and she’d be tender about it, and it would be sweet, and it would be enough the way it had always been enough.

Then I made the mistake of looking at her offering it, and I understood what I was actually being handed.

She was being careful with me. That was the carefulness all day. Tenderness was part of it, but management sat underneath. It was the same thing she did at home, at work, at every bedside and every dinner: she read the most fragile person in the room and she made herself smaller to fit around his fear. I’d had a crash on this balcony the night before and frightened her with it, and so all day she had been quietly dimming herself back down, taking up less room, putting the radiant unhidden woman from the dark beach back into the box she’d carried her in for all the years I’d known her. And now she was offering to spend our last night the way we spent every night at home, and she was offering it as a gift, and the gift was her, shrunk to a size that wouldn’t scare me.

I thought of her on the path the night before. Bent over that leaning palm with strangers watching from the dark and her own voice pouring out of her into the open on purpose, refusing to be small. The most alive I had ever seen her, in all our years. And I thought of that going back into the box. For me. Because I’d wept on a balcony and made her afraid she’d taken too much.

I couldn’t be the reason she dimmed herself again. Not after I’d seen what she looked like at full brightness. Not when the box was the thing I’d flown her here to open.

“No,” I said.

She went still at the rail.

“Not the wine-colored one. Not just us.” My voice came out low and rougher than I meant it. The words were the hardest I’d ever put together and the freest, and once they started they came clean, the way the second permission had come on the beach. “You’ve been careful with me all day. I felt it. You went quiet at the pool and you didn’t let anyone near you and you’ve been managing me since breakfast like I’m one of your patients, and now you want to give me a safe little night so I don’t crash again.” I made myself hold her eyes. “I don’t want the safe night. I don’t want you small. I’ve spent our whole marriage with the careful version of you and I didn’t even know there was another one until this week, and I am not going to be the man who puts her back in the box on the last night because he got scared.”

“Ryan…”

“I want to see you take everything you came here for.” There. Out, in the gold light, plain. “All of it. Every man, every thing you’ve been wanting your whole careful life and never had a place to want out loud. I want to watch you have the whole of it and not dim one inch of yourself for me. That’s the night I want. Not the safe one.” My throat closed and I pushed through it. “Give the safe one to nobody. Give me the real one.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and the orange light moved on the water below us, and something happened in her face that I had been waiting all week to cause and didn’t have a name for. I’d half braced for gratitude, for her to soften and thank me and make it tender, and if she had it would have ruined it. She didn’t.

She straightened up off the rail. The careful woman I’d watched all day simply went out of her, all at once, her shoulders settling and her chin lifting, and the other one came up the way it had on the first afternoon stepping off the shuttle, except further now, all the way, nothing held back. She crossed the balcony to me unhurried and took my jaw in one hand, the way Adrian took hers, and tilted my face up to the last of the light, and looked down at me, and when she spoke it wasn’t soft and it wasn’t asking. It was command. She’d learned it off Elise and off the bulls and off six days of being obeyed, and now she turned it on me, and my body answered it before the rest of me could, the ache I’d carried for days surging up hard and immediate under her hand.

“All right,” she said. “Then here’s how tonight goes, and you don’t get a vote in any of it past the yes you just gave me.” Her thumb moved along my jaw. “All four of them will be there. Adrian, because I want someone running it. Mateo, because I want to be wrecked. Simon and Elise, because I want it watched and I want her beside you when it is. No new men. Just the ones who already know what I am.” Her grip tightened, fractional. “You’ll wear the white shirt. The one I had on the beach. The one I was wearing when Mateo had me. You’ll sit where I put you, and you won’t move from it until I tell you to, and you’ll watch every second of it with your hands where I can see them. I’ll have the door to the balcony open. I want the air, and I want you to hear how loud I get with nothing left to be quiet for.”

“Maya…”

“I’m not finished.” She turned the plum band on her own wrist with her free hand, once, around, the small habit, and I felt the whole week turn with it. “You gave me the night just now. So tonight I’m going to take it. All of it. And you’re going to find out what you actually asked for.” The corner of her mouth went up at last, slow, but it wasn’t the diagnosis-smile from the pool, the one that read my arousal and confirmed it. This was the other one, the one she’d given the dark beach. Certain. Unhidden. Already gone somewhere ahead of me. “There he is. You finally said it without my having to drag it out of you.” She let go of my jaw and brushed her thumb once across my mouth, light, a promise and a warning at once. “Go on and get ready for me. You won’t get a minute’s rest tonight, and you’re going to need everything you’ve got. The night belongs to me, and you’re going to be busy.”


Final Night

The room had been waiting for this since the first afternoon, and I think some part of me had known it then.

I’d worked out the sightlines on the day we arrived, standing by the closet pretending to look for hangers: the enormous bed facing the open balcony doors, the single chair set off to the side and angled toward it, an audience of one. I’d shoved the thought down with everything else I was burying that first hour. Now I sat in that chair in the white shirt she’d told me to wear, the one I’d given her on the beach and she’d given back, and I understood the room had been a stage the whole week, and that we’d simply been waiting for the night someone finally used it.

She’d dressed it like a ritual. The balcony doors stood folded all the way open the way she’d promised, and the warm sea air came through them and moved the curtains and carried the blue light of the pool up across the ceiling, and below it the resort had gone quiet and dark. On the nightstand, square in the center again, was the room key, the flat plastic card that had meant come up when you’re ready and now meant nothing was left to be ready for. The plum band was loose on her wrist. She wore one of the pieces from the case, the black one, all thin straps and small clasps made to be undone by someone taking his time, and she stood in the middle of the room in it with her chin up and her shoulders down, the radiant unhidden version of her at full brightness, no box anywhere in sight.

They came in the way men come into a thing they already know the shape of. Adrian first, in linen, the watch loose and heavy on his brown wrist, unhurried, a man arriving exactly on time to a meeting he’d called. Mateo after him, brown and easy and grinning, smelling of salt and the sun he’d spent the day in, already half out of his shirt. Then Simon and Elise together, Simon loose and shameless with a bottle in each hand, Elise sharp and amused and entirely without shame, her eyes going over the open room once and approving of it. No one new. That was the thing I felt as they filled the room: no strangers, no random men off the floor, just the four who already knew exactly what I was and exactly what Maya was, the accumulated familiarity of a whole week pressing in around the bed. It made it worse and it made it bigger. There was nothing left to explain to anyone.

Maya let them settle. She let Simon set the bottles down and Mateo drop into the corner of the bed and Adrian take the room in with his calm proprietary attention, and Elise crossed straight to me and folded herself into the low seat she’d pulled up beside my chair, appointing herself to me for the night the way she had at the bar, the way she had at the alcove. And then Maya stood in the center of all of it, in the black straps and the blue light, and before a single one of them had touched her, she set the rules.

“Before we start,” she said, and the room went quiet for her, all four of them, because by now her voice carried that kind of weight. She wasn’t asking. She was telling. “There are two rules, and they’re both for my husband.” She turned and looked at me in the chair, and the others followed her eyes to me, and I sat there in the white shirt with my pulse already going in my throat and let myself be looked at. “Ryan. The first one. You stay exactly how you are all night: hard, aching, and you don’t touch yourself once. Not once. I don’t care how long it goes. The night isn’t yours and your cock isn’t yours, they’re mine, and I’m not spending either of them on you tonight. Every man in this room is going to finish. You’re not. You’re going to sit there in that chair and stay hard for hours and not come, and that’s the whole of your job with your own body. Understood?”

“Yes,” I said. It came out low.

“Say it so they hear you.”

“I understand. I stay hard. I don’t touch myself. I don’t come.”

Simon laughed, delighted, and Mateo grinned, and Adrian only inclined his head a fraction, the calm acknowledgment of a man hearing terms he approves of. The three of them took it easily: no surprise, no mockery, just amused approval, like men nodding along to house rules they’d heard before. There was nothing in it to brace against, and that absence went all the way through me.

“The second one.” Maya came across the room to my chair and stood over me and put one hand in my hair, not gentle, and tipped my face up. “When I want one of them, I’m not going to call him. You are. Every time. When I want the next man inside me, I’ll tell you which one, and you’ll get up out of that chair and walk across this room and ask him to come and do it. In your own voice. Using my words. Out loud, in front of everyone.” Her grip tightened in my hair. “They’d come anyway. You know that. Every man here would cross this room for me on his own, and I wouldn’t have to say a thing. That’s exactly why you’re going to do the asking. Because there’s no reason for it except that I want to hear my husband beg other men to fuck his wife, and they want to hear it too.” She looked down at me, and the corner of her mouth went up, the certain one, the unhidden one. “You gave me the night on the balcony. Now you’re going to spend it being the smallest man in your own marriage and doing the biggest job in the room. Yes?”

The two things landed in me at once the way the worst and best of what she said always did. The smallest role. The largest job. I felt the size of it settle over me, the whole architecture of the night, every hour of it built to keep me hard and used and central and replaced all at the same time, and I heard myself say, “Yes,” wrecked and certain, and Maya said, soft, “There he is,” and let go of my hair, and turned to the room, and began.



She gave the night to Adrian first, because she wanted someone running it.

She didn’t tell me to summon him yet. She crossed to him herself, this first time, and let him take her, because the first one was hers to give and the rest would be mine to fetch. Adrian rose and took her face in one hand the way he had in the cabana and kissed her slow, unhurried, a man with all night and no doubt about any of it, and his other hand went to the small clasps at her back and began undoing them one at a time, taking his time finding every one, exactly what the piece had been made for. The black straps came loose and fell away from her and she stood bare in the blue light but for the plum band, and he stepped back and looked at her, the long proprietary look, before he touched her again.

“Sit where she put you,” he said to me, without looking over, “and watch.”

I watched. He laid her back across the bed with her head toward me and her body open to the room, and he went down between her thighs and put his mouth on her, and the first thing that reached me from the chair was the sound: the wet, patient drag of his tongue through her, the soft suck of his lips closing over her clit, my wife already wet and getting wetter, the slick give of two thick fingers pushing up into her and curling. He brought her up slow and held her on the edge the way he’d done in the cabana, not yet, low against her skin, scheduling her pleasure for when he was ready, and Maya’s hips chased his mouth and her hand fisted in his silver hair and her breath broke into the high helpless thing I’d heard from her so rarely before this week and now heard pour out of her freely, loud, with the balcony open and nothing left to be quiet for.

Beside me, Elise leaned in, her voice low and even and warm at my ear, calling it like a race. “He’s not in any hurry. He never is. Look at her hands. She’s already past asking, she’s holding him there. She came down here soaked, Ryan. She’s been wet since she put that thing on, thinking about all of you watching her start.” Her shoulder was warm against mine. “And there’s your face. Right on time.”

He brought her off on his mouth, the first of the night, her thighs clamping around his head and her cry tearing out the open doors over the dark pool, and then he knelt up between her legs and took his bare cock in his hand and pushed into her, and I watched her open around him the way she’d had to in the cabana, the thickness of him making her work to take it, a long groan coming up out of her as he fed himself in inch by inch. Bare. No foil, no barrier, nothing. That was simply gone now, for good, for all of them, and the room took it as given. He bottomed out flush against her and held there and let the stretch settle into her, and then he began to move, the long deep certain strokes I’d watched in the cabana, the slick wet slap of him bottoming out filling the room under the surf, and Maya wrapped her legs high around him and met every one.

When she wanted to be moved, she told him, and when she wanted me, she turned her head on the sheets and found me in the chair.

“Ryan.” Her voice jolting with each of Adrian’s strokes. “Come here. First job.”

I got up out of the chair and crossed to the bed, and she had me kneel close at the head of it, and Adrian didn’t break his rhythm, didn’t so much as glance at me, just kept driving into my wife while she reached out and took my jaw and turned my face down toward where they were joined, so I was close enough to see the bare slick stretch of her wrapped around him on every stroke, close enough to smell all of it, the sex thick in the warm air, her cunt and his sweat and the cedar of his cologne. “Watch how he does it,” she said, breathless, holding my face there. “Watch how deep. You used to apologize for being in me. He doesn’t even know I have a husband right now.” Adrian’s hips snapped and she gasped and her hand tightened on my jaw. “That’s the depth I never got from you. Right there. Feel how far away your face is from where he is in me? That’s the gap. That’s what I came here for.” She said it flat, almost kind, a fact handed over, and I knelt there and took it with the wet sound of him in her filling my ears.

“You understand what you did, bringing her here?” Adrian said, and now he was talking to me, calm and unhurried, his hips never breaking their slow certain rhythm. “A woman built like this, married all these careful years to a careful man. You starved her without ever meaning to. So you booked the flight yourself and brought her somewhere full of men who wouldn’t, and you sat in that chair and let it happen, because under everything, you always knew she needed to be fucked properly, and you always knew it was never going to be you who did it.” He drove deep and Maya’s breath broke around a moan. “Don’t look ashamed. It’s the most generous thing you’ve ever done for her.”

Kneeling at the head of the bed with my wife telling me the size of the gap while another man proved it, I waited for the balcony wound to open. I’d half expected the crash to come back, the what am I for, the picture of her forgetting me. It didn’t come. She’d already answered it on this same balcony the night before, with both hands on my face: they give me heat, you give me home; the reason I can fly that high is that you’re holding the other end of the string. She was naming the depth Adrian reached that I never had, mid-stroke, with his cock buried in her, and I understood she was only able to say it this bare, this plainly, because of the night on the balcony. The comparison didn’t threaten anything anymore. She’d settled what I was before she ever let herself say what I wasn’t. This was her trusting me with the whole truth at last, the thing she’d carried through all the years I’d known her and never had a place to say, and saying it while it was being proven on her body because she knew, now, that I could hold it.

“Do you understand me,” she said, low, watching my face for it.

“Yes,” I said, and I did, and she saw that I did, and something in her went soft even as Adrian drove into her, and she let go of my jaw.



Adrian finished in her the first time not long after, and the night found its rhythm in what came next, because the finish was where my real job started.

He hauled her down hard onto himself and buried his bare cock to the root and held there and came, deep, his whole body locking, that low sound forced through his teeth, and Maya moaned at the heat of it spilling into her. He stayed buried while the last of it pumped out of him, and then he drew back slow, the way he’d taught all of them to do it, watching me, making certain of his audience. He put a hand on the inside of her thigh and opened her so I could see: my wife’s cunt swollen and used and his cum already welling up at the seam of her, starting to slip.

And Maya, propped on her elbows, looked down the length of her own body at me and said, “Clean me up. Then go get Mateo.”

There was no ceremony in it this time. The first time, in this room two nights ago, the cleaning had been a line crossed on the page, a thing I couldn’t believe I was doing, the three of them watching in grave silence while I knelt over her with another man’s finish on my tongue and the whole world rearranged itself. Now she assigned it with a glance and four words, an errand barely worth the breath, and I did it without a flicker of hesitation, and not one person in the room marked it. Adrian was already reaching for a drink. Simon was saying something to Elise. Mateo was watching from the corner with the patience of a man whose turn was coming. I put my mouth on my wife and licked Adrian out of her, salt and bitter and thick, swallowed it, dragged my tongue up through her swollen lips and worked her clean and slick and ready, and it was so ordinary to the room that no one watched. The horror two nights ago had been that I did it at all. The humiliation now was that it had become nothing: my nothing, the cuckold’s job, named and assigned and long since folded into how the night ran, as unremarkable as refilling a glass.

When she was clean she patted my cheek. “Good. Now go get him. You know the rule.”

I stood up off the bed with Adrian’s taste still in my mouth and crossed the room to where Mateo sat in the corner, brown and easy, his cock already hard in his loose fist, and I stopped in front of the man who’d had my wife against a shed wall and on a dark beach, and I made myself say it.

“She wants you.” My voice came out rougher than I expected and lower. “Will you come and…” The word stuck and I pushed it out. “Come and stretch her. Please.”

Mateo’s grin spread slow and white. He stood, and clapped me on the shoulder, warm, friendly, gracias, boss, and went past me to the bed, and I followed him back the way you follow a man to a thing you’ve arranged.

He had no patience and didn’t pretend to, because the whole point of him was the heat with nothing in front of it. He flipped Maya over onto her hands and knees facing the chair, facing me as I sank back down beside the bed, gripped the bruised crests of her hips, and drove his bare cock into her freshly-cleaned cunt in one long shove that punched a grunt out of her and rocked the whole bed. Then he fucked her hard, the wet slap of his hips against her ass filling the room, no working up to it, no patience, just heat, her tits swinging, her face inches from mine. Así, mami, he said, low and filthy, gripping her, toda mojada para mí otra vez. Then he looked up over her back and found me kneeling there and grinned, easy and white. “This is what you flew her down for, eh, boss? You can’t give her this. You know you can’t.” He snapped his hips and she wailed. “So you bring her to me. Smart husband.” Her eyes rolled and fixed on me and she reached out and grabbed a fistful of the white shirt to brace against his thrusts, holding onto her husband while another man pounded her, and I knelt there and let her grip me and watched her face do everything it did.

“This is the one I told you about,” she managed, jolting on Mateo’s cock, her eyes on mine. “On the pool chair. You said it yourself, in the daylight, he makes me come the hardest. There’s nothing careful in him. He just takes.” Mateo bottomed out and she cried out and her fist twisted in my shirt. “You were always so careful. You’d feel me get close and you’d hold yourself back and wait for me, sweet about it. He doesn’t wait. He doesn’t even notice. He just uses me until it happens, and it happens harder because he doesn’t care, and God, that’s the difference, that’s exactly the difference…” Mateo drove her up onto a finish without a single pause, the rhythm just punching her open until she came on him with her hand fisted in my shirt and her eyes locked on mine, that torn astonished cry six inches from my face. A beat after, his rhythm broke and went brutal and he buried himself bare in her and finished, his fingers white on her hips, shoving her forward into her braced arms with the force of it.

And she turned her head, still gasping, and looked at me, and said, “Clean,” and I did. Mateo’s finish this time, hotter and thinner than Adrian’s, and the salt of him and the salt of her together, and I licked it out of her and swallowed it and readied her, and again no one watched, because it was just the thing that happened between men now.



She wasn’t done with Adrian either, and she made me prove it before she’d let anyone else have her.

“Go get him back,” she said, rolling onto her side in the wrecked sheets, her eyes finding me where I knelt. “Adrian. Tell him I’m not finished being owned tonight. Ask him properly.”

I crossed the room a second time, to where Adrian stood by the open balcony doors with a fresh drink and the watch catching the blue light, and the words came easier than they had with Mateo, which I hated, the way you hate a thing that proves something about you. “She wants you again,” I said. “She’s not finished being owned. Will you come back to her. Please.” Adrian considered me for a moment over the rim of his glass, unhurried, and what he said he said kindly, which made it land the way kindness always landed in this place, deeper than mockery could reach.

“You ask well now,” he said. “Better than you watched, that first afternoon in my cabana. You kept dropping your eyes then, do you remember? You could barely look at it. Now you cross the room you booked yourself to beg me to come and use your wife again.” He set the drink down. “She’s trained you quickly. They always train faster than the husband expects.”

He took her on her back this time, slow, her knees pushed high, re-establishing the pace of the room the way only he could, and I sank down where I could watch. From there, watching her take charge of him even flat on her back and full of his cock, I finally understood the thing I’d been missing all night. Maya was not lost. I’d half assumed that under this much, three men, hours of it, she’d have gone blank somewhere behind her eyes and let herself be swept along. She hadn’t. She was running it. Every position, every trade, every man who took her and every man she sent me to fetch, she chose it, she paced it, she called it, the same total focus she brings to a patient’s chart turned loose on her own pleasure. She’d grind Adrian deeper until she had what she wanted from him, then lift off and send for the next one the instant she was ready. She was the most present person in the room. The men were instruments. My wife was the one playing.

Simon she summoned next, and Simon made it watched.

“Go tell Simon,” Maya said, lying back in the wreck of the sheets, flushed and slick and catching her breath, “that I’m not done with his cock yet. Tell him I want it where everyone can see.”

I crossed the room a third time. This was what the shape of the night had been doing to me without my noticing. The first summoning I’d rehearsed in my head, the words stumbling, my face burning. The second had come easier and I’d hated that it came easier. This third one came clean. I stood in front of Simon, loose and grinning with a drink in his hand, and I said, “She’s not done with you. She wants your cock where everyone can see,” and there was no stumble in it, no flinch. The words came out level and plain, and that landed harder in me than stammering ever could have: that I could ask a man to go and fuck my wife as smoothly as I’d book him a table, that I’d been trained into it that completely in a week.

Simon laughed and set his drink down, and before he went he looked at me a moment, delighted. “Listen to you,” he said. “Crossing the room to beg a man with a real cock to come and fuck your wife, because she got bored of that little cocklet of yours a long time ago, didn’t she. We both know it. And here you are, asking me so politely to do the job you never could.” He said it grinning, easy, with no malice in it anywhere, which was the thing that made it land harder than any sneer could have. “Don’t fret, husband. I’ll take good care of her for you.” And he went to her, and the words sat in me and burned.

He didn’t take her to an alcove this time. The room was the alcove now, all of us the watchers, but he kept the spirit of it, kept her angled out to the room, to me, to Elise narrating at my shoulder, so that what everyone saw was the opposite of hidden. He stood her up off the bed and bent her over the foot of it facing the open balcony doors and the blue night, and he took her from behind there in full view, one hand spread wide on her back. Over her bare shoulder he found my eyes across the room and grinned at me, the same shameless delighted grin he’d given me at the alcove wall, isn’t she something, aren’t we lucky, look what she lets us do.

“Hear that?” Elise murmured at my ear, narrating, warm. “That’s not him working for it. She’s gushing because you’re all watching her. She’d rather have the whole room see her take him than be safe. She chose that days ago and she hasn’t looked back. You did that. She can only fly this high because you’re holding the other end of the string.” It was nearly word for word what she’d said at the alcove, and the repetition of it, the ritual of it, undid me as much as the act.

And then the night stopped going in turns and started going all at once, the way Maya had wanted it, the men escalating together instead of in sequence.

She pulled off Simon and looked back over her shoulder, clear and filthy and in command of it even bent over the bed. “I want two at once. In my mouth and my cunt. Now.” It happened without a flicker. Adrian came back to the bed and lay back and she straddled him and sank down onto his bare cock with a groan, seated to the root, and Simon stepped up to her face and fed himself into her mouth, and she was spit-roasted between them on a single rhythm, Adrian driving up into her cunt and the force of it rocking her mouth down Simon’s cock, full at both ends, drool stringing off her chin. Then the bulls did the thing that pulled a sound out of me I didn’t plan: mid-stroke, without a word, they traded. Simon pulled out of her mouth and moved behind her and Adrian slid out from under her and came around to her face, and she took Adrian into her mouth still slick and shining with her own cunt, tasted herself on the cock that had just been inside her, and moaned around it like it was the filthiest gift she’d ever been given. They kept her running between them, swapping her holes back and forth, and from the chair I could no longer always tell which man was where, only that my wife was being passed between them like a thing they shared and loved sharing.

“Both of you in my cunt,” she said then, lifting off, wrecked, certain. “Together. I want to feel both of you stretch me at once.”

And I watched my wife arrange the thing that would change what I understood about her body forever.

She put Mateo on his back on the bed and straddled him and took his bare cock up into her cunt and sank down on it, seated, groaning, and then she leaned forward onto his chest and reached back with both hands and spread herself open, presenting, and looked over her shoulder. “Now you,” to Adrian. “There. With him.” And Adrian knelt up behind her, and notched the head of his cock against her stretched entrance alongside Mateo’s, where she was already full, and pushed, and I watched the impossible happen, watched her open and open and keep opening, watched a second thick bare cock force its way into my wife’s cunt beside the first, the two of them sliding in against each other through the thin walls of her until she was stuffed and split around both at once, and the sound she made was a long broken astonished cry I had never heard out of her in all the years I’d known her and will hear for the rest of my life.

“Ryan.” Her voice was barely working. “Come here. Close. I want you to see it.”

I went down onto my knees right beside the bed, close, a foot away, where the lamplight fell on the place the three of them were joined, and I made myself look. The realization came without any self-pity at all, just as plain fact. Her lips were pulled wide around both cocks at once, the skin stretched shining and tight, stretched past anything I had ever asked of her body or imagined her body could take, already gone pink and irritated at the very edges from the sheer amount of it, and the two men moved in counterstroke inside her, one drawing back as the other drove in, working her open together while the bed shook under all three of them. I had been married to this woman for all our years. I had never once opened her like this. I had never even come close. I’d been careful, I’d been grateful, I’d been a little quick, and I had never found the edges of her, had never known there were edges this far out to find. Her body had been capable of this the whole time, capable of being taken this wide, this deep, this far past careful, and I had been married to her and never known it. Not jealousy. Just the size of what I hadn’t known. I knelt a foot away and watched two men find the edges of my wife that I never had, and understood I’d been married to more of her than I’d ever had the size to discover.

For a moment none of them moved. They let her feel it, let her adjust around the impossible fullness, her mouth hanging open on a sound that had no word in it. Then they began to move, and I watched my wife get fucked by two men at once from a foot away. Adrian set the rhythm, the way he set everything, slow and deep and certain; Mateo worked against him underneath, and between them they found the counterstroke, Adrian drawing back as Mateo drove up and then the reverse, so that she was never empty for a second, one thick bare cock always burying itself in her as the other dragged out slick and shining. The sound was obscene and unbroken: the wet slide of them both, the slap of Adrian’s hips, the creak of the bed taking all three of them, and over the top of it Maya’s voice in pieces, no sentences left in her at all, just oh and god and a high cracked cry each time they were both seated to the root and she was stretched as wide as her body would go. I could see all of it from a foot away: the shine of her stretched around both of them, the flutter of her reddened rim, the tremor that had started in her thighs and climbed into her belly. “Look at her take it,” Adrian said, not to me, to the room, calm even now, even balls-deep in another man’s wife alongside another man. “You see what she had in her the whole time, husband? This is what you brought her here to find out. This is what she’s for.” Maya made a wrecked sound that might have been yes, and they fucked her harder, together, and the bed knocked the wall.

They worked her like that until her own body gave out under it.

That was the next thing, the thing I hadn’t seen coming. The two cocks splitting her, the counter-rhythm, the relentlessness of it pushed her past where she could hold herself open. Her thighs started to shake too hard to keep spread, her arms went, her voice came apart into something wrecked and begging, don’t stop, please, don’t you dare stop, and she couldn’t hold the position the men needed, and she turned her head and found me a foot away and called me by name.

“Ryan. Help. Hold me open.”

She had me kneel up at the head of the bed and take her knees and pull them back, open and high, holding her spread for them so the bulls could keep working her without a pause. For the long middle of the night, I became furniture. My hands the only part of me touching my wife while two other men fucked her, my arms holding her legs back, my face inches from hers, close enough to feel her gasps against my mouth, while Adrian and Mateo drove into her together below. The bulls thanked me for it, by name, easy, cheers, Ryan, hold her right there, the way you thank someone steadying a ladder. And Maya, between gasps, turned her wrecked face up to mine where I held her open and said, “This is the most useful you’ve ever been to me. Right now. Holding me open for them. Better than anything you ever did with your cock,” and I believed her, completely, and it went through me hot and shaming and true all at once, and I held her open harder.

It was from there, with my face inches from hers and her knees in my hands, that she gave me the rest of the comparison, with each of them in turn, while they were still inside her.

“Adrian,” she breathed, when it was his cock alone in her again, deep, the others catching their breath. She looked straight into my eyes from inches away. “The depth. I told you in the cabana and you went hard hearing it. This is what I meant. He reaches a place in me you never touched, not once, not in all our years, and I didn’t even know it was there to reach until him. That’s not your fault. You’re just not built to find it. He is.” Adrian drove deep and her breath caught and she held my eyes through it. “You needed to know that. I’ve needed you to know it for a long time.”

And later, when it was Mateo: “This one I don’t have to manage. There’s no ego to tend, no one to take care of, nothing he needs me to be — for once I don’t have to hold anything together or be good for anybody. He just uses me until I’m wrecked, and I get to stop thinking entirely, stop being careful, be nothing but this. You could never give me that, because you loved me too well to ever let me go that far under. That’s the trade. I know what I gave up to marry a man who’s careful with me. I’m telling you what it was.”

And when Simon took his turn between her legs, his eyes already cutting to the open doors and the dark beyond them, she gave me his too, holding my gaze the whole time. “And Simon makes me want to be seen. You never knew that about me, did you. All those years with the blinds down, careful, quiet, and what I wanted the entire time was a window and a room full of people watching. He gives me that. He fucks me like the whole world’s invited and I love it, I come harder because they’re looking, and you could never have given me that. You’d have died of the shame before you let one stranger watch.” Simon grinned down at her, and then at me, and drove in harder, and she cried out and did not look away from me. “Three different hungers, Ryan. Three I went my whole careful life without. And you’re the one who gave me all of them at once.”

She said all of it flat and clear, almost clinical, the way she gives a patient a hard diagnosis because the truth is the only thing that helps, the bulls hearing every word and not stopping, not even slowing, and I held her legs open and took it inches from her face. It did not curdle. It did not reopen the balcony wound. The frame she’d set on the balcony held. They give me heat. You give me home, permission, witness, the courage to stop hiding. She was naming the heat now, all of it, the depth and the stretch and the surrender and the hunger to be seen, the whole catalog of what other men gave her that I couldn’t, but she was saying it to the one person she came home to, the one whose eyes she went looking for at the moment she lost herself, and she was saying it because she trusted him to hold it. This was the deepest intimacy of the marriage. She had carried this truth through all the years I’d known her, kept it folded small and careful so it wouldn’t hurt me, and tonight, with two men proving it on her body, she finally trusted me enough to set it down in front of me whole. She wasn’t punishing me with the gap. She was letting me all the way inside the truth of her at last, and the gap was just part of the truth.

“I’m not telling you this to hurt you,” she said, low, between them, reading my face the way she always could. “You know that now, don’t you. I couldn’t have said any of it before the balcony. I’m telling you because you’re the only one I’d ever trust with it.”

“I know,” I said, holding her open, my face wet and inches from hers. “I know. Tell me the rest.”

And she did.



The night went on past where I could keep the count, and the count was the last thing I had.

I’d been a counter all week: one man in the cabana, two on the bed that first night, the orgasms tallied on the balcony. Tonight the counting came apart in the heat of it, and the losing of it was the last thing she took from me.

They alternated her for a long stretch, two at a time, one cock in her cunt and one in her mouth, and on Adrian’s beat, a low word from him the others obeyed, they would pull out and swap, the man who’d been in her mouth sliding into her slick cunt and the one who’d been fucking her feeding his shining cock between her lips so she tasted her own cunt on him, again and again, until she’d lost track of which man was where and so had I. She stopped looking. She’d reach blindly for whatever cock came to her mouth and take it down without opening her eyes, moaning around it, and the not-knowing, the not-caring which of them she was sucking and which was buried in her, was filthier than any single thing they did to her: my wife reduced to a warm wet center three men rotated through, and lit up with it, and home.

And they named me. That was the part that worked on me most by the end, more than any single act. They named what I was, out loud, without shame, and the lack of shame in their voices was what gave the words their weight. Adrian, easing out of her so I could clean her: “Husband. She’s ready for you.” Simon, grinning over her shoulder: “Look at him go, best-trained husband on the coast.” Maya herself, between gasps, eyes on me: “My witness. My permission. The one who lets me.” And once, plainly, while I knelt with my mouth on her readying her for Mateo, Elise at my shoulder said, soft and warm and entirely without cruelty, “Good cuckold,” and it went through me like a current, because there was no malice in it at all, only accuracy, only a woman naming a thing in the room as plainly as she’d name the weather. That was the whole of the humiliation: everyone agreed on what I was, and said it kindly, and was right.

But the thing she did that I will carry longest, the thing the whole architecture of the night had been built around without my seeing it, was this: she never let it become despite me. However lost she got, however many men were working her, she kept coming back to my eyes. Between every position she found me, in the chair or kneeling or holding her open, and held my gaze for a beat, and let me see her, and I understood that the worship was for me to witness, not in spite of my being there. She was not performing for the men. She was showing me. The men had her body; I had the one thing she’d named on the balcony, the looking, the being-seen, the home she flew this high above precisely because she could always find it.

And at the peak of it, near the end, with Adrian buried deep in her and Mateo’s cock in her mouth and Simon’s hand at her breast and her whole body strung between the three of them, she came harder than she had all night. She came with her eyes locked straight on mine across the room, not on any of the men inside her, on me, on her husband in the white shirt with his aching cock untouched, holding the other end of her string while she flew as high as she could go. She came looking at me. That was the gift. The men made her fly; she came home to my eyes to do it.

And then, finally, they began to finish, in turn, unhurried, each one making sure I saw.

Mateo went first, because Mateo never had a governor and never pretended to. He pulled out of her at the last second, fisted himself twice, and came across her stomach in thick hot ropes, painting her from navel to ribs, the cords of his neck standing out, toma, mami forced through his teeth. Maya looked down at herself striped with him, then up at me, and smiled, showing off.

Simon finished on her face. He stood over her and stroked himself and she tipped her head back and closed her eyes and opened her mouth for him, and he came across her cheek and her lips and her chin, shameless, grinning the whole time, and while he marked her he looked straight at me and said it plainly, no cruelty in it anywhere, just the easy truth of the room: “Best week of her life, this. And you booked it for her, didn’t you. Flew her down, paid for the room, carried her bags up, and handed her to us so she could finally get fucked the way she’s needed for years. That’s a good husband. Best kind there is.” And Maya, his finish sliding off her chin, said, “Yes he is,” thick and proud, and I knelt there in the white shirt and burned and did not look away.

Adrian finished last, and finished inside her, his second of the night, deep and unhurried, and afterward he opened her with two fingers so I could watch it slide out the way he always made me watch. And each time tonight, between men, she’d had me clean her: a glance, a word, clean. I would kneel and lick her clean and ready her with my mouth for the next, the come and the salt of her and the salt of them, and it had stayed routine, stayed unremarked, the cuckold’s job done between men as ordinary as anything else in the room.

The night wound down the way a tide goes out, slow, the men spent, the room thick with the smell of all of it: sweat and cum and salt and cedar, sex gone heavy in the warm air no amount of sea breeze through the open doors could clear. One by one they dressed and touched her hair and told her she was extraordinary and meant it. Adrian shook my hand on the way out, dry and certain. Thank you for tonight, he said, and it was not entirely kind, the same way it had never been entirely kind. Mateo clapped my shoulder, buenas noches, boss. Simon grinned and Elise, leaving last, put her hand on my forearm and said, “You did beautifully. You always do,” and then they were gone into the dark path, and it was just the two of us and the wrecked bed and the blue light and the open doors.

And then I lay in the dark beside my wife and did the only arithmetic I had left, because she’d taken the rest of my counting from me hours ago.

Every man had finished in her or on her. Some of them twice, Adrian twice, Mateo more than that, I’d lost track, which was the point of losing track. Three men, a whole night, finish after finish, and the smell of all of it was on her and in her and in my own mouth. And I had not come once. I’d been hard for hours, was hard still, ached with it, the denial set in me like a second pulse, days deep now and worse than it had ever been, and she did not offer to fix it. She didn’t reach for me. She didn’t ask whether I needed it. She rolled toward me in the dark, sated and heavy and loose, and she kissed me on the mouth, the mouth that had been on her all night, that had cleaned three men out of her, so that she tasted them on me from the other direction and didn’t flinch from it, kissed me slow and deep and certain. And she said, against my lips, “You were a perfect husband tonight. The best you’ve ever been,” and she fit her sore body against my side and put her head on my shoulder, smelling of the sea and of three other men and, under all of it, of herself, and she was asleep in minutes, deep and unbothered and entirely satisfied.

I lay awake a long time, aching, unfinished, hard against the sheet at nothing, her weight warm and trusting on my shoulder.

And somewhere in the dark, listening to her breathe, I understood the last thing, the thing the whole week had been training into me and the denial had been teaching me without my knowing the lesson was being given. The not-coming wasn’t the deprivation. It was the gift. She’d kept me hard and unused all night, on purpose, while better men finished in her over and over, because that was the truest shape of what I was to her: not the man who took his turn, but the one who stayed aching and ready and was never spent, the one whose denial held the whole night up, the one she came home to with three men still leaking out of her and kissed on the mouth that had cleaned them away. Being kept hard and unused while she was filled by men who could find the edges of her I never could, that was the role she’d been building me into since the first afternoon, the lobby, the wristbands, this is you for the week. And I lay there in the dark with my unrelieved cock aching against the sheet and my wife asleep and satisfied against my shoulder smelling of other men, and I did not want the relief. I wanted this. The ache was hers. She’d left it on me on purpose, and I would carry it, and I was grateful.

My wife was bigger than the marriage we’d brought down on the plane. I’d known it since the dark beach and fought it; tonight I stopped fighting it. She was bigger than the careful contained woman I’d married and bigger than anything I had the size to give her, and the marriage we flew home with would have to be built large enough to hold the whole of her or it wouldn’t hold her at all. I lay in the blue light with the curtains moving in the sea air and her breath slow against my throat, aching and awake and certain, and I let the old marriage go, and waited for the morning, and the wristband still snug on my wrist where she’d had me keep it all night turned cool against my skin.


Checkout

The woman at the front desk cut the wristbands off with a little pair of scissors, and I felt that more than I have ever admitted.

It was the same desk, the same cold sweet air, the same bad pleasant steel drum somewhere out past the glass. A different clerk, but she did it the way they all do it, briskly, kindly, the small ceremony in reverse. She took my wrist first, the way the other one had on the first afternoon, slid the cool blade of the scissors under the plum band, and snipped, and the thing that had meant this is you for the week dropped away from my skin and left a pale stripe where the sun hadn’t reached. Then she took Maya’s. She turned my wife’s wrist over, found the band against the thin skin where the blue vein showed, and cut it, and Maya watched her do it the way she’d watched the first one go on. She did not watch me. And the clerk gathered both ruined loops of silicone in one practiced hand and dropped them in the bin behind the desk without looking, the way she’d done it a thousand times, and they were gone.

I stood there in the lobby with suitcases at my feet and lobby coffee going cold in a paper cup and felt grief come up in me, sudden and ridiculous and total. Grief over a plastic bracelet. But it wasn’t the bracelet. It was the pale stripe on my wrist and the one on hers and the bin swallowing the week, and the understanding that whatever I had become up in that room with the balcony doors open, I had become it inside a bracelet that the resort had just cut off and thrown away, and now we were checking out, and there were boarding passes in my jacket, and the ordinary world was waiting on the far side of the glass with all its rules back in place.

They came to see her off. That was the part that undid the rest of me.

Mateo came up from the dive shack with salt still on him and hugged her, and he held the hug a beat too long, his hand spread wide and easy on her back the way it had been everywhere else on her, and he murmured something into her hair in Spanish that made her laugh low against his chest, and I stood holding the bags and let it run as long as it ran. Adrian came in his linen with the watch loose on his wrist and did not hug her. He took her hand, the way he had at the pool on the first afternoon, and he turned it over and kissed the inside of it, once, where the wristband had been, where the pale stripe was, his mouth on the exact place the week had just been cut away. “Until next year,” he said, and it was not a question, and he looked at me when he said it, the same way he’d said you’re a lucky man a lifetime ago, and I understood it the same way now: not a wish. A verdict. Simon and Elise came last, Simon shameless and grinning, Elise sharp and warm, and it was Elise who said it plainly, both of her hands around Maya’s. “Same dates next year. We always come the same week. We’ll look for you.” And she glanced at me, and squeezed my forearm once in passing, you did beautifully, you always do, and that was the goodbye.

On the shuttle Maya put her head on my shoulder and was asleep before we cleared the gate.

I sat with her weight against me and the coast sliding by green and flat in the window and the air conditioning raising the hair on my arms, and I held my wife and believed, completely, that she loved me. I want that on the record, because of everything else that’s also true. She loved me. She had found my eyes every single time. She had come home to me in the dark with three men still leaking out of her and kissed me and called me a perfect husband and slept the sleep of a satisfied woman against my shoulder, and she loved me, and I knew it.

And I knew the other thing too, sitting there. She was never going to be contained the same way again. I had seen her at full brightness now, unhidden, refusing to shrink, and so had she, and you cannot put that back in the box once it has been out in the open with the balcony doors thrown wide. Her phone was face-down in her lap, her thumb resting on it even in sleep, and I found myself looking at it. Wondering. Whether she’d already texted one of them. Whether somewhere behind that dark glass there was a profile half-built, a dating app she’d never had a reason for, a quiet search for the kind of men we’d left back on the coast but who surely also existed at home, in our own city, through the long grey winter ahead. Whether she was, even asleep, already planning the next door. I didn’t wake her to ask. I didn’t want the answer on a shuttle. I held her and watched the coast end and the airport rise up out of the heat, and I thought, with something that was equal parts dread and a low banked heat I now knew the name of: what is waiting for me at home.



The resort came home with us in pieces, and the pieces ambushed me for weeks.

Sand, first. Fine pale sand in the bottom of the suitcase, in the seams of it, in the toes of shoes I hadn’t worn, gritty under my thumb when I unpacked. The actual sand of the actual beach where I’d stood holding a towel and said do it again, carried four thousand miles into our bedroom at home. A bikini bottom missing from the set when Maya did the wash, the wine-colored one, just gone, left behind in a cabana or a dive shed or a wrecked bed, and she noticed it and said nothing and neither did I, but we both knew, and the not-saying was its own kind of heat now, the way it had been the whole week. A cocktail receipt I found weeks later being used as a bookmark in the paperback I’d never opened on the trip and was finally reading at home: a faded slip of paper, two rum drinks, the first two, the ones Adrian had sent over. I sat in my own living room and held it and felt the whole afternoon come back, the gold light, your wife is lucky, the warm thing turning over low in my gut for the first time.

And the sex changed. That’s the thing I have to be honest about, because it’s the thing that proved none of it had been the rum or the heat or the place.

At home, in our own bed, with the blinds down the way they’d always been, my wife began to talk. She would put me on my back and take me in her hand or sink down onto me slow, and she would tell me about them. Quietly, in the dark, in the same low clear filthy voice she’d found on the first balcony: how thick Adrian had been, how he’d stretched her and made her wait, how Mateo had wrecked her against a wall with no patience at all, how it had felt to be split open on two cocks at once on the final night while I held her knees back and watched. She narrated the week into me, beat by beat, and I learned that I did not need anything else. The thing I used to do, late, with the laptop angled away from the bed, the thing I’d half-hidden for years, I didn’t reach for it anymore. I didn’t need invented women on a screen. I had the week. I had the truth of her, and it was better than anything I’d ever had to imagine, because it had happened, because it was mine to have actually witnessed, because she was telling it to me with her cunt warm around the cock that had been kept hard and unused while better men finished in her.

She let me come, finally, the first night home, after all the days of denial, but only when she’d worked me to the edge with a story, with Adrian’s name in her mouth, with he came inside me bare and then he had you clean it out, do you remember, do you remember how it tasted. I went off harder than I have ever come in my life, shaking, wrecked, emptying into my wife to the narration of another man finishing in her first. And I understood, lying there after, gutted and grateful, that this was permanent. That I would only ever get there this way now. That she had reached into the most private wiring of me on that vacation and rerouted it through other men, and that there was no route back, and that I did not want one.

And it didn’t wait for next year. That was the part the shuttle had tried to warn me about and I hadn’t let myself hear. The sand was still working its way out of the suitcase seams when I understood she’d already started looking closer to home. She didn’t hide it — she never had hidden anything, that was the whole architecture of us now. She left her phone face-up on the kitchen counter one evening while she cooked, and I came in for water and stopped, because what was on the screen was a feed and she’d been scrolling it slow, the way she’d watched the men by the pool on the first afternoon. A quiet little list she’d been building since we got home: men she’d started following, all of them husbands, all of them photographed beside their wives — at dinners, on boats, at somebody’s wedding — tall and easy and proprietary in the exact way the men on the coast had been, except these ones lived an hour up the highway from us, or three blocks over. The wives were in every picture and she wasn’t following the wives. She was following the husbands. When she saw that I’d seen, she didn’t reach for the phone and she didn’t explain. She turned the burner down behind her and looked at me with the same unhurried calm she’d had laying the lingerie out on the bed our first afternoon, and she said there were men here too, of course there were, in our own city, through the long grey winter ahead — married, most of them, which was the part she liked, the wives knowing, the wives running it, the only kind of door she trusted now — and that she didn’t see why the door we’d opened down there had to close just because the tan had. She said it the way she’d raised her glass to Adrian across the pool: certain, already decided, leaving me the saying of it without ever quite leaving me the no.

And there it was, the cold the resort had never once put in me — the exact thing I had flown four thousand miles to feel at a safe distance, sealed behind a wristband. Down on the coast, every person who knew what I was had been a stranger inside a single week, a face I would never see again, the whole of it zipped shut and snipped off my wrist with a pair of scissors at a desk. Here there was no band to cut. Here were the people we actually lived among: the other nurses at her practice, the clients who trusted me to plan their honeymoons, the neighbors who waved over the fence, the two or three couples we had to dinner. The resort had let me be the useless husband because it was nowhere and no one and it ended. To be him here — in the town with my name on the mailbox, where some man who’d had my wife might shake my hand at a barbecue and know exactly what I was while he did it — was a different country of fear altogether, one with no checkout at the end of it. And she was walking us both toward it, calm, already, the way she’d walked ahead of me into every room since the lobby, and I lay awake that night doing a new arithmetic, the kind that doesn’t stop when the plane lands.

It was a few weeks later, an ordinary grey weekday morning, coffee and toast and the radiator ticking, that she set her phone down on the table in front of me, face-up, and slid it across.

The resort website. The booking page. The same page I’d read at my desk with the door shut and again at two in the morning a lifetime ago, pretending I hadn’t decided anything. She’d already filled in the dates. The same week as this year. Same dates, the way Elise had said it, the way Adrian had said until next year into the pale stripe on her wrist.

“Book it,” Maya said. Not a question. She turned the place on her wrist where the band had been, an old habit attached now to nothing, around and around with her thumb. “The same week. I want to go back.”

And I looked at the screen, and there, set as the wallpaper behind the booking page when she tilted it, was a photo I hadn’t known she’d taken: the two of us on the first afternoon, wrists up to the camera, the fresh plum bands bright and whole and uncut against our skin, both of us squinting into that gold light, before any of it, before I knew what I was. She’d kept it. She’d made it the first thing she saw every time she opened her phone.

I understood it then, all the way. The week had not been an exception. It had not been a thing that happened to us once, in a strange country, under a special set of rules that ended when the scissors came out. It had been a door. She had walked me through it and shown me what was on the other side and shown me what I was, and the door did not close at checkout. It stayed open now, in our own house, in our own bed, behind the dark glass of her phone, for good.

I booked it. Of course I booked it. I do it for a living, and I did it for her, and I did it for the man I’d become in a room with the balcony doors open, who was already hard at the kitchen table at the thought of doing the whole thing again, only further. I entered the card and the dates and our names, and Maya watched me do it, and when the confirmation came up her mouth did the slow corner-lift, the diagnosis confirmed, the one she’d been giving me since the first afternoon.

“There he is,” she said softly, and kissed the top of my head, and took her phone back, and went to get ready for work, careful and contained again for the grey world that didn’t know. Except I knew now what was underneath it, and so did she, and we had a date on the calendar where she got to stop being careful, and a winter to get through, and I already suspected the winter wouldn’t be as careful as it used to be either — that long before the next plum band ever went on, some of that grey world would stop not-knowing, here, where we lived, and that she would let it happen, and that I would let her.

I thought I was taking my wife away for a week. I brought home a hotwife, a suitcase full of sand, and a reservation for next year.
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