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Chapter 1: Laid Out

My name is Phillip Davis. I'm 27 years old and live in Arlington Texas. I grew up in a West Texas town of about 95,000 people,  located an hour and a half north of Del Rio. I had a normal childhood, one younger brother, close family around, great holiday memories. I didn’t play any organized sports of any kind, choosing to spend my extracurricular classes in choir, and my free time around friends that were like me, not all that popular as far as school society went, but this really isn’t about me.

I met Holly in the 10th grade, and I say “met” with a grain of salt. I first SAW Holly in the 10th grade, walking through the halls of school to whatever class she was going to. She caught my eye immediately, and I looked forward to just seeing her every day at school. She was beautiful, friendly to everyone and always carried a smile on her face, which also meant she always had a boyfriend. Confidence with girls was not my strong suit, so I admired her from a distance, always wishing I could spend time with a girl like her.

In my senior year, I found myself in two classes with Holly: English and Biology. She sat next to me in English class, so we became class friends and that morphed into an actual friendship. We discovered that we liked the same bands and music, movies and even had some mutual acquaintances. By this time, I had a whole different circle of friends I hung out with, no more popular than before, but they were people she knew and associated with, people into music and hanging out.

During our first semester, I tried and tried to work up the courage to ask her out, but my insecurity always shut me down, telling myself there was NO way she would say yes, and then she started dating a guy named Jerry. Jerry was not someone I ever thought Holly would have an interest in. He had classes in the morning, but after lunch he spent 3 hours in auto-shop class. He wasn’t all that smart, or good-looking, didn’t dress all that nice and to most guys like myself, he was a foul-mouthed bully. I couldn’t figure out why she would date him. I would go to parties with friends of mine, even though I've never been a drinker, and she and Jerry would show up at some of them, his arm draped over her shoulder. She would look amazing, sexy tops, short skirts, maybe heels, and Jerry would look like some schlub that just left his garage. It upset me every time I saw her with him, but there was another part of my brain that took an interest in it. A part of my brain that wondered what happened when they were alone together. A guy like Jerry wouldn’t date a girl that wasn’t giving him sex right? So I started wondering about it, and it became something I thought about, and fantasized about more and more, to the point that I would masturbate to the thoughts in my head.

Towards the end of the school year, her and Jerry broke up. She was upset about it for a while, and I was her shoulder to lean on. I would ask her to a movie, or to get something to eat, and we’d spend more time together, eventually dating. After we graduated, we moved up to Arlington TX, so I could go to school. We found an apartment that wasn’t anything great, but it was a good start together, and that was where we first had sex. I know, we had dated for several months before we had sex together, and that was because of me. I moved slowly, always worried I was pushing too much, or coming off as just another “hornball guy”. She never said much at all about Jerry, but I know she was upset about them breaking up at the time, because I was the guy she hung out with afterward. Now that we were a couple, she had no regrets about it, was happy that it worked out for us to be together, but I still wondered about her and Jerry.

We married when we were 22 and moved into a nice neighborhood in North Arlington. I had quickly moved up as a financial advisor in a large firm, which was humorous in a way. To be as young as I was, and giving financial advice to other people, most of which are older, you had to have confidence, which was not one of my better traits. Confidence at work came easy for some reason, but confidence in the bedroom was a big problem. That first time I had sex with Holly, was my first time to have sex with anyone, and it was over before I even knew what I was doing. My second time wasn’t any better, and that’s been the case in the years since, I just can’t last very long.

To Holly’s credit, she has always been super great about it, telling me how much she enjoyed it, that just having that intimacy with me is what matters, but it still bothers me. She would never compare me to anyone she dated in the past, because that’s how she is, but I find myself doing it for her. Her times with other guys she dated before me, especially Jerry, is something I’ve always had a curiosity about, so much so, that I started thinking about her with other men we came in contact with. Some guy we saw at the movie, or some guy we saw at another table in a restaurant. I would imagine her being attracted to them, striking up a conversation, even flirting with them.

After we were married a few years, I started asking her about those men we saw, what she thought of them, and she would humor me, give me her opinion.

“Did you see that guy at the restaurant bar tonight?” I’d ask as we got into bed. “The one with the dark hair and the leather jacket?”
 

Holly would smile, curling up against me. “You mean the one who looked like he just walked off a motorcycle commercial?”
 

I would feel a strange thrill, my heart beating faster. “Yeah. What did you think of him?”
 

She’d shrug, running her fingers along my chest. “He was good-looking, I guess. Not really my type though.”

“What if he had hit on you? What would you have said?” I asked her.

Holly would laugh, thinking I was just being playful. “I would’ve told him I’m happily married to the sexiest man in Texas.”

Her words were sweet, what man wouldn’t want a wife as loving and faithful as my Holly, but they did little to quell my thoughts, my growing desire to see her with another man. This pattern continued on for a few years, simple talk about other men, sometimes just before sex, but that was as far as things went. There are times when I think she might actually be receptive to the idea of flirting with some man she met, but as always it’s just her humoring me, telling me what I want to hear.


Chapter 2: Ordinary Days

Phillip takes a break from his writing, leaning back into his chair. He once again second guesses himself on whether he should be sharing any of this at all. When he first found this forum for Hotwife couples, he spent hours reading posts, learning how others got started, the good and bad of it all. He decided to register himself, share his story, maybe someone here had a similar experience and could give him some direction on how to get his wife into it.

He sighs, running a hand through his brown hair. The cursor blinks on the screen, a silent accusation. Three hours of writing and rewriting, and still he couldn’t bring himself to hit “submit.” The blue light from the monitor cast shadows across his face in the darkened study.
 

Phillip glanced at the clock on his desk: 2:17 AM. Holly would be sound asleep by now, curled on her side with one hand tucked beneath her cheek, the way she always slept. The thought of her made his chest tighten with a familiar ache.
 

He read over what he’d written again. Too much? Too revealing? The post detailed his fantasies—the ones that had been consuming him for years now. How he imagined Holly with other men. How the thought of her being desired, being taken by someone else, someone more confident, more experienced, made his pulse race in a way nothing else did.
 

“Jesus,” he muttered to himself, leaning back in his chair. The leather creaked beneath him.
 

The forum had seemed like a safe space when he found it. Men and women who shared similar desires, who understood this particular hunger. But putting his thoughts into words, making them concrete and public, even behind a username—it terrified him.
 

What if someone figured out it was him? What if Holly somehow saw it? The thought made his stomach drop.
 

Phillip closed his eyes, remembering how she’d looked that evening, laughing at something on TV, her green eyes crinkling at the corners, her strawberry blonde hair falling across her shoulder in a cascade that caught the lamplight. She was beautiful—too beautiful for him. That was part of the problem. Holly deserved more than his tentative touches and awkward advances. She deserved someone who could match her passion, her confidence.
 

Phillip’s gaze drifted to the framed photo on his desk. Their wedding day. Holly beaming in her simple white dress, her green eyes bright with joy. He remembered how his hands had trembled when he’d slipped the ring onto her finger.
 

With a deep breath, he turned back to the screen. His finger hovered over the mouse.
 

Just post it. What’s the worst that could happen?
 

His username stared back at him: “TimidHusband.” Appropriate enough.

Phillip’s heart hammered against his ribs as he finally clicked “submit.” The screen refreshed, his post now visible to the anonymous world of the forum. Immediately, he felt both relief and terror.
 

The study door creaked open.
 

“Phillip?” Holly’s voice, soft with sleep, startled him. “It’s after two in the morning. Come to bed.”
 

He slammed the laptop shut, heat rushing to his face. “Just finishing up some work,” he said, his voice cracking slightly.
 

Holly stood in the doorway, wearing only one of his old t-shirts, the fabric falling just to mid-thigh, nipples obvious underneath. Her strawberry blonde hair was tousled, and her green eyes were heavy-lidded with fatigue.
 

“You’ve been spending a lot of time in here lately,” she said, leaning against the doorframe. “Everything okay?”
 

Phillip swallowed hard. “Just... stuff for work. You know how it is.”
 

Holly studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable in the dim light. Phillip’s heart hammered against his ribs. Had she seen the screen? Could she somehow sense what he’d been writing about?
 

“Phillip,” she said, her voice softer now. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”
 

He nodded, unable to find his voice. The laptop felt like a live thing on the desk, pulsing with his secret.
 

Holly crossed the room and wrapped her arms around his neck from behind, her breath warm against his ear. “Come to bed,” she whispered. “You need sleep.”
 

He turned in his chair to face her, drinking in her sleepy beauty. The t-shirt had slipped off one shoulder, revealing the gentle curve of her collarbone. She smelled like vanilla and sleep.
 

“Just give me two minutes,” he managed.
 

Holly kissed his forehead and padded back toward their bedroom, her bare feet silent on the hardwood floor. When she disappeared around the corner, Phillip quickly opened his laptop again and checked the forum. Already, three notifications blinked in the corner.
 

He clicked on the first response: “Welcome to the community, TimidHusband. Your story is common. Many of us started the same way. Have you talked to your wife about your desires?”
 

Phillip stared at the screen, his mouth dry. With trembling fingers, he types a quick reply: “I’ve asked her about men we see when we’re out places, sometimes ask her when we’re in bed what she thought of them. She knows I like the idea of her flirting with men, but she always says that I don’t really want that, or that it’s not a good idea.”
 

He closed the laptop again and pushed himself away from the desk. The hardwood floor creaked beneath his feet as he made his way down the darkened hallway toward their bedroom. The house was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen and the occasional tick of the heating system.
 

Holly was already back in bed when he entered, her body curled beneath the comforter, the gentle rise and fall of her breathing visible in the dim moonlight filtering through the curtains. Phillip undressed quietly, folding his clothes and placing them on the chair by the window.
 

He slipped into bed beside her, careful not to disturb her sleep. But as he settled against his pillow, Holly turned toward him, her eyes half-open.
 

“You okay?” she whispered.
 

“Fine,” he replied, though his voice sounded strange even to his own ears. “Just work stuff.”
 

Holly nestled closer, her hand finding his chest. “You’ve been kinda quiet lately. Is there something going on that you’re not telling me?”
 

Phillip’s heart raced. The laptop seemed to call to him from the study, his secret pulsing through the walls. What would happen if he just told her? What would she think of him?
 

“Just stressed,” he managed. “With the Henderson account.”
 

Holly sighed, her breath warm against his neck. “You know you don’t have to carry everything yourself, right? We’re partners.”
 

The word hung in the air between them. Partners. That’s what they were supposed to be. Yet here he was, sharing his deepest desires with strangers online while keeping secrets from her.
 

“I know,” he said, wrapping his arm around her and pulling her against him, feeling the soft warmth of her body against his. Phillip lay awake long after her breathing had deepened into the steady rhythm of sleep. The moonlight cast silver patterns across the ceiling, and his mind raced with possibilities. What would she say if he told her the truth? Would she be disgusted? Confused? Would she think less of him?

Or would something in her eyes shift, revealing that she’d been thinking the same thing?
 

Phillip closed his eyes, trying to quiet his racing thoughts. The image of Holly with someone else—someone more confident, more sexually experienced—played through his mind like a film he couldn’t stop. A man who would know exactly what to do with her, how to make her moan, how to make her eyes roll back in ecstasy.
 

His body responded to the fantasy, his cock stiffening against his thigh. He shifted uncomfortably, careful not to disturb Holly. She murmured something in her sleep and pressed closer, her breast soft against his arm.
 

The guilt came flooding back, hot and sharp. This was his wife, the woman he’d promised to love and protect. Yet here he was, getting hard thinking about her with another man. What kind of husband did that make him?
 

But the fantasy wouldn’t leave him alone. It had been growing stronger over the past few years, taking root in his mind like a weed he couldn’t pull. Every time they went out together, he found himself watching how other men looked at her—the way their eyes lingered on her breasts, her ass, her smile. And instead of feeling jealous, he felt something else entirely. Pride. Excitement. Arousal.

The next morning, Phillip woke with a start, momentarily disoriented. The events of the previous night came rushing back—the forum, Holly catching him, his racing thoughts that had kept him awake until nearly dawn.
 

Phillip dragged himself out of bed, his body heavy with exhaustion. In the bathroom, he splashed cold water on his face and stared at his reflection. Dark circles shadowed his eyes. He looked like a man with secrets.

“Morning,” Holly called as he entered the kitchen. She stood at the stove, flipping pancakes, wearing yoga pants and a tank top, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. “Did you get much sleep?”

Phillip took a sip of coffee, burning his tongue. He winced. “I think so.” he told her.

She brought him a plate, then sat down with him to eat, “You should try to get to bed earlier tonight, don’t want you tired all weekend.”

Phillip shoved some pancake into his mouth and nodded, “I will.”

She smiled at him, placed her hand on his thigh under the table, “I have two swim groups this afternoon, and one CPR class at 3:30.”

Phillip nodded his understanding while he finished chewing. Holly had been teaching swimming classes to kids at their community center for the last 3 years, and also did water aerobics with seniors there too. She also taught CPR once a month and enjoyed it. When she started, Phillip got excited that she would be in a swimsuit, even though she wears a one-piece, and that some dads or men would be around to admire her, but it never turned into anything. She always downplayed things if he asked about men being around while their kids were learning, telling him she was too busy teaching to pay attention to who was around.

“Will you be home for dinner?” Phillip asked, watching as Holly gathered her teaching materials into a canvas bag.
 

“Should be. Unless my CPR class runs long.” She paused, studying his face. “You sure you’re okay? You seem... distracted.”
 

Phillip forced a smile. “Just tired. The Henderson account is giving me trouble.”
 

Holly crossed the kitchen and kissed his forehead. “Well, try not to stress too much. I’ll make your favorite pasta tonight.”
 

After she left, Phillip sat at the kitchen table, staring into his cooling coffee. His phone buzzed with a notification. The forum. Someone had replied to his post.
 

With trembling fingers, he opened the message: “The key is communication. You need to be honest with your wife about what you really want. Many women are more open to the idea than their husbands think.”
 

Phillip’s stomach churned. How could he possibly tell Holly that he wanted to watch her with another man? That the thought of her being pleasured by someone else made him harder than anything they did together?
 

He thought about their wedding day again, how certain he had been that they were perfect for each other. How had this desire taken root in him? When had his fantasy life become so different from his reality?
 

The day stretched before him, empty and anxiety-ridden. At work, Phillip found himself staring blankly at spreadsheets, his mind wandering to Holly at the community center, her body moving gracefully through the water, other men watching her.
 

Around noon, he checked the forum again. More responses had poured in, some supportive, others cautioning him to be careful. The debate raged between those who encouraged him to share his desires with Holly and those who warned of the potential consequences. Phillip found himself reading every word, his heart racing with each new perspective.
 

One comment caught his attention: “Start small. Ask her to dress a little sexier when you go out. Notice who notices her. Talk about it in bed. Plant seeds.”
 

Phillip leaned back in his office chair, considering. Maybe that was the approach—gradual, subtle. Not the full confession that terrified him.
 

The afternoon dragged. By the time five o’clock rolled around, Phillip had accomplished little work, his mind too preoccupied with thoughts of Holly and his secret desires. He packed up his briefcase and headed home, his stomach in knots.
 

The house was quiet when he arrived, filled with the warm scent of garlic and tomatoes. Holly was in the kitchen, stirring a pot of sauce, still wearing her swimsuit with a towel wrapped around her waist. Her hair was damp, curling at the ends.
 

“Hey,” she said, turning to smile at him. “Perfect timing.”
 

Phillip’s breath caught in his throat. She looked radiant—her skin slightly flushed from the water, her green eyes bright. The one-piece swimsuit hugged her curves, revealing the swell of her breasts, the narrowness of her waist.
 

“You okay?” Holly asked, noticing his stare.

Phillip’s heart stuttered. “I’m fine,” he said, setting his briefcase down by the door. “Just... admiring you.”
 

Holly laughed, the sound warm and familiar. “In my old swimsuit? You’re sweet.” She turned back to the sauce, giving it another stir. “Did you have a good day?”
 

“Same old,” he replied, loosening his tie. “You?”
 

“Great, actually. The kids were really picking up on their backstroke today.” She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes sparkling. “And you’ll never guess what I saw next door.”

Phillip gave her a confused look, while pointing in the direction of the house on their right side. “That house?” he asked her. There was an older couple that lived in that house when they moved here, then over a year ago, they decided to move out into the country, closer to where they grew up, somewhere in central Texas. After they moved, there was a flood of activity there, people cleaning, carpet services, yard mowed and flowers planted, signs put up, then nothing much happened. They’d see a few people here and there look at the place, but it never went anywhere.

Holly nodded, “Yes, that house. I saw a big truck parked in front when I got home, and some really big hairy guy walking around the place.” she kept stirring, “Probably there to work on something.”

Phillip nodded, “Maybe so, seems strange that someone shows up over there all of a sudden.”

Holly scoops food onto two plates and carries them over to the table, “Don’t worry about it, it’s Friday and I look forward to us spending the weekend together.”


Chapter 3: What Phillip Wants

Saturday morning finds Phillip and his wife having some breakfast, Phillip grateful for a decent night of sleep. Holly spends time talking about what she wants to accomplish in the yard this morning, planting some flowers and cutting back some things for spring. The weather in late April is perfect for outside chores, so Phillip tells her he will help with whatever she needs.

“So I was thinking we could put those marigolds along the front walkway,” Holly continued, her green eyes bright with excitement. “And maybe trim back those overgrown bushes by the porch. What do you think?”
 

“Sounds good,” Phillip managed, forcing a smile. “I’ll get the clippers from the garage.”
 

Holly studied him for a moment, her head tilting slightly. “You sure you’re up for it? You still look a little tired.”
 

“I’m fine,” he said, standing to clear the dishes. “Just need some fresh air.”
 

The yard smelled of fresh earth and new growth when they stepped outside an hour later. Holly had changed into cut-off shorts and one of his old t-shirts, knotted at her waist. The sight of her bare legs made Phillip’s mouth go dry.
 

“So I was thinking,” Holly said, kneeling beside a flower bed, “we should get some new mulch for these beds. The old stuff has completely broken down.”
 

Phillip nodded, pulling on gardening gloves. “I can run to the nursery later.”
 

As they worked side by side, Phillip found himself watching Holly more than the plants. She moved with a natural grace, her hands quick and sure as she pulled weeds and turned soil. Occasionally, she’d glance up at him with a smile that made his heart stutter. The sun caught in her strawberry blonde hair, turning it to copper.

He’s trying to think of how to bring up the conversation he’s been rehearsing in his mind when he hears a booming voice out of nowhere.
 

“Morning, neighbors!”
 

Phillip looks up to see a tall figure silhouetted against the morning light. As the man steps fully into their yard, Phillip notices his broad shoulders and muscular arms straining against a tight gray t-shirt. The stranger is easily 6’4”, with a square jaw and hazel eyes that immediately find Holly.
 

“Hi there,” Holly says, rising to her feet and brushing dirt from her knees. “I saw you yesterday.”
 

The man extends a large hand. “Duncan Green. Moving in today.” His grip is firm, confident. “Just wanted to introduce myself.”
 

Phillip watches as Holly takes Duncan’s hand, her smaller one disappearing in his grasp. Something twists in Phillip’s stomach—not quite jealousy, but not quite calm either.
 

“Phillip Davis,” he says, stepping forward. “This is my wife, Holly.”
 

Duncan’s eyes linger on Holly for a moment too long before turning to Phillip. “Nice to meet you both. I’m really liking this neighborhood. Awesome yard you have here.”
 

“Oh, thank you,” Holly says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “So you bought the house?”
 

“Yep, closed on it last week,” Duncan replies, his voice carrying an easy confidence that makes Phillip’s jaw tighten. “Took over my dad’s company a few months ago, decided to find me a nicer place to live.”
 

Holly smiles, and Phillip notices how Duncan’s gaze drops briefly to her cleavage before returning to her face. “That’s wonderful,” she says. “We’ve been wondering who would end up there.”
 

“Just me for now,” Duncan says, running a hand through his brown hair. “Divorce finalized about six months ago. Fresh start, you know?”
 

The casual way he mentions his divorce, as if it’s just another fact about himself, makes Phillip shift his weight from one foot to the other.
 

“Well, welcome to the neighborhood,” Phillip says, trying to sound friendly despite the strange feeling in his gut. “If you need anything, just let us know.”
 

Duncan’s hazel eyes crinkle at the corners when he smiles. “Actually, I was wondering if you might have an extra rake I could borrow? I’ve got a mountain of leaves to deal with.”
 

“We’ve got one in the garage,” Holly offers before Phillip can respond. “Phillip, would you mind getting it?”
 

Something about the way she says his name, the slight emphasis, makes Phillip wonder if she’s noticed Duncan’s attention. He nods and heads toward the garage, feeling oddly like he’s been dismissed.
 

As he retrieves the rake, Phillip catches fragments of their conversation drifting across the yard. Holly’s laughter, light and musical. Duncan’s deeper voice, confident and smooth. When he returns, he finds them standing closer together, Holly’s head tilted up as she laughs at something Duncan has said. The sight sends a strange thrill through Phillip’s body—a cocktail of anxiety and something darker, more primal. She just met this guy and she’s laughing with him?

“Thanks,” Duncan says, taking the rake from Phillip’s hands. Their fingers brush briefly, and Phillip notices how Duncan’s hands dwarf his own. “I appreciate it. Shouldn’t need it more than a couple days.”
 

“No problem,” Phillip manages, his voice sounding strange in his own ears.
 

Duncan turns back to Holly. “I’d love to hear more about the neighborhood sometime. Maybe you could point me toward the best places around here?”

Holly nods, tucking another strand of hair behind her ear. “Of course. We’ve lived here for five years now.”

“Great,” Duncan says before heading back toward the gate, the rake balanced easily on his broad shoulder. “See you around, neighbors.”
 

When he’s gone, Phillip turns to find Holly watching him with a curious expression.

“He seems nice,” she says, kneeling back down to her gardening. “Very... confident.”
 

Something in her tone makes Phillip’s heart beat faster. “Yeah,” he agrees, trying to sound casual. “Very.”
 

They work in silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the snip of Holly’s shears and the distant hum of Duncan’s truck starting up next door. Phillip’s mind races with possibilities as the garden tools grow heavy in his hands. His mind keeps replaying the way Duncan looked at Holly—like she was something he wanted to devour.
 

“You okay over there?” Holly asks, interrupting his thoughts. “You’ve been staring at that same spot for five minutes.”
 

Phillip blinks. “Sorry. Just thinking.”
 

“About what?” Holly wipes her hands on her shorts, leaving faint dirt smudges on the denim.
 

“Nothing important.” The lie tastes sour on his tongue. How can he tell her that he’s imagining her with their new neighbor? That the fantasy he’s carried for over a year now has suddenly found a face, a voice, a name?

They work side by side for another hour, the morning sun climbing higher in the sky. Phillip finds himself glancing toward Duncan’s house more often than he should, catching glimpses of their new neighbor moving between his truck and the house, carrying boxes and furniture. Each time, Holly follows his gaze, her expression unreadable.
 

“Lunch?” Holly finally asks, pushing herself to her feet with a small groan. “I’m starving.”
 

Phillip nods, grateful for the break. His back aches from bending over the garden beds, and his mind is exhausted from the constant battle between fantasy and guilt.
 

Inside, they wash up at the kitchen sink, Holly scrubbing the dirt from beneath her nails while Phillip dries his hands on a kitchen towel. The silence between them feels heavy with unspoken thoughts.
 

“I think I’ll make sandwiches,” Holly says, reaching for the bread. “Turkey okay?”
 

Phillip nods, watching as she moves about the kitchen with practiced ease. His stomach tightens as Duncan’s face flashes through his mind again—those hazel eyes, that confident smile, the way his t-shirt stretched across his broad chest. Was his wife actually attracted to him? When Phillip imagined his wife with other men, they were in suits, well groomed men that charmed her into bed. Duncan wasn’t anything like that, or like any guy his wife ever dated before him. Sure seems like there was something about him though. What would it feel like to watch those strong hands on Holly’s body? The thought makes his cock stir in his shorts.
 

“I was thinking,” Holly says, her back to him as she spreads mayonnaise on bread, “we should invite Duncan over for dinner sometime. You know, to welcome him to the neighborhood properly. You could grill burgers or something.”
 

Phillip’s mouth goes dry. “That’s... that’s a good idea.”
 

She turns, a soft smile on her face. “He seems like he could use some company. Starting fresh after a divorce must be lonely.”
 

Phillip nods, unable to form coherent words as the fantasy takes firmer shape in his mind. Holly with Duncan. In their house. At their table. In their bed? The thought sends heat rushing through his body.
 

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” Holly asks, setting his sandwich before him. “You’ve been quiet all morning.”
 

“I’m fine,” he manages, picking up the sandwich. “Just... thinking about work stuff.”
 

Holly studies him for a moment, her green eyes searching his face. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”
 

The words echo their conversation from the night before, making Phillip’s heart pound against his ribs. She’s giving him an opening, a chance to confess what’s been consuming him. But the words stick in his throat.
 

“I know,” he says finally, taking a bite of his sandwich to avoid saying more.

The rest of lunch passes in comfortable small talk, but Phillip can’t shake the image of Duncan from his mind. After they finish eating, Holly stands to clear the plates.
 

“I think I’ll take a quick shower,” she says, stretching her arms above her head. The movement lifts her t-shirt, revealing a strip of tanned stomach. “All that gardening has me sweaty.”
 

Phillip watches her walk toward the bathroom, his eyes lingering on the way her cut-off shorts hug her curves. The sound of the shower starting fills the house, and he finds himself imagining Holly standing beneath the spray, water running down her body while he walks upstairs and sits on their bed.
 

His phone buzzes in his pocket. The forum notification makes his stomach clench. With a quick glance toward the bathroom, he pulls out his phone.
 

Several new responses to his post have appeared. One catches his attention: “You gotta start small. Find someone she likes and let them interact naturally.”

Phillip’s hands tremble as he types a quick reply: “There’s a guy that just moved in today next door. My wife already wants to invite him to dinner. I’m terrified.”
 

The response comes almost immediately: “Perfect! Let it happen naturally. Watch how they interact. You might be surprised.”
 

The bathroom door opens, and Phillip quickly locks his phone, shoving it back in his pocket. Holly emerges in a cloud of steam, a towel wrapped around her body, another twisted around her wet hair. Droplets of water cling to her collarbone, catching the light.

“Feel better?” Phillip asks, his voice sounding strange to his own ears.
 

“Much,” Holly says, crossing the bedroom. She drops her towel and searches for some underwear in her dresser drawer, slides them on, then returns to the bathroom to brush her hair.
 

Phillip nods, watching her the whole time. The image of Duncan flashes through his mind again—those broad shoulders, that confident stance. What would it be like to watch someone like that with Holly? Someone who could match her passion, her confidence?
 

His phone buzzes again. Another forum message: “Remember, the fantasy is often better than reality. Be careful what you wish for.”

The warning sends a chill down Phillip’s spine. He stands, pacing the bedroom as his wife hums in the bathroom. What if this was all a terrible mistake? What if he told Holly about his fantasy and she thought he was perverted? What if she actually went through with it and everything changed?

The sound of Holly’s humming stops. Phillip quickly sits back on the bed, heart pounding. He hears her footsteps padding across the bathroom tile, then the soft creak of the door opening.
 

“What do you think of this dress?” Holly asks, stepping into the bedroom wearing a simple blue sundress that hugs her curves perfectly. She twirls once, the hem flaring around her knees. “I was thinking we could go to that new Italian place for dinner tonight.”
 

Phillip’s mouth goes dry. The dress is modest enough, but it accentuates her breasts, the fabric dipping just low enough to reveal a hint of cleavage. His mind immediately conjures Duncan’s reaction to seeing her in it.
 

“It looks great,” he manages, his voice cracking slightly.
 

Holly smiles, running her hands down the front of the dress. “I haven’t worn this one in forever. I thought it might be nice for a change.”
 

She crosses to the dresser and pulls the dress back off, draping it over a chair. Phillip watches her reflection in the mirror, the gentle slope of her neck, the way her eyes meet his in the glass.
 

“So about that dinner with Duncan,” she says casually, as if she’s suggesting they order pizza. “I was thinking maybe next weekend? Give him a chance to get settled in first.”
 

Phillip’s stomach tightens. “Next weekend? That soon?”
 

Holly turns to face him, the brush still in her hand. “Is that too soon? I just thought it would be nice to be friendly, especially since he’s all alone next door.”
 

“No, it’s fine,” Phillip says, trying to keep his voice steady. “Next weekend works fine.”
 

Holly smiles, turning back to the mirror to continue brushing her hair. “Great. I’ll see if I can catch him sometime next week to invite him.”
 

Phillip watches as she draws the brush through her strawberry blonde hair, the strands catching the afternoon light streaming through the window. His mind races with conflicting emotions—excitement warring with fear, desire mingling with anxiety.
 

“I was thinking,” Holly says, her voice casual, “we could have him over Saturday night. Nothing fancy, just burgers and maybe some beer. He seems like a beer guy.”
 

Phillip nods, unable to form coherent thoughts. The fantasy he’s carried for so long suddenly feels dangerously close to reality. A real man with real interest in his wife, not just some abstract figure in his imagination.
 

“Are you sure about this?” The question escapes before he can stop it.
 

Holly turns, her expression curious. “About dinner? Why wouldn’t I be sure?”
 

Phillip’s heart pounds. “I mean... we don’t really know him. What if he’s... I don’t know...”
 

“What if he’s what?” Holly asks, tilting her head slightly.
 

“Nothing,” Phillip says quickly. “Just being paranoid.”
 

Holly crosses to the bed and sits beside him, the mattress dipping with her weight. “I know we just met the guy, but it’s just inviting him. He may not even want to come over.” she says, her green eyes searching his face.

“Maybe you’re right,” Phillip says, his voice barely above a whisper. “I just... we’ll see what he says when you invite him.”

“Sounds good.” Holly tells him, then leans close to kiss him, pushing her tongue into his mouth. His hand finds her nipple already stiff, and rubs his fingers around it causing her kisses to intensify, moaning into his mouth. His fingers tighten on her breast, the soft weight of it familiar and intoxicating. He pulls her closer, one hand sliding down the curve of her back to press her against his erection, a silent, desperate plea for reassurance. Her hips rock into his, a slow, grinding rhythm that steals his breath, and for a moment, the world narrows to the heat of her mouth and the frantic drumming of his own heart. She reaches down and slides her panties off, a clear sign of what she wants, so Phillip rolls her onto her back and works his own shorts off, his erection springing out and ready.

Their eyes are locked together as she lays there across the bed, her hair still damp, her pale skin glowing as she opens her legs, smiling up at him as he undresses. She giggles as he pulls his shirt off, watches his erection bounce as he climbs onto the bed with her, and lowers himself down. They resume their kissing as he slides into her, both of them gasping into each other’s mouths. Her warmth envelopes him, a familiar comfort that usually anchors him in the moment. But today, as her hips rise to meet his thrusts, all he can see behind his closed eyelids, is the broad outline of their new neighbor, the easy confidence in Duncan’s stance as he’d looked at Holly. The image was a ghost haunting the space between them, a specter that made Phillip’s movements more urgent, his grip on her hips tighter. He was fucking her, but in the dark theater of his mind, he was watching. Always watching.
 

Her moans were sharp, breathy little things against his ear, but they sounded distant, muffled by the roar of his own blood. He focused on the physical—the slick heat of her, the amazingly tight grip her pussy had on his dick, the way her nails dug into his back, the smell of her shampoo mixed with the scent of their sweat. Anything to keep the fantasy at bay, to prove this was enough.
 

But then her legs locked around his waist, pulling him deeper, and her voice, husky with pleasure, broke through. “Yes, Phil… just like that.”
 

And for a terrifying, exhilarating second, it wasn’t his name he imagined her crying out. The thought was a lightning strike, jolting through him with a shameful, electric thrill. His rhythm faltered for a heartbeat, a stutter in the carefully constructed performance of their marriage. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, breathing her in, trying to find his way back to her, to them.
 

But the seed was planted. It had taken root in the fertile soil of his deepest, most secret desire, and now it was unfurling, a dark and intoxicating bloom that he could no longer ignore. His climax tore through him with a violence that was almost frightening, a raw, guttural sound escaping his throat as he emptied himself into her, his body shuddering with the force of it.
 

He collapsed beside her, spent and trembling, the sweat cooling on his skin. The room was silent except for their ragged breathing. Holly turned toward him, her fingers tracing a lazy pattern on his chest, a soft, contented smile on her lips. But all Phillip could feel was shame. All the fantasy and desire for his wife being with their new neighbor seemed to shoot out of him with his orgasm, leaving him shameful and angry with himself. How could the thoughts of her being with other men grow so strong within his mind? Why would he ever want his beautiful and perfect wife to be in another man’s bed? Was he out of his mind?

He wrapped his arms around her, trying his best to convince his brain that this was all he needed, that he was lucky to have her and would be a fool to risk it. “I love you so much Holly.” he tells her as he kisses her forehead.

Holly shifts against him, her leg sliding over his, a contented sigh escaping her lips. “Mmmm, I love you too Phillip” she murmurs, her voice thick with post-coital sleepiness. Her fingers continue their gentle circles on his chest, a touch meant to soothe.

She kisses his chest, “I need to finish drying my hair so we can go out later.” He loosens his arms, and she slides off of the bed and back into the bathroom, unknowingly leaving him with warring thoughts in his head.


Chapter 4: The Invitation

Monday morning finds Phillip back at work, his mind going over the events of the weekend. He and his wife did go to dinner Saturday night, the thoughts about his wife with other men were quick to return, and after the meeting and interaction with Duncan earlier in the day, Phillip was more aware of the looks and admiring glances Holly received in the restaurant. He watched several men’s eyes give her a good look up and down, saw the desire they had for her. Holly was as oblivious to it as she always was, never aware of how much attention she drew from men wherever she went. When he pointed this out to her a couple of times, she dismissed it, telling him he had an overactive imagination.

When they returned home afterward, she was more flirty and touchy than usual, even wanting to have sex on the couch which was unusual for her. When Phillip slid his hand into her panties, he found her soaking wet already and her passion during sex was cranked up to 10. Phillip made sure to bring her to orgasm with his tongue, knowing once he slid into her, his endurance would not be near enough to please her.

Sunday was a relaxing day for them, catching up on a few shows they had DVR’d the previous week. They had sex again during the afternoon, another rarity for them. Phillip stares at the spreadsheet on his computer screen, the numbers blurring together as his mind drifts back to Holly’s face during their passionate Sunday afternoon lovemaking. Something had shifted between them—a new electricity, a heightened awareness. Had meeting Duncan awakened something in her too? The possibility makes his cock stir beneath his desk.

Tuesday finds Phillip at his desk with many of the same thoughts shuffling through his head when his phone buzzes with a notification. Phillip glances down to see it’s from Holly.
 

“Ran into Duncan at the community center parking lot! He came to check out the facilities. Super friendly. Invited him to Saturday dinner as planned. He said yes! Going to pick up steaks on my way home. Love you!”
 

Phillip’s stomach flips. His hands grow clammy as he rereads the message. Saturday. Four days away. Four days until Duncan sits at their table, drinks their beer, watches his wife move around their kitchen. The image forms unbidden in his mind: Holly leaning over to place a plate before Duncan, her sundress falling forward to reveal the curve of her breasts. Duncan’s eyes tracking the movement, a slow smile spreading across his face.
 

He shifts in his chair, suddenly uncomfortable with how hard he’s gotten. This is happening too fast. He hasn’t even told Holly about his fantasy yet, and here she is, inviting the perfect candidate into their home.
 

His phone buzzes again with another text from Holly: “Oh! And I told him to bring his swim trunks if he wants. You know, since we have the pool. Thought it might be fun.”
 

The pool. His wife in her bikini. Their new neighbor in swim trunks. Phillip’s mind floods with images—Holly’s wet skin gleaming in the sun, Duncan’s muscled body emerging from the water, water droplets sliding down his broad chest.
 

Phillip quickly types back: “Sounds good. I’ll pick up some beer for Saturday.”
 

He stares at the message before sending it. Is he really agreeing to this? Encouraging it? His finger hovers over the send button. The fantasy that has consumed him for months now has a face, a name, and a plan. He takes a deep breath and hits send.
 

The rest of the day passes in a blur of meetings and deadlines, but Phillip’s mind keeps drifting back to Saturday. By the time he leaves the office, his stomach is in knots—part anticipation, part dread.
 

When he arrives home, Holly is in the kitchen, marinating chicken breasts in a glass dish. She looks up and smiles when she hears the door.
 

“Hey!,” she says, wiping her hands on a towel. “How was your day?”
 

Phillip sets his briefcase down and crosses to kiss her hello. “Fine,” he says, his voice sounding strange to his own ears. “Busy. You?”
 

“Good! I saw Duncan at the community center today.” She turns back to the chicken, drizzling more marinade over them. “He was checking out the weight room. Said he’s trying to get back into a routine after the divorce.”
 

Phillip watches her hands work the marinade into the meat. “Did you... talk long?”
 

“Maybe twenty minutes.” Holly glances over her shoulder. “Why? You worried about him coming to dinner?”
 

The question catches Phillip off guard. “No, just... curious.”
 

Holly sets down the marinade brush and turns to face him, her green eyes searching his face. “You’ve been acting weird since we met him. What’s going on?”
 

Phillip’s heart hammers against his ribs. This is the moment he’s rehearsed in his mind countless times—the perfect opportunity to tell her the truth. But the words stick in his throat like wet sand.
 

“Nothing’s going on,” he manages, turning away to grab a glass from the cabinet. “I just think he’s... a little forward, that’s all.”
 

Holly studies him for a long moment, her green eyes narrowed slightly. “Forward? He was perfectly nice.”
 

Phillip fills his glass with water, his hand trembling slightly. “I know. I’m probably just being paranoid.”
 

The kitchen fills with the savory scent of garlic and herbs as Holly turns back to the marinade. “Well, you don’t need to worry about Saturday. It’s just dinner with a neighbor.”
 

“Right,” Phillip agrees, though his stomach tightens at the thought. “Just dinner.”
 

But as he watches Holly’s hands move with practiced efficiency, preparing their meal, his mind drifts to the forum advice he’d received. Let it happen naturally. Watch how they interact.

That night, as they lie in bed, Holly curled against his side with her head on his chest, Phillip stares at the ceiling. The moonlight casts silver patterns across the walls, and his mind races with possibilities.
 

“What are you thinking about?” Holly murmurs, her voice heavy with approaching sleep.
 

Phillip’s fingers trace idle patterns on her shoulder. “Just... Saturday. What should I make?”

Holly shifts against him, her breath warm against his chest. “You’re thinking about what to cook for Saturday? At 10:30 at night?”
 

Phillip smiles despite his nervousness. “Just planning ahead.”
 

“Well, I’m thinking steaks on the grill,” Holly murmurs, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his chest. “Maybe some corn on the cob and a salad. Simple but nice.”
 

“Duncan strikes me as a meat-and-potatoes kind of guy,” Phillip says, testing the waters.
 

Holly’s fingers pause for just a moment. “Yeah, probably. Though I did mention to him that I’m a pescatarian sometimes.”
 

Phillip’s eyebrows rise in the darkness. “You told him what you eat?”
 

“We were just talking about food at the community center,” Holly says, her voice casual. “He mentioned he likes to cook, so we exchanged a few recipes.”
 

The casual way she mentions this interaction makes Phillip’s stomach tighten. “You talked about cooking together?”
 

“Not together,” Holly laughs softly, her breath tickling his skin. “Just sharing ideas. He mentioned this amazing salmon recipe his mom used to make.”
 

Phillip tries to picture their new neighbor in a kitchen, but the image that forms is Duncan standing behind Holly, his large hands guiding hers as they prepare a meal together. His cock twitches at the thought.
 

“Did you...” Phillip swallows hard. “Did you find him attractive?”
 

The question hangs in the air between them. Holly is quiet for a moment, her fingers resuming their gentle tracing on his chest.
 

“I guess he’s good-looking in that rugged way,” Holly’s words linger in the air, her casual assessment of their neighbor’s attractiveness making Phillip’s pulse quicken. “Rugged way,” she said. As if she’d already given it some thought.
 

“Rugged how?” Phillip asks, his voice sounding strange to his own ears.
 

Holly shifts against him, her body warm and soft. “I don’t know. Tall, muscular. That confident way he carries himself.” She laughs softly. “Why? Getting jealous?”
 

The question catches Phillip off guard. Is he jealous? The feeling churning in his stomach doesn’t quite match what he imagines jealousy should feel like.
 

“No,” he says, though the word comes out less certain than he intends. “Just... curious.”
 

Holly traces a finger down his chest. “You don’t need to worry. He’s just a neighbor.”
 

But as Phillip lies there in the darkness, Holly’s breathing gradually evening out as sleep claims her, he wonders if “just a neighbor” is what he wants. The forum advice echoes in his mind: Let it happen naturally. Watch how they interact.
 

His cock hardens as he imagines Holly in her bikini on Saturday, the sun glinting off her wet skin, Duncan’s eyes following her movements. Phillip closes his eyes, but sleep eludes him as images of Holly and Duncan dance behind his eyelids.


Chapter 5: The Day

Saturday morning starts like most Saturdays in the Davis house, Philip and Holly having some breakfast talking about what task to handle that morning.

“I was thinking we could finally get those roses pruned,” Holly says, pushing her empty coffee cup aside. “They’ve gotten completely out of control along the back fence. I’ll clean around the pool, make sure everything is ready for this evening.”
 

Phillip nods, his eyes fixed on the window where he can see the edge of Duncan’s house. The morning light catches on something metal in their new neighbor’s driveway—his truck, maybe, or perhaps some of the moving equipment still scattered about.
 

“Sure,” Phillip manages. “I can do that after breakfast.”
 

Holly tilts her head, studying him. “You’re distracted this morning. Everything okay?”
 

“Just tired,” Phillip lies, taking a sip of coffee that has gone cold. His mind keeps circling back to the evening ahead—Duncan coming over, sitting at their table, watching his wife. The thought sends an uncomfortable mixture of excitement and anxiety through his body.
 

“Well, try to get some rest this afternoon,” Holly suggests, rising from the table. “I want you to be your charming self tonight.”
 

Phillip forces a smile. “I’ll do my best.”
 

After breakfast, he finds himself in the backyard, pruning shears in hand, attacking the overgrown rose bushes with more vigor than necessary. The thorns catch at his skin, leaving thin red lines across his forearms, but he barely notices. His thoughts are consumed with images of Holly laughing at something Duncan says, of her eyes lingering on their neighbor’s muscular arms, of the easy confidence that radiates from the man like heat from pavement.
 

“You’re going to kill those roses,” Holly calls from the back porch, her voice light with amusement. She’s changed into shorts and a tank top, a bottle of sunscreen in her hand. “You’re pruning them down to nothing.”
 

Phillip looks down at the pile of cuttings at his feet. She’s right—he’s been hacking at the roses with little regard for proper technique. “Sorry,” he mutters, setting the shears down. “Got carried away.”
 

Holly descends the porch steps, her bare feet leaving faint impressions in the dewy grass. He watches as Holly begins applying sunscreen to her arms, the lotion glistening on her skin in the morning light. Holly caps the sunscreen and crosses to where he stands, which is close to the fence that separates their yard from Duncan’s. As Holly kneels down to start picking up some of the cuttings, they hear a sound.

She hears it a second time and turns her face up to look at her husband, “Did you hear that?” she asks him.

Phillip is looking towards Duncan’s house, “Yea, heard something.” he tells her.

Holly stands up slowly, the sound getting louder and more rhythmic. She looks at Phillip who looks at her as well, the sound of a woman in the throes of passion becoming obvious.

Holly raises her eyebrows, “That from Duncan’s house?” she asks, and her husband nods at her.

The sounds grow louder—feminine moans punctuated by the rhythmic thud of a headboard against a wall. Holly’s cheeks flush pink, and she glances toward their neighbor’s house, then back at Phillip with wide eyes.
 

“Should we... go inside?” she whispers, though there’s a hint of amusement in her voice.
 

Phillip’s mouth has gone dry. The sounds are unmistakable now—pleasure, raw and uninhibited, drifting over the fence between their properties. His heart hammers against his ribs as he watches Holly’s reaction. Her eyes dart toward Duncan’s house again, her lips parting slightly.
 

“I guess he’s not alone over there,” Holly says, her voice barely audible above the moans.
 

Phillip nods, unable to form coherent thoughts. The sounds trigger something primal in him, a mixture of embarrassment and arousal that makes his shorts feel suddenly tight.
 

The woman’s cries reach a crescendo, then taper off into breathless laughter. A man’s voice—Duncan’s they assume—murmurs something they can’t quite make out.
 

Holly clears her throat. “Well, that’s... unexpected.” Her voice carries a nervous edge, but there’s something else there too—a flicker of interest she’s trying to hide.

Phillip swallows hard, “Guess he’s not as lonely as you thought he was.”

Holly’s cheeks flush deeper as the sounds from next door fade into silence. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers trembling slightly. “I guess not,” she says, her voice a little breathy. “Should we still have him over tonight?”
 

The question hangs in the air between them. Phillip watches the way Holly’s eyes dart toward Duncan’s house, the slight parting of her lips. Something stirs in his chest—not quite jealousy, but a strange, electric anticipation.
 

“I don’t see why not,” he manages, though his voice sounds strange to his own ears. “Unless you’d rather not.”
 

Holly laughs, a nervous sound that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “No, it’s fine. Just... unexpected.”
 

She turns back to the rose bushes, her movements suddenly more deliberate than before. Phillip notices the way her breathing has quickened, the slight flush that hasn’t faded from her neck. He’s seen that look before—during their most passionate moments, when desire overtakes her completely.
 

“Maybe we should finish up out here and head inside,” he suggests, suddenly aware of his own heightened state. His shorts feel uncomfortably tight, his skin sensitive to the slightest brush of fabric.
 

Holly nods, gathering up the cuttings with renewed urgency. “Good idea.”
 

They work in silence for a few minutes, the sounds of the morning—birds, distant traffic, the hum of lawn mowers—filling the space between them. But Phillip can’t shake the image that’s formed in his mind: Holly, moaning like that woman next door, her back arched in pleasure, her green eyes half-closed in ecstasy. The thought sends a jolt of heat through his body, his arousal impossible to hide if Holly were to glance down.
 

“All done,” Holly announces, straightening up with a pile of cuttings in her arms. “Let’s get these in the compost.”
 

Phillip nods, grateful for the distraction. As they make their way across the yard, he can’t help but wonder what Holly is thinking. Has she been imagining the same things he has? Does the thought of Duncan’s prowess in bed make her pulse quicken the way it’s making his?
 

They dump the cuttings in the compost bin behind the garage, the earthy smell of decay filling Phillip’s nostrils. Holly brushes her hands on her shorts, leaving faint dirt smudges on the denim.
 

“I’m going to take a shower,” she says, not quite meeting his eyes. “Want to join me?”
 

The invitation sends a surge of heat through Phillip’s body. They haven’t showered together in months—not since before his fantasies took such a firm hold on his imagination.
 

“Sure,” he manages, his voice cracking slightly.
 

Holly leads the way into the house, her hips swaying with a subtle rhythm that Phillip finds himself watching intently. In the bathroom, she turns on the water, steam quickly filling the small space. She peels off her tank top, revealing the soft curve of her breasts, the pink of her nipples visible beneath the thin fabric of her bra.
 

Phillip’s mouth goes dry as he watches her step out of her shorts, revealing the simple cotton panties beneath. The sounds from next door have faded completely, but they still echo in Phillip’s mind as Holly unhooks her bra and lets it fall to the tile floor. She turns to face him, her breasts catching the steamy light, nipples already hardening in the warm, humid air.
 

“Are you coming?” she asks, her voice soft with invitation as she slides her panties down her legs.
 

Phillip struggles to remove his own clothes, his fingers suddenly clumsy and uncoordinated. His cock strains against his underwear, the fabric damp with precum. Holly steps into the shower, the water cascading over her shoulders, running in rivulets down the curves of her body.
 

He finally manages to shed his clothes and joins her under the spray. The water is almost too hot, but he barely notices as Holly turns to face him, her green eyes dark with desire. She reaches for the shampoo, lathering it between her palms before running her fingers through his hair.
 

“Close your eyes,” she whispers, and Phillip obeys, tilting his head back as she washes his hair. Her fingers massage his scalp with practiced ease, sending shivers down his spine. When she rinses the shampoo away, her hands linger on his shoulders, thumbs tracing small circles on his collarbones.
 

“My turn,” Phillip says, reaching for the soap. He works it into a lather between his hands before placing them on Holly’s shoulders. She sighs, leaning into his touch as his hands slide down her back, following the curve of her spine.
 

The bathroom fills with steam, making the air thick and heavy. Phillip’s hands move to Holly’s breasts, soapy palms sliding over her nipples. Holly gasps, her head falling back as the water cascades over her face. The sound she makes sends a jolt of electricity straight to Phillip’s groin.
 

“You seem... tense today,” Holly murmurs, her voice barely audible above the shower spray. Her hands find his chest, fingers tracing patterns in the soapy water. “Everything okay?”
 

Phillip swallows hard, unable to form a coherent response. How can he tell her that the sounds from next door have awakened something primal in him? That the thought of Duncan’s prowess has made him painfully aware of his own inadequacies?
 

“Just thinking about tonight,” he manages, his hands stilling on her breasts. “About Duncan coming over.”
 

Holly’s eyes flutter open, green and bright in the steamy air. “What about it?”
 

Phillip’s heart hammers against his ribs. The words he’s rehearsed so many times in his mind suddenly seem impossible to say. Instead, he pulls her closer, his soapy body pressing against hers, his erection trapped between them.
 

“This,” he whispers, his voice rough with desire. “I was thinking about him checking you out, admiring how good you look.”
 

Holly’s rolls her eyes as she feels him hard against her stomach. “You have an active imagination.”

Phillip shakes his head, “His eyes were all over you when we met him, same as most men that see you.”

His wife giggles as her hands slide down his chest, over his abdomen, until her fingers brush against his length. Phillip groans, his hips instinctively pushing forward.
 

“Someone’s eager,” Holly teases, her fingers wrapping around him. “Was it the roses that got you going?”
 

The innocent question makes Phillip’s face burn. If only she knew it was the sounds of another woman’s pleasure that had awakened this hunger in him. The thought of Duncan’s raw, confident sexuality had awakened something primal in Phillip.
 

“Just... you,” he manages, his voice rough as Holly’s hand moves along his length. “Always you.”
 

Holly smiles, her green eyes shining with desire. The water cascades over them both, soapy rivulets running down her breasts, between their pressed bodies. Phillip’s hands slide down to cup her ass, pulling her closer as her strokes become more deliberate.
 

“Let’s take this to the bedroom,” Holly whispers, her breath warm against his ear.
 

Phillip nods, unable to form words as Holly steps out of the shower, water dripping from her body onto the bathroom tile. She grabs a towel, wrapping it around herself with practiced ease before tossing another to him. Phillip catches it, his hands trembling slightly as he dries himself, painfully aware of his arousal.
 

In the bedroom, Holly drops her towel and crawls onto the bed, looking back at him over her shoulder. The invitation in her eyes sends heat rushing through Phillip’s body. He follows, his erection bobbing slightly with each step.
 

“You know,” Holly says, her voice soft as she stretches out on the bed, “I’ve been thinking about tonight too.”
 

Phillip kneels beside her, his hand tracing the curve of her hip. “Oh?”
 

Holly bites her lower lip, a gesture he recognizes as hesitation. “About Duncan.”
 

The name sends a jolt through Phillip’s body. “What about him?”
 

Holly’s hand finds his, guiding it between her legs. Phillip’s fingers slide through her wetness, discovering how aroused she is. His heart pounds against his ribs as he feels how wet she is, how ready.

“He’s the first person we’ve invited over for a while, and definitely the first neighbor we’ve had over.” she says, her eyes mostly closed from her husband’s touch.

Philip pauses for a moment, of course that would be her thought about their neighbor, something random. Nothing about what she thinks of him, or how he looked at her before. How could she not have any clue? The disappointment that washes through him surprises him with its intensity.
 

“Right,” he manages, his voice rough. “Just neighbors.”
 

Holly’s eyes flutter open, searching his face. “You seem disappointed.”

“No, I just...” He trails off, unsure how to explain the tangle of emotions in his chest. His hand resumes its gentle exploration, sliding through her wetness, feeling her body respond to his touch.
 

Holly’s hips arch toward his hand, her breath catching. “Just what?”
 

The question hangs between them, heavy with possibility. Phillip swallows hard, his cock throbbing painfully as he watches Holly’s body respond to his touch. The sounds from next door echo in his memory—that woman’s cries of pleasure, Duncan’s confident murmurs. What would it be like to hear Holly make those sounds for someone else?
 

“I just wonder if you find him attractive,” Phillip finally admits, his voice barely audible above the sound of their breathing.
 

Holly’s eyes snap open, her gaze sharp and questioning. “What?”
 

Phillip’s fingers continue their gentle circles, drawing soft moans from Holly’s lips even as her eyes remain fixed on his face.
 

“Duncan,” he clarifies, his heart hammering against his ribs. “Do you think he’s attractive?”
 

Holly’s brow furrows slightly, her breath coming in short pants as Phillip’s fingers move against her sensitive flesh. “Why are you asking me that?”
 

Phillip feels his face flush with heat that has nothing to do with desire. His fingers slow their movement, hovering at the edge of her entrance. The words he’s rehearsed so many times in his mind suddenly feel impossible to say.
 

“Just curious,” he manages, his voice strained. “You said he was good-looking in that rugged way.”
 

Holly’s eyes narrow slightly, studying his face. “That doesn’t mean I want to sleep with him.”
 

The directness of her statement sends a jolt through Phillip’s body. His cock twitches against her thigh, a physical betrayal of his excitement at the mere suggestion.
 

“I didn’t say that,” he whispers, resuming his gentle circles, drawing a soft moan from Holly’s lips. Phillip swallows hard, his fingers stilling momentarily before resuming their gentle exploration. “I just meant... he’s very confident, isn’t he?”
 

Holly’s eyes flutter closed again as Phillip’s fingers find a rhythm that makes her breath catch. “I suppose so,” she murmurs, her hips rising to meet his touch. “But confidence isn’t everything.”

Phillip watches her face, the slight furrow between her brows, the way her lips part with each exhale. His cock throbs painfully, desperate for attention, but he focuses on Holly, on drawing those soft sounds from her lips.

“What if...” Phillip swallows hard, his fingers stilling momentarily. “What if I told you when we’re out, and men look at you. It makes me proud that you’re mine, but it also... turns me on.”
 

Holly studies his face, her breath coming in short pants despite the intensity of her gaze. “You get turned on from other men looking at me?”

Phillip’s face burns with heat that has nothing to do with desire. His cock twitches against her thigh, a physical confirmation of his arousal at the mere suggestion. “Sometimes,” he admits, his voice barely a whisper. “When we’re out, and I see men watching you, wanting you, it excites me.”

Holly’s eyes widen slightly, her breath catching as his fingers resume their gentle circles. “You’ve never told me that before.”

“I tell you all the time that men check you out, admire you, but you always dismiss it.” Phillip tells her.

“That’s because I’m married, and you are the only man I need.” She kisses him, her tongue playfully dragging across his lips. “If you get turned on by other men looking at me that’s okay, just means I get to enjoy you more when we’re home.”

Phillip’s heart hammers against his ribs. His wife’s words hang in the air between them, her casual acceptance of his admission making his stomach flip. He expected surprise, maybe confusion, but not this easy understanding.
 

“So it doesn’t... bother you?” he asks, his voice rough as his fingers continue their gentle exploration between her legs.
 

Holly’s hips rise to meet his touch, a soft moan escaping her lips before she answers. “Why would it? It’s just a fantasy, right?”
 

The question hits him like ice water. Just a fantasy. The words echo in his mind as he watches Holly’s face contort with pleasure under his touch. Is that all it is? A fantasy he can never fully realize?
 

“Right,” he whispers, though the word feels like a lie on his tongue. His cock throbs painfully against her thigh, demanding attention he can’t give while focusing on her pleasure.

Holly’s hand finds his, guiding his fingers to just the right spot. “Harder,” she breathes, her green eyes half-lidded with desire. “Like that.”
 

Phillip obeys, his fingers working in tight circles as Holly’s breathing quickens. The sounds she makes—soft gasps and sighs—fill the bedroom, and he can’t help but wonder if Duncan could make her moan louder, could make her cry out the way that woman next door had.
 

The thought sends a jolt of electricity straight to his groin. His cock twitches against her thigh, leaving a trail of moisture on her skin. He should feel guilty for thinking about another man while touching his wife, but instead, the arousal only intensifies. The fantasy of Holly with another man has consumed him for so long, and now it feels dangerously close to reality.
 

“I’m close,” Holly whispers, her fingers digging into his forearm. “Don’t stop.”
 

Phillip focuses on her pleasure, watching as her face transforms with her approaching climax. His own need is almost painful, his cock throbbing insistently against her thigh, but he pushes his own desire aside to focus on her.
 

When Holly comes, her back arches off the bed, her mouth falling open in a silent cry of pleasure. Phillip watches, mesmerized, as waves of ecstasy wash over her face. The sounds she makes—soft, breathy moans—are nothing like the raw cries they’d heard from next door, but they’re beautiful in their own way.
 

As her breathing slows, Holly opens her eyes and smiles at him. “That was nice,” She turns to kiss him and her phone starts ringing from downstairs.  They both sigh, then Holly rolls to the side of the bed and stands up, “That might be important.”

Phillip watches her throw a short robe on and head downstairs, before relaxing on his back, arms outstretched, cock painfully hard.


Chapter 6: Hosting

After making it through an afternoon of built up sexual tension, the doorbell rang. Phillip opens the door to find Duncan standing there with two boys.

“Hi, uh…..” he says, holding out a hand trying to remember his name.

“Phillip.” Phillip reminds him.

Duncan snaps his fingers, “Yea, sorry man, I’m not great with names. Hope it’s okay that I brought my boys over, their mom dropped them off this morning.”

Before Phillip can answer, Holly’s voice is behind him, “Not at all, come on in.”

Phillip steps aside while Duncan and his two boys walk in, “This is Tyler.” he says indicating the taller one, “And this is William.” he pats the shorter boy on the head, before turning to Holly. “Nice to see you again Holly, thanks again for inviting me.” He tells her, having no trouble remembering her name.

Duncan’s eyes linger on Holly a beat too long, his smile widening as he takes her in. Phillip notices the way his neighbor’s gaze drops to Holly’s sundress, the fabric clinging to her curves in the warm evening air.
 

“Boys, what do you say?” Duncan prompts, his voice deep and easy.
 

“Thank you for having us,” they chorus, clearly well-rehearsed.
 

Holly laughs, the sound warm and inviting. “Of course! We’re so glad you could all come. We have plenty of food.”
 

Phillip watches as Holly bends down to the boys’ level, her sundress dipping slightly to reveal the curve of her breasts. Duncan’s eyes track the movement, his tongue darting out to wet his lower lip. Phillip’s stomach tightens with a mixture of anxiety and something darker, more primal.
 

“The pool is ready if you boys want to swim,” Holly says, straightening up. “I put out some towels and pool toys.”
 

The boys look up at their father, who nods his permission. They bolt toward the back door, already pulling off their t-shirts.
 

“Easy, guys!” Duncan calls after them. “Remember what we talked about.”
 

“They’ll be fine,” Holly assures him, her hand briefly touching Duncan’s forearm. The casual contact makes Phillip’s chest constrict. “I set up the pool alarm, and Phillip can keep an eye on them while we finish dinner.”
 

Phillip nods, though he hadn’t been consulted about this plan. “Sure, I can do that.”
 

Duncan turns to him, those hazel eyes crinkling at the corners. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.” Duncan claps Phillip on the shoulder, the gesture firm and slightly too familiar. “The boys have been cooped up all day, so they’ve got energy to burn.”
 

Phillip nods, hyperaware of the weight of Duncan’s hand, the casual way this man has inserted himself into their evening. “No problem.”

“How old are your boys?” Holly asks.

Duncan turns back to her, “Tyler is 13, and Will is 11.”

“I’m sure the divorce has been hard on them.” Holly says while glancing towards the back door.

“Yea.” Duncan says, “Me and their mom get along really good, so that helps. I showed her around the house this morning while she was there.”

Holly eyes find her husband’s, they share a knowing look before Holly says, “Well come on to the patio. Phillip will get the grill going soon, and get you something to drink.”

Duncan follows Holly through the living room, his broad shoulders nearly brushing the doorframe as he passes. Phillip watches them go, noting how their new neighbor towers over his wife, how Holly’s sundress sways with each step, the fabric catching the late afternoon light.
 

“Phillip,” Holly calls over her shoulder, “could you grab a beer from the fridge for Duncan?”
 

Phillip moves toward the kitchen, Duncan’s deep voice rumbling behind him. “Whatever you’ve got is fine. I’m not picky.”
 

In the kitchen, Phillip opens the refrigerator and pulls out a cold beer. His hands tremble slightly as he twists off the cap, the sound of Holly’s laughter drifting in from the patio. He glances out the window and sees Duncan leaning against the railing, his muscular frame relaxed and confident as Holly gestures toward the pool where the boys are already splashing.
 

Phillip takes a deep breath, steadying himself. This is just dinner with a neighbor. Nothing more. But as he watches Duncan throw his head back and laugh at something Holly says, the sound deep and rich, Phillip’s stomach tightens with a feeling he can’t quite name.
 

“Phillip?” Holly calls. “Are you coming?”
 

He grabs the beer and heads outside, the evening air warm against his skin. The patio is set with a checkered tablecloth and place settings for three. Holly has already arranged a platter of marinated vegetables and corn on the cob, ready for the grill.
 

“Here,” Phillip says, handing Duncan a beer.
 

“Thanks, man.” Duncan takes a long swallow , his throat working as he drinks. Phillip watches him, noting how at ease the man seems in their space, like he belongs there. When Duncan lowers the bottle, he catches Phillip staring and grins.
 

“Good beer,” Duncan says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’ve got good taste.”
 

“Thanks,” Phillip manages, though he didn’t choose it. Holly had picked up the six-pack on her way home from the community center.

As the sun is setting, they sit with Duncan at their patio table, talking after they finish eating. The boys ate their burgers, sitting on the steps behind them.

“So you run your own company?” Holly asks Duncan.

“Yea,” he says as he picks a piece of steak out of his teeth, “Took over my dad’s construction company. His health has gotten worse the last couple of years, so best that he retired.” He wipes his hand on a paper towel, “What about you Holly?”

“I teach swimming lessons,” Holly replies, leaning back in her chair. The setting sun catches her hair, turning the strawberry blonde to burnished copper.

Duncan’s eyebrows rise with interest. “No kidding? Maybe you could give these two some pointers sometime. They could use the help.”
 

Phillip watches as Holly smiles, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’d be happy to. I teach at the community center on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“Perfect,” Duncan says, taking another sip of beer. His eyes never leave Holly’s face. “Maybe I’ll bring them by next week.”

The casual way he arranges future plans with Holly makes Phillip’s stomach clench, but also affects other areas of his brain and body.

“She also teaches CPR.” He finds himself blurting out, causing his wife and Duncan to look over at him.

Duncan looks impressed as he turns back to Holly, “Oh yea? Wouldn’t mind my boys learning that too.”

Holly smiles easily, “I do teach CPR on the first Saturday of the month. You’re welcome to sign them up.”

Duncan nods, “Yea, hopefully I’ll remember the next time it comes around.”

Holly tells him “sure” and Duncan takes a drink of his beer, the table going silent for several minutes. Phillips eyes go back and forth between them, afraid that Duncan is going to stand up and corral his boys back to his house, ending the night.

A thought comes to him suddenly, “You could show them here couldn't you?”

His wife gives him a puzzled look, “I don't have a training mannequin here.”

“Use Duncan.” Phillip quickly says, this crazy idea just rolling out of his mouth now.

Holly’s eyes widen slightly, her lips parting in surprise. Phillip can see the calculation happening behind those green eyes, the momentary hesitation before she responds.
 

“I suppose I could show them the basics,” she says, her voice carrying a note of uncertainty, a slight flush showing on her neck. “Though it’s not quite the same without proper equipment.”

Duncan leans forward, his muscular forearms resting on the table. “Hey, if you’re willing to teach, I’m willing to learn. The boys too.” He turns toward his sons, who’ve been quietly playing on the steps. “You guys want to learn how to save someone’s life?”
 

The boys look up, interest flickering across their faces. Tyler, the older one, nods eagerly.
 

“Cool,” William adds, his voice cracking slightly.
 

Phillip watches as Holly’s expression softens, that warm smile returning to her face. “Well, I guess I could show you the basic technique.” She stands, smoothing down her sundress. “We’d need something flat, like the patio floor.”
 

Duncan rises too, his height dwarfing Holly’s. “Whatever you need. I’m at your disposal.”
 

The words send a shiver down Phillip’s spine. At her disposal. The phrase takes on new meaning in his mind, conjuring images he’s been fighting all evening. Holly kneels on the patio, her sundress pooling around her thighs. “Lay down right here.” she tells Duncan, who sits in front of her, then lies on his back.

The patio stone is warm beneath Duncan’s back as he lies there, his broad shoulders spanning the width of the space Holly has cleared. Phillip watches from his chair, beer forgotten in his hand, as his wife positions herself beside their neighbor. The evening air feels suddenly thick, charged with an electricity he can’t name.
 

“First, you check if the person is responsive,” Holly explains, her voice taking on the professional tone she uses during her classes. She leans over Duncan, her strawberry blonde hair falling forward like a curtain between them and the boys. “You tap their shoulder and ask loudly, ‘Are you okay?’”
 

Duncan’s hazel eyes remain fixed on Holly’s face as she demonstrates, her hand coming to rest on his shoulder. “Like this,” she says, her fingers pressing into the muscle beneath his t-shirt.
 

“Are you okay?” she calls, her voice carrying across the patio.
 

Phillip swallows hard, his throat suddenly dry. There’s something intimate about the scene—Holly leaning over Duncan, her voice calling out to him, her hand on his body. The setting sun casts long shadows across the patio, painting everything in shades of amber and gold.
 

“Since Duncan is clearly responsive,” Holly continues, sitting back on her heels, “I’m going to show you what to do if someone isn’t breathing.” She turns to the boys, who have gathered closer, their faces serious with interest. “First, you tilt the head back to open the airway.”
 

Her hands move to Duncan’s face, fingers gently cradling his jaw as she demonstrates the proper technique. Phillip watches Duncan’s eyes drift closed for a moment, his lips parting slightly as Holly’s fingers tilt his head back. The movement is clinical, professional, but something about the way Duncan’s throat works as he swallows makes Phillip’s stomach tighten.
 

“Then you check for breathing,” Holly continues, her face hovering inches above Duncan’s. “You look, listen, and feel for breath on your cheek.”
 

Phillip watches as Holly leans closer, her ear near Duncan’s mouth, her cheek nearly touching his. The setting sun catches the curve of her neck, the soft tendrils of hair that have escaped her ponytail. From his angle, Phillip can see the way Duncan’s eyes have opened again, tracking Holly’s movements with an intensity that makes his own breath catch.
 

“No breathing,” Holly announces, sitting back. “That’s when you begin chest compressions.” She places her hands on Duncan’s chest, demonstrating the proper hand position. “You push hard and fast, about two inches deep.”
 

Duncan’s t-shirt stretches taut beneath Holly’s palms, the fabric outlining the muscular contours of his chest. Phillip watches as her hands press down, the movement causing Duncan’s breath to release in a soft exhale.
 

“Like this,” Holly says, her voice steady despite the flush creeping up her neck. “Thirty compressions, then two breaths.”
 

The boys watch with rapt attention, but Phillip can’t focus on their lesson. His eyes are fixed on Holly’s hands on Duncan’s chest, the way her fingers splay across the expanse of muscle beneath the fabric. There’s something almost intimate about the demonstration, something that makes Phillip’s pulse quicken despite the clinical nature of the CPR. The way Duncan’s chest rises and falls beneath Holly’s hands sends heat coursing through Phillip’s body, his cock stirring despite the awkwardness of the situation.
 

“Now for the rescue breaths,” Holly says, her voice taking on a slightly higher pitch. “You pinch the nose closed and create a seal over the mouth with yours.”

Phillip watches as Holly leans over Duncan, her lips hovering just above his. The patio seems to hold its breath, the evening air thick with tension. Duncan’s eyes remain fixed on Holly’s face, his expression unreadable in the fading light. They stay like that for a few seconds, Holly’s lips just above Duncan’s, her eyes blinking.

“I’m not used to doing this to someone that’s looking at me.” she giggles softly, making Duncan smile. Her face remains hovering over his as they share a laugh.

Duncan clears his throat, puts on a serious face, “Sorry, I’ll close my eyes. You boys pay attention.”

Duncan closes his eyes, his chest still rising and falling beneath Holly’s hands. Phillip watches from his chair, his hands gripping the armrests as Holly leans down again. This time, she presses her lips against Duncan’s, forming a seal as she demonstrates the rescue breath. The patio falls silent except for the sound of the trees in the wind and the sound of Phillip’s heart thumping in his ears.

Holy shit!! She’s doing it. My wife has her mouth on another man’s lips.

“Like that,” Holly says, pulling back. Her voice sounds slightly breathless, her cheeks flushed pink in the fading light. “You deliver two breaths, then return to compressions.”
 

Duncan’s eyes remain closed for a moment longer than necessary before opening. “That’s quite the technique,” he says, his voice deeper than before. “That was the first breath, right?”

Holly seems surprised at the question, eyes glancing at her husband as he sits glued to the chair, his face blank. She gives him a small nervous smile, then looks back down at Duncan, “Right, you have to do two breaths, that’s very important.” She turns to the boys as she says the last part, emphasizing her point to them.

Holly leans down again. This time, she hesitates for just a moment—a fraction of a second that feels like an eternity to Phillip—before pressing her lips against Duncan’s once more. The second kiss lasts a beat longer than the first, Holly’s strawberry blonde hair falling forward like a curtain between them and the boys.
 

When she pulls away, Phillip notices the flush creeping down her neck, disappearing beneath the neckline of her sundress. Duncan’s eyes flutter open, his gaze finding Holly’s with an intensity that makes Phillip’s stomach clench.

Phillip shifts in his chair, suddenly aware of how hard he’s gotten. The sight of his wife’s lips pressed against another man’s—even in a clinical demonstration—has awakened something primal in him. His heart hammers against his ribs as he watches Holly sit back on her heels, her chest rising and falling with slightly quickened breath.

Duncan sits up slowly, his muscular frame unfolding from the stone floor. He runs a hand through his brown hair, his hazel eyes never leaving Holly’s face.
 

“Thanks for the lesson,” he says, his voice carrying a warmth that wasn’t there before. Holly gives him another smile as Duncan steps closer to Phillip. “She’s really good at explaining things.”

The casual compliment about Holly hangs in the air between them, and Phillip feels a strange mixture of pride and jealousy twist in his chest. His neighbor’s easy confidence, the way he stands there so comfortably in Phillip’s space, makes him feel smaller somehow.
 

“She’s great with teaching,” Phillip manages, his voice coming out steadier than he feels. “Very patient.”
 

Duncan nods, taking another swig of his beer. His eyes drift back to Holly, who’s now showing the boys how to position their hands for compressions. The string lights cast a warm glow on her strawberry blonde hair as she demonstrates, her sundress shifting with each movement.
 

“She seems like a natural with kids,” Duncan observes, his voice carrying an edge of something Phillip can’t quite identify. “You two ever think about having your own?”
 

The question catches Phillip off guard. They’d discussed it early in their marriage, but Holly had been focused on her teaching, and Phillip hadn’t pushed the issue. Now, with Duncan standing so close, the question feels loaded with meaning.
 

“We’ve talked about it,” Phillip says, watching Holly laugh at something William says. “Maybe someday.”
 

Duncan nods, his hazel eyes still fixed on Holly. “They’re worth it, even with all the divorce drama.” He finishes his beer in one long swallow. “My ex and I fought like cats and dogs, but we always agreed on one thing—those boys are the best thing we ever did together.”
 

Phillip opens his mouth to respond, but Holly calls out from across the patio, “Duncan, I thought the boys might want to swim a bit more before it gets too dark.”
 

Duncan turns to face her, his hazel eyes catching the string lights. “Sure thing. Guys, you heard the lady.”
 

The boys scramble to their feet, already pulling off their t-shirts as they head toward the pool. Holly laughs, the sound warm in the evening air.
 

“Thank you again for the lesson,” Duncan says, his voice dropping to a more intimate tone. “I feel like I learned something important tonight.”

Phillip watches as Holly tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, that telltale flush creeping up her neck again. “You’re welcome. It’s always good to know the basics.”
 

“Maybe you could give me a private lesson sometime,” Duncan adds, his smile widening. “You know, just to make sure I’ve got it right.”
 

The suggestion hangs in the air between them, loaded with meaning that makes Phillip’s stomach tighten. He clears his throat, drawing their attention.

“I’m going to take some of these dishes in the house,” he announces, needing to escape the charged atmosphere. Phillip heads inside, the patio door sliding shut behind him. The kitchen feels cool after the warm evening air, and he leans against the counter for a moment, taking deep breaths. His hands tremble slightly as he opens the refrigerator, the cold air washing over his face.

Through the window, he can see Holly and Duncan standing together, their silhouettes dark against the string lights, their heads bent close together in conversation. Phillip can’t make out their words through the glass, but the body language speaks volumes—Duncan’s broad frame angled toward Holly, her slight form tilted toward him like a flower toward the sun. Something tightens in Phillip’s chest as he watches Holly laugh at something Duncan says, her hand coming up to rest briefly on his forearm.

He turns away from the window, his mind racing with conflicting emotions. The forum advice echoes in his head: “Let it happen naturally. Watch how they interact.” But seeing it unfold before his eyes feels different than he imagined. More real. More dangerous.
 

The patio door slides open, and Holly’s voice drifts into the kitchen. “Phillip, are you hiding in here?”

He turns to find her standing in the doorway, the string lights casting a warm glow behind her. The sundress clings to her curves, and her cheeks are flushed from the evening air.

“No, no, was just bringing in some dishes.” Phillip says, trying to smile as easily as he can.

She pulls the door closed and walks towards him, “Duncan wanted me to tell you thanks for the steaks and food. He thought they tasted great.”

Phillip nods, then glances out of the window, sees nobody in the back yard, “Did they leave already?” he asks. How long was he standing here staring at the sink?

Holly moves a few plates into the sink, standing close to her husband, “Yea, the boys were ready to go do something else.”

Holly studies him for a moment, her green eyes searching his face. The kitchen light catches the copper highlights in her hair, making her look like she’s glowing from within. She’s always been beautiful, but tonight, something about her seems different—more vibrant, more alive.

“Why did you suggest the CPR lesson?” she asks, leaning against the counter beside him. “That was a little…..unexpected.”

Phillip’s heart pounds against his ribs. “I thought the boys might enjoy it, and learn something useful.”

Holly narrows her eyes at him, “Uhuh.”

Phillip’s throat tightens as Holly studies him, her green eyes searching his face for answers he’s not sure he’s ready to give. The kitchen suddenly feels too small, too warm.

“Was it strange?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper. “When you had to... demonstrate on him?”
 

Holly’s eyes widen slightly, a flush creeping up her neck. “It was just CPR, Phillip. I do it all the time in class, just not with an actual person.”

Phillip lets it go for now while they clean up the dishes, sorting out his own thoughts and feelings about it. He actually got his wife to put her mouth on another man’s, which excited him in a scary way.


Chapter 7: Small Signals

They didn’t see Duncan over the weekend, which Phillip was grateful for. His emotions went from arousal at the image of his wife kissing Duncan, to jealousy and even fear. The relief of not seeing Duncan for the weekend gave Phillip space to sort through the tangled mess of his emotions.

When Holly got into bed with him Saturday night, he found she was soaking wet and very horny. The intensity of Holly’s desire caught Phillip off guard. She straddled him without preamble, her wetness slick against his thigh as she pressed her body against his. Her green eyes glowed with a hunger he hadn’t seen in months, maybe years.
 

“What’s gotten into you?” he whispered, his hands finding her waist as she ground against him.
 

Holly didn’t answer with words. Instead, she captured his mouth in a kiss that tasted different somehow—more urgent, more desperate. Her hands tangled in his hair, pulling him closer as her tongue swept against his. The wetness between her legs left a trail of heat on his skin.
 

Phillip’s cock hardened instantly, straining against his boxers as Holly continued her assault on his senses. When she finally pulled back, her breath came in short pants, her pupils dilated until only a thin ring of green remained.
 

“Make love to me,” she whispered, her voice husky with desire. “Please.”
 

He didn’t need to be asked twice. Phillip rolled them over, pinning Holly beneath him. The moonlight streaming through their window caught the curve of her neck, the swell of her breasts as they rose and fell with her quickened breathing. He slid his boxers down his legs, and entered her wetness with a satisfied groan. She wrapped her arms around him, moaning with more passion than usual, only bringing him to orgasm sooner than he wanted.

He woke up the next morning with his wife laying next to him and smiling, already naked, her hand already stroking his dick. They had sex before they got out of bed, and then again in the afternoon. Phillip couldn’t think of anytime they’d had sex twice in the same day.

Monday morning finds Phillip at his desk, trying to focus on the Henderson account spreadsheets, but his mind keeps drifting back to Saturday night. The image of Holly’s lips pressed against Duncan’s plays on a loop in his head, making his pulse quicken each time. His cock stirs beneath his desk at the memory, and he shifts uncomfortably in his chair.

His phone buzzes with a notification. Another message from the forum. With a quick glance around the office, Phillip unlocks his phone to read it.
 

“So? How did it go? Did you see any sparks?”
 

Phillip’s fingers hover over the keyboard. How can he explain the conflicting emotions churning inside him? The thrill of watching Holly with another man, the jealousy that followed, the fear that this fantasy might be spiraling out of his control.
 

“It happened,” he types, his hands trembling slightly. “She demonstrated CPR on him, including rescue breaths. Two of them.”
 

The response comes almost immediately: “And? How did it feel?”
 

Phillip stares at the question, trying to put into words the storm of feelings that had overwhelmed him. “Exciting. Terrifying. I’m not sure I’m ready for more.”
 

“Take it slow,” comes the advice. “The first steps are always the hardest.”
 

Phillip locks his phone and stares at his computer screen, the numbers blurring together. He needs to focus on work, but his mind keeps circling back to Holly. Had she felt something during those moments with Duncan? The flush on her neck, the slight hesitation before the second breath—were those signs of something more than professional courtesy? That had to explain her behavior over the weekend right? How much she wanted sex?

Tuesday after work and Phillip arrives home to find Duncan sitting on the couch with his wife talking. She gets up to hug him and give him a kiss hello.

“Duncan came over to invite us to his house this Saturday for a housewarming party.” she tells him with a smile. Phillip is surprised by Duncan being here, and then this sudden invitation.

Duncan stands up and shakes his hand, “I was just telling your wife that some buddies of mine wanted to throw me a welcome to my new house party, and I’d feel bad if I didn’t invite you guys, especially after last Saturday.”

“That’s... nice of you,” Phillip manages, his voice sounding strange to his own ears. “What time were you thinking?”
 

“Five o’clock or so,” Duncan says, his hazel eyes flickering between Phillip and Holly. “Nothing fancy. Just some food, drinks, music. The boys will be at their mom’s this weekend.”
 

Holly’s hand finds Phillip’s arm, her fingers warm against his skin. “I told Duncan we’d love to come, right?” There’s a brightness in her voice that makes Phillip’s chest constrict.
 

“Of course,” Phillip agrees, though something in his gut warns him this might be a mistake. “We’ll be there.”
 

Duncan claps his hands together, the sound sharp in the quiet living room. “Great! I’ll see you both Saturday then.” He moves toward the door, his broad frame nearly filling the doorway. “Oh, and Holly,” he adds, turning back with a grin that shows too many teeth, “We’ll talk more about that project sometime.”

Phillip watches Holly’s cheeks flush pink as she nods. “Thanks, Duncan. We’ll see you Saturday.”
 

When the door closes behind their neighbor, Phillip turns to find Holly already heading toward the kitchen, her movements quick and purposeful. Something about her energy tonight feels different—charged, almost electric.
 

“So,” he says, following her, “a housewarming party.”

Holly nods, pulling a pot from the cabinet. “He said it should be fun. Mostly his friends from work, some people from his old neighborhood.” She fills the pot with water and sets it on the stove. “I think it’ll be nice to meet more people.”
 

Phillip watches as she moves around the kitchen with that same charged energy, her strawberry blonde hair catching the overhead light. Something feels different about her tonight—more alive, more present. The way her eyes had brightened when Duncan mentioned the “project” makes Phillip’s stomach tighten.
 

“What project was he talking about?” he asks, trying to keep his voice casual.
 

Holly turns from the refrigerator with a package of chicken breasts in her hand. “Oh, I just told him we’d talked about building a gazebo in the backyard, and since he owns a construction company, I figured he’d have an idea about it.” 

Phillip’s throat tightens as Holly turns away to season the chicken. A gazebo. She’s planning a gazebo with Duncan. The casual way she mentions it makes his chest constrict.

Later on they are lying together on the couch, trying out a new TV show they were interested in. Phillip is leaned back, his legs up on the couch with Holly laying between them, her head leaned back on his shoulder. He finds the feel of her against him, the warmth and softness of her more interesting than the show, so he’s only mildly paying attention to what's happening on the screen. He nuzzles his nose in her hair, loving the feel and smell of it, his arms wrapped around her, hands beneath her breasts.

He feels her take in a breath before she says, “That guy looks like Duncan.”

Phillip is suddenly alert, eyes flicking to the screen. There’s a large man wearing a hard hat, faded jeans and a t-shirt that's tight around his chest. A tool belt hanging low on his hips, long dark hair hanging to his shoulders. He’s talking to a woman in a pencil skirt and blouse, detective maybe? He can’t remember what her character is.

“Maybe a little,” he says, his voice neutral despite the tension coiling in his stomach.
 

Holly shifts against him, her back pressing more firmly into his chest. “Not as tall though. Duncan must be, what, 6’4”? 6’5”?”

Phillip slides his hands under her shirt, cradles each breast, fingers brushing over her nipples. “Definitely taller than me.” he says, then asks, “You think this guy is better looking?”

Holly laughs, “No, you’re better looking than he is.”

“No.” Phillip says, “Do you think he’s better looking than Duncan?”

“Why are you asking me that?” Her voice comes out softer than usual, almost cautious.
 

Phillip’s fingers still on her nipples, suddenly aware of the dangerous territory he’s wandering into. “Just curious,” he says, his voice carefully neutral. “You brought him up.”
 

Holly shifts slightly, turning her head so she can look up at him. The television light plays across her face, highlighting the uncertainty in her expression.
 

“I don’t know,” she says finally. “They’re different types, I guess. The guy on TV is more... polished. Duncan is more rugged.”
 

The word ‘rugged’ sends a jolt through Phillip’s body. He remembers her using that same word to describe Duncan before, the day they’d first met him. He slides out from under her, leaving her laying there and moves down on the floor by her legs. He grabs her shorts and panties and tries pulling them down her legs.

“What are you doing?” Holly asks him while she lifts her hips up.

“What does it look like I'm doing?” he asks as he gets her shorts past her feet and tosses them aside.

She smiles at him as her legs relax on either side of him, “I thought we were watching this show.”

“You keep watching.” Phillip tells her as he slides his hands up her thighs, admiring the view of her pussy in the TV light, how small and pressed together the lips are, the patch of reddish hair on her mound.

Phillip lowers his head between her thighs, his tongue finding the sweet, slick heat of her. Holly’s breath catches in her throat as he tastes her, he looks up and sees her eyes still on the TV. Her fingers thread through his hair, pulling him closer as her hips lift off the couch.
 

“Oh God,” she whispers, her voice thick with desire. “That feels so good.

He flicks his tongue on her clit faster for a few seconds, then pulls his mouth away, “Is your Duncan look alike still on the screen?”

Her eyes stay focused on the TV, “Yea, he’s still there. Now he’s talking to some other men, his crew I think.”

“Handsome and in charge.” Phillip says, making Holly laugh. “Not as handsome as Duncan though right?”

“Not quite.” his wife replies, making his cock throb in his shorts. He runs his tongue up and down her slit a few times, enjoying the moans she gives him. He watches her face, her eyes on the screen. “You know if I was a single guy that loaned him a rake, he wouldn’t be inviting me over to his house party.”

Her eyes look at him finally, “You’re not a single guy though, you were invited with me.”

He licks her clit slowly, his eyes on hers, “I’m invited BECAUSE of you. He’ll deal with me so he can get his beautiful neighbor to his house.”

She laughs, “Always back to that.”

Phillip smiles, “Can’t help it, my wife is gorgeous, and I want every man to know that.”

Holly laughs herself, “You are crazy, but I love you anyway.”

He raises his eyebrows at her a few times, then goes back to licking her pussy. He works her with his tongue, circling her clit before sliding down to press inside her. He slides one finger inside her, feeling her walls clench around him as he finds that spot that makes her gasp.

He has no intention of stopping. The taste of her, the way her body responds to his touch—it’s intoxicating. He glances up to find her watching him, her green eyes dark with desire, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. The sight sends a jolt of electricity straight to his groin.
 

When she comes, her body arches off the couch, a cry tearing from her throat that makes the neighbors’ cat outside the window startle. Phillip holds her through it, his tongue working her through the waves of pleasure until she pushes him away, too sensitive to continue.
 

“Come here,” she whispers, reaching for him.
 

Phillip rises to his knees, fumbling with his shorts. Holly’s hands join his, helping to free his aching cock. She wraps her fingers around him, stroking with a firmness that makes his breath hitch. Her green eyes remain fixed on his face, studying him with an intensity that makes his stomach flip.
 

“You know,” she says, her voice husky as her hand continues its rhythmic motion, “I think you like the idea of men wanting me.”
 

Phillip’s heart slams against his ribs. The truth of her words hits him like a physical blow. His cock throbs in her grip, betraying him even as his mind races for a response.

“I told you before—” he starts, but Holly silences him with a squeeze that makes his vision blur at the edges.
 

“Don’t deny it,” she whispers, shifting to sit up straighter on the couch. “I can feel how hard you are right now just talking about it.”

Phillip swallows hard, unable to look away from her knowing gaze. The television continues to play in the background, casting shifting patterns of light across her face, but neither of them pays it any attention now.

“Is it wrong?” he finally manages, his voice barely audible over the sound of his own pulse thundering in his ears.
 

Holly’s hand stills on his length, her expression softening. “It’s how you feel, which is what it is,” she admits. “But I love you, and am devoted to you, and if your thoughts get you this excited and hard, then how can I complain?”

Holly’s hand resumes its slow, deliberate stroke, and Phillip feels himself slipping deeper into the fantasy that’s consumed him for so long. She pulls him towards her, guiding his cock into her wetness. He sinks into her warmth with a groan, the sensation almost overwhelming after the teasing. Holly wraps her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper as she arches her back. The television continues to play in the background, but Phillip can’t focus on anything beyond the feel of her surrounding him.
 

“God, you feel amazing,” he whispers against her neck, his hips finding a rhythm that makes them both gasp.
 

Holly’s fingers dig into his shoulders as she meets each thrust with one of her own. “Phillip,” she breathes, her voice barely audible over the sound of their bodies moving together.

He pulls back slightly to look at her face, the way her eyes have gone half-lidded with pleasure, her lips parted as she pants. The image of her like this—wanting, needing—sends heat coursing through his veins.

“I love you,” he murmurs, the words tumbling out before he can stop them. “Only you.”

Holly’s eyes flutter open, meeting his with an intensity that makes his heart stutter. “I love you Phillip,” she whispers, her voice husky with desire.

Phillip shifts their position, sitting back on his heels and pulling Holly onto his lap. She gasps as the new angle takes him deeper, her hands bracing against his chest for balance. The movement makes her breasts sway, the soft flesh catching the television light.
 

“You’re so beautiful,” he tells her, his hands finding her waist to guide her movements. “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
 

Holly’s smile is radiant as she begins to move, rising and falling on him with increasing urgency. Phillip watches Holly’s hips, the way they roll with each movement, her inner walls clenching around him in rhythmic pulses. His hands grip her waist tighter, helping guide her as she rides him with growing intensity.
 

“That’s it,” he whispers, his voice rough with desire. “Just like that.”
 

Holly’s pace quickens, her breathing becoming more erratic as she chases her release. Phillip watches her face transform with pleasure, the slight furrow between her brows, the way her lips part with each gasp. He can feel his own climax building, a tightening pressure at the base of his spine that threatens to overwhelm him.
 

“Phillip,” Holly gasps, her movements becoming less controlled, more desperate. “I’m close.”

He slides one hand between their bodies, his thumb finding her sensitive bud. Holly cries out, her inner walls gripping him tighter as she tumbles over the edge. The sensation is too much—Phillip follows her, his release hitting him with an intensity that makes his vision blur at the edges.
 

They collapse together on the couch, a tangle of limbs and sweat-slicked skin. Phillip’s heart hammers against his ribs as he struggles to catch his breath. Holly’s head rests on his chest, her hair tickling his chin as her breathing gradually slows.

“That was...” Holly starts, her voice muffled against his skin.
 

“Intense,” Phillip finishes for her, his hand stroking lazy patterns on her back.

Holly lifts her head, her green eyes meeting his in the dim light. “It was also perfect, so have your thoughts, but I’d never want to ruin what we have.”

Phillip studies her face, searching for hidden meaning in her words. Has she guessed his true desires? The way she emphasizes “what we have” feels like a boundary being drawn.
 

“I know,” he whispers, pressing his lips to her forehead. “I would never want that either.”
 

Holly settles against him, her breathing evening out. Phillip stares at the ceiling, his mind racing despite his exhaustion. Her words echo in his head: “I’d never want to ruin what we have.” A gentle warning or just a statement of fact? They get up and make their way upstairs, both of them ready for sleep.


Chapter 8: The Fence Line

Phillip sits on the bed watching his wife trying to decide what to wear to their neighbor’s house. There are half a dozen outfits strewn across the bed, chosen and then discarded for one reason or another. Holly stands close to her closet wearing a white lace bra and matching panties.

“We’re just going next door Holly, nobody there is worrying about what people wear.” he tells her. He grabbed a polo shirt and a pair of cargo shorts and called it good.

“I just want to look halfway nice.” she tells him, grabbing a white pair of shorts and a sleeveless blue blouse that buttons up the front. She puts them on, the shorts nice and tight on her ass, the blouse showing a small amount of cleavage, more if she bends forward.

“I think you look great in that.” Phillip tells her, hoping they can finally get going, “It’s cute and casual.”

Holly turns side to side, looking at herself in the mirror, “I guess this can work.” she says, and they finally head downstairs.

It’s after 5 when they get there, and there’s already several cars parked around Duncan's house. Phillip follows Holly up the driveway, his eyes fixed on the way her white shorts hug the curve of her ass with each step. The blue blouse shifts with her movements, catching the late afternoon light. The gate to the backyard is open, so they walk through and see a group of people gathered on the patio, the murmur of conversation and laughter drifting toward them.
 

Duncan spots them first, his broad frame breaking away from the cluster of guests. He wears a faded blue t-shirt that stretches across his chest, jeans that sit low on his hips. A red solo cup dangles from his fingers as he approaches.

“Hey, you made it!” Duncan’s voice carries easily across the yard. His eyes move from Phillip to Holly, lingering on her with an appreciation that makes Phillip’s stomach tighten.
 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Holly says, her voice warm as she accepts Duncan’s brief hug. Phillip watches their neighbor’s hands rest on Holly’s waist, the casual familiarity of the gesture sending a jolt through his body.
 

“Glad you could come, man,” Duncan says, extending his hand to Phillip. His grip is firm, confident—the handshake of a man accustomed to taking charge.
 

Phillip nods, suddenly aware of how his polo shirt and cargo shorts pale in comparison to the easy confidence Duncan radiates. “Thanks for the invitation.”

“Let me introduce you around,” Duncan says, already guiding Holly toward the patio with a hand at the small of her back. Phillip follows, hyperaware of the way Duncan’s fingers rest against his wife’s spine.
 

The patio has been transformed with string lights and folding tables covered in red-checkered cloths. A cooler sits at the edge of the patio, overflowing with ice and bottles of beer. A portable speaker pumps out rock music, close to a barbecue grill with smoke coming out of the vent pipe.
 

Duncan leads them to a group of men gathered around a folding table where several bottles of whiskey stand at attention. “Guys, this is my neighbor, Phillip, and his wife Holly.”
 

Phillip watches as four pairs of eyes turn toward them, each set lingering on Holly with varying degrees of appreciation. His stomach tightens as one man—tall, dark-haired, with a tattoo crawling up his forearm—whistles softly under his breath.
 

“Holly, this is my crew,” Duncan continues, gesturing toward the men. “That’s Mike, Rob, Jason, and Pete with the spatula. Rob's wife and Jason's girlfriend are inside getting stuff together for burgers that Pete's working on.”
 

Holly smiles, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Nice to meet you all.”

They all share handshakes, Phillip noticing how each of the men's eyes flick down to Holly's blouse as they do, then give his hand a firm but brief shake. They all have a similar build to Duncan, not as tall but muscular from working with their hands daily. These were the kind of guys Phillip avoided back in school, guys that thought of him as a wimp who couldn't get laid if he tried. 
 

“Damn, Dunc,” the tattooed one—Mike, Phillip thinks—says, his eyes never leaving Holly. “You didn’t mention your neighbor looked like this.”
 

Duncan laughs, the sound booming across the patio. “Didn’t I? Must’ve slipped my mind.” His hand finds Holly’s lower back again, a gesture that makes Phillip’s jaw clench.
 

“Let me get you two something to drink,” Duncan says, steering Holly toward the cooler. Phillip follows, suddenly feeling like an afterthought in his own life. Holly takes a beer from Duncan while Phillip sees a can of coke amongst all the beer bottles and takes it. He's never liked the taste of beer or cared about drinking. He knows Holly used to back in school, but can’t remember the last time she drank anything. Four years ago maybe? They don't even keep beer in their house.
 

The next half hour unfolds in a blur of introductions and small talk. Phillip finds himself nursing the same coke for over an hour while Holly mingles effortlessly with Duncan’s friends. She laughs at their jokes, asks questions about their work, her green eyes bright with interest and her smile wide and genuine. He pitches in a few comments here and there, answers what questions are directed at him, which aren't many. After a while she goes into the kitchen and starts talking to the women inside, helping them get things ready.

“Another soda?” Duncan appears at his elbow, already reaching into the cooler.
 

“Sure,” Phillip says, though he hasn’t finished his first. Duncan’s ease with hosting, with taking charge, makes Phillip feel even more out of place in his own clothes, his own skin.
 

“Your wife’s something else,” Duncan says, handing him a cold can. “My guys can’t stop talking about her.”

Phillip’s stomach tightens. “Yeah, she’s... she’s great.”

Pete calls out that the burgers are ready, so everyone gets up to get a plate, the women coming out carrying burger fixins and a big bowl of fries. Holly and Phillip find chairs at a smaller table, the talk quieting down while everyone finds a spot to eat.

“You doing ok?” Holly asks him.

Phillip finishes chewing, “Yea, yea I’m doing okay, just hanging out with the guys. How are things inside?”

It’s good.” Holly tells him, “Just trying to help out with something.” She grabs a few fries, “He doesn’t have a lot of furniture in his house yet, big couch, huge TV, the basics I guess.”

Phillip looks at her, “You’ve been through his house?”

Holly laughs, “No, I haven’t been through his house, that’s what a few of the girls were talking about.”

The patio fills with the murmur of conversation and laughter as people finish eating. Duncan moves among his guests with easy confidence, his laughter booming across the yard when someone makes a joke. It’s getting dark when they all move inside the house, everyone finding a place to sit in the living room. Duncan’s couch is a big sectional. Rob and his wife sit on the couch, along with Jason and his girlfriend, then Pete takes a seat on the very end of it.

Duncan grabs a chair from the kitchen and sets it at the end of the couch, creating a makeshift semicircle. Holly takes a seat on the floor, her back against the wall, legs folded beneath her. Phillip finds himself standing awkwardly by the doorway until Mike gestures to an ottoman pushed against the wall.
 

“Take a load off, man,” Mike says, his voice friendly enough, but his eyes keep drifting toward Holly.
 

Phillip sits, feeling out of place in this gathering of Duncan’s friends. The living room is spacious but sparsely furnished—just the sectional, a coffee table, and the enormous television mounted on the wall. No family photos, no personal touches. Just a man starting over.

“So, Holly,” Jason says, his arm draped casually around his girlfriend’s shoulders, “Duncan tells us you teach swimming lessons.”

Holly nods, taking a sip of her beer. The bottle looks small in her hands. “At the community center. I also teach CPR there.”

“CPR, huh?” Mike leans forward, his tattooed forearm resting on his knee. “That’s hot.”

A few chuckles ripple through the room. Holly’s cheeks flush pink, but she smiles. “It’s a valuable skill. Everyone should know it.”

“Hey man.” Pete suddenly speaks up to Duncan, “Do you have your pool table here?”

Duncan grins, his eyes lighting up. “Yeah, it’s in the garage. Got it set up last week.” He turns to Holly with a playful look. “You play pool, Holly?”
 

Holly shakes her head, a strand of strawberry blonde hair falling across her cheek. “I haven’t played in a long time.”

Duncan chuckles, “Well, tonight might be a good night to brush off those skills. We can have a little friendly competition.” He winks at Holly, who smiles back at him. “You and me can team up against Jason and Sheila.”
 

Phillip watches the easy banter between Duncan and Holly, feeling a pang of jealousy he quickly pushes aside, as they get up and start moving to the garage, along with Jason and his girlfriend and Pete trailing behind them. Phillip stands and goes back through the kitchen and into the garage, while Duncan turns on the light. There’s a nice pool table in the center, with red velvet and a nice mahogany finish around the table. There is a couch against the far wall, and a love seat on another wall, plus a taller table with some stools around it. Phillip spots a metal folding chair close to the door, so seats himself in that.

Duncan grabs two cues from the wall rack, handing one to Holly with a smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll show you the ropes.” His fingers brush against hers as she takes the cue, lingering a beat too long.
 

Phillip watches from near the doorway, his stomach tightening as Holly laughs at something Duncan murmurs in her ear. The garage is cooler than the house, the concrete floor and metal walls creating an echo chamber for their voices. The overhead fluorescent lights cast harsh shadows across Holly’s face, making her look somehow different—more vibrant, more alive than she does at home.
 

“Break ’em up,” Duncan says, nodding toward the triangle of balls at the far end of the table.
 

Holly leans over the felt, her white shorts pulling taut across her backside as she lines up her shot. Phillip’s mouth goes dry at the sight, his eyes fixed on the way the fabric hugs her curves. Duncan stands behind her, his large frame hovering close, not quite touching but near enough that his breath must stir the fine hairs at her neck. Jason and Sheila are on the opposite side of the table, probably getting a nice view down her blouse.
 

“Just like that,” Duncan says, his voice dropping to a register that seems meant for Holly alone. “Nice and easy.”
 

Holly’s cue slides forward, the crack of the balls scattering across the table echoing in the garage. A striped ball drops into the corner pocket, and she straightens with a triumphant smile.
 

“Nice job. Solid or stripes?” Duncan asks, already circling the table to assess the remaining balls.
 

“Solids,” Holly decides, her eyes tracking his movements. “I think.”
 

Phillip shifts his weight from one foot to the other, suddenly aware of how alone he feels in this space, despite the number of people around. The metal chair is cold against his back, and he shifts again, trying to find a comfortable position.
 

“Your shot, partner,” Duncan says to Holly, gesturing toward the table with his cue.
 

Holly circles the table, her brow furrowed in concentration. She leans over to line up her next shot, the blue blouse gaping slightly as she bends forward. Phillip watches Jason’s eyes drop to her cleavage before quickly looking away when he catches Phillip staring.
 

The game progresses with Holly and Duncan taking an early lead. Each time Holly makes a shot, Duncan offers praise with a touch—a hand on her shoulder, fingers brushing her elbow, a light tap on her lower back. Phillip’s stomach tightens with each contact, a cocktail of jealousy and arousal that leaves him feeling dizzy.

Jason and Sheila make a comeback, their competitive edge sharpening as the game progresses. Phillip watches Holly’s face light up with each successful shot, her confidence growing under Duncan’s guidance. There’s something about seeing her like this—flushed with excitement, laughing freely—that makes his chest ache.

Sheila sinks another shot, giving Jason a high-five, “Like old times Dunc.” Jason says with a snicker, “You and your wife used to always start hot, and me and Sheila would catch you.”

Duncan stands next to Holly, with his arm around her shoulders, “Man, we’re still a ball ahead of you, so me and Holly got this.” He smiles confidently, “Plus I think Holly is a better teammate.”

Jason walks around the table, trying to decide on a shot, “She hasn’t bitched at you yet, so that’s a plus.”

Holly looks at Jason, “His wife bitched at him about pool?”

Jason stops on the end of the table, laughing, “She bitched at him about everything, they were like oil and water.”

Holly looks thoughtfully for a few seconds, Phillip watching her face as she ponders what Jason told her. “Sounded like they got along fine last Saturday morning.” she says.

The garage falls silent for a moment. Phillip watches as Duncan’s easy smile falters, his arm dropping from Holly’s shoulders. The fluorescent lights hum overhead, casting harsh shadows across his neighbor’s suddenly rigid face.
 

“What do you mean?” Duncan asks, his voice carefully neutral.
 

Holly shrugs, seemingly unaware of the tension she’s created. “Just that we heard... sounds from your house last Saturday morning. You and some woman.”
 

Phillip shifts uncomfortably on the metal chair, the cold seeping through his shorts. He watches Duncan’s jaw tighten, the muscles working beneath the skin.

Jason busts out laughing, “Ha ha, fucking busted dude!!”

Duncan nods at his friend, tight smile on his face, “Yea yea, fuck off man, that’s the one thing we did she didn’t bitch about. Not my fault she still wants it.”

Phillip watches Holly’s face as she leans over the table again, her expression unreadable in the harsh fluorescent light. He wonders what she’s thinking—if Duncan’s casual admission about still sleeping with his ex-wife has changed her perception of him.
 

“Nice shot,” Duncan murmurs when Holly sinks another ball, his hand returning to the small of her back.
 

Phillip notices Jason watching Holly too, his gaze lingering on the way her blouse shifts when she moves. The awareness of other men’s eyes on his wife sends a confusing rush of heat through his body—pride and something darker, more possessive.

His wife and Duncan win the game, Holly giving him a hug after they finish. “Good game,” Holly says, her voice warm with triumph as she hugs Duncan. Phillip watches from his chair, his stomach tightening at the casual way Duncan’s hands settle on her waist, fingers splaying across the small of her back.

“You’re a natural,” Duncan tells her, his voice low and intimate despite the others in the room. “We should play again sometime.”
 

Holly steps back, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I got lucky. You carried us most of the game.” She hands Duncan her cue, “Now, I need to go to the bathroom.”

“So do I.” Sheila says, “I’ll show you where it is.” Phillip watches as the two women disappear through the garage door into the house. Jason and Duncan set the cue-sticks on the table, and walk back into the kitchen themselves, leaving Phillip sitting there alone. He catches his breath a few seconds, his mind processing what he watched. All at once, the quiet is too much—harsh, cold, too big for the chrome chair and the nothing-thoughts that tumbled in his head. Phillip stands and starts up the stairs, halfway up realizing he too needs the bathroom. He gets back into the living room and finds Mike and his wife are no longer there, just Pete, Jason and Duncan, who is passing out fresh beers. He stands there against the wall, hoping his wife and Sheila get back soon, so he can go, the sudden need to pee becoming more uncomfortable.

Suddenly the sound of Sheila’s voice comes from upstairs, “Duncan, can you come up here?” For a few seconds, nobody moves. Duncan glances up at the high ceiling, then at the men standing around the kitchen.

“She get locked in or something?” asks Jason, grinning, already a little drunk.

“Probably needs help with the bathroom window,” Duncan says, heading for the stairs. “Keeps sticking.”

He disappears up the carpeted steps, footsteps heavy. Jason and Pete go back to their beers and idle conversation. The house has that echoey, new-owner emptiness, so Holly and Sheila’s voices carry down, indistinct but clear enough to let Phillip know they’re talking. Duncan’s voice joins them a moment later, a deep rumble, and then all three are silent. Phillip should just walk up—to pee, to see if Holly needs anything, to not stand here like an idiot—but he hesitates. The longer he delays, the more awkward it becomes. He waits another minute, shifting from foot to foot, before finally starting up. On the third step, he hears a woman moaning, freezing him in his tracks. He stands staring up the stairs, it couldn’t be, could it?

He stares at the landing, too stunned to move. That’s a moan—definitely Holly’s voice, high and breathy, trailing off into a half-laugh, half-gasp. The low rumble of Duncan’s voice carries down, then Sheila’s laughter snorts out, sharp and high, with another moan that drowns out the other sounds. The realization comes in a tumble: they’re all up there, the two women and Duncan, and something is happening.

Phillip’s body is paralyzed, one foot on the third step, the other on the second. He waits, breathing shallow, afraid to move closer but unable to retreat. He can’t see anything, but the sounds are clear—the shuffling of feet, a creak from the floor above, what might be the bathroom door clicking shut. Then another moan, closer to the edge this time, breaks through. Another moment passes and this time, he forces himself up, hand so tight on the banister that the ridged wood leaves a wet groove in his palm, the loud moaning filling his ears. Surely it’s not Holly, right? She wouldn’t.

He gets close to the top of the stairs, now in a panic, sweat breaking out all over his body, when he sees Duncan and his wife walking towards him, Sheila trailing behind them. He stops again, the tightness in his body uncoiling suddenly, the thoughts going through his mind dispelled in one quick breath. The moans coming from Mike’s wife. When he takes a second look, he sees Duncan’s arm around Holly, her leaning against him as they get closer.

“Your wife’s a little wobbly,” Duncan tells him. “Wanted me to help her get back home.”

For a second Phillip just stands there, stunned, as the three come down the hallway. She tries to let go of Duncan but wobbles and clutches the banister for balance, making a loud laughing sound.

“Woah, woah.” Duncan says as he grabs a hold of her again. “Let’s get you downstairs and home okay?”

“It’s the beer, honey,” she says to Phillip, giggling and snuggling closer to Duncan. “It just hit me all at once.”

Phillip starts to reach out a hand to her, but Duncan picks her up in his arms and starts past him down the stairs.

“Be careful!” Holly shrieks, half-laughing as Duncan cradles her in his arms. The motion is effortless, her body dwarfed against his chest. She smells like beer and citrus, the scent strong enough to make Phillip’s head swim as he trails after them down the carpeted stairs.
 

He follows, numb, partly with relief but also not knowing what to do with his hands, his arms, his own body, as Duncan swings through the living room and across the entryway. Holly’s head lolls, giggling through a curtain of strawberry blonde hair. Every few steps, her hand grazes the back of Duncan’s neck, steadying herself, fingers splayed across the dense muscle there.
 

When they reach the door, Duncan turns. “Can you get the door for me, man?”
 

Phillip blinks. “Yeah.” He hurries to pull it open, the raw slide of the knob unfamiliar in his sweaty palm. The night is warm and humid, late May in Texas; it finds its way into his lungs, and does nothing to clear his mind.
 

Duncan strides down the porch stairs, boots thudding, Holly still in his arms. She kicks her feet, laughing again. She’s never looked more alive. The porch lights paint everything sepia. Phillip is about to reach for Holly, to insist that he take it from here, but Duncan barely hesitates at the door, pausing just long enough for her to rest her head on his shoulder, as if she weighed nothing at all.
 

Phillip trails after them, closing the door behind him, every neighbor in earshot probably watching the scene unfold under the yellow haze of the streetlight. Holly remembers that she didn’t say goodbye to anyone before she left, Duncan telling her that he will tell them when he gets back. Up into his yard now, and Phillip grabs his keys and unlocks the door while Duncan stands on their porch holding his wife. He glances around at the other nearby houses, can’t see anyone out or looking through windows as he pushes the door open. Duncan walks in with his wife, who has her arms wrapped around his neck, telling him where their bedroom is.

Phillip points at the couch, “You can set her there, I’ll get her upstairs after I use the bathroom.”

Holly gives her husband a look, “Don’t listen to him Duncan, he’s always going on about how I should flirt with other men, how every other man can’t stop looking at me when we go anywhere.”

Phillip is mortified by her words, how she just blurted this all out.

Duncan chuckles, “Is that so? Well you are very beautiful, so I can believe that.”

Holly blushes while smiling at him, then looks over at her husband, a defiant mischievous look on her face. Phillip runs down the short hall to the bathroom, leaving them standing there, unable to wait any longer. He stands at the toilet for what feels like twenty minutes, finally getting back to the living room to find no one there. He runs upstairs and into his bedroom to find his wife and Duncan standing next to their bed, Holly’s arms on his shoulders. Duncan is kissing her neck, his face covered by her hair while she’s looking right at the door, making eye contact with her husband as soon as he gets there.

“I told Duncan that you’d probably get upset seeing him do this. That you’d regret ever bringing this up if something did actually happen.” she tells him while looking right at him.

It’s like a funhouse mirror version of his fantasy, all of it wrong, but more alive than the nights he’s spent awake, imagining. Holly’s eyes on him, not even flickering at Duncan’s mouth on her neck. Staring at him while it happens, like if she looked away she might miss his face breaking open. He’s paralyzed, every muscle clenching until he’s sure he’s sweating. Duncan’s lips skim up to below Holly’s ear, resting there, his arms loose at her waist but waiting for a signal.
 

“You want me to stop?” Duncan’s voice, not cruel or mocking, just patient—like a man at a four-way stop, waiting to see who goes next.
 

Holly leans her head away, baring more of her neck for him, her arms drawing Duncan imperceptibly closer. She is daring him, and Phillip too, to do something other than stand here and drown in it.
 

“Maybe I want you to keep going,” Holly mumbles, her voice a smoked whisper. She’s still looking, always looking right at Phillip. “You always said you like the attention I get.”
 

He doesn’t have a line ready. For years, all the talk and jokes and the late-night stories online—he never thought about it being real, about being in the room when it started. His mouth is gummy, impossible, his tongue chalky dry. His wife, his beautiful wife, is giving another man permission. Duncan’s hands shift up to Holly’s ribs, his thumbs just below her breasts, and the sight of it makes Phillip’s breath shallow and hot.
 

He steps into the room fully, the fibers of the carpet needling through the soles of his shoes, the room cool and packed with the scent of the cologne Duncan wears mixed with Holly’s coconut shampoo.
 

Duncan’s hands move higher, sliding up the ribs of the woman in Phillip’s life. It’s not what he pictured—less erotic, more mortal and real. No swelling soundtrack or gauzy, Euro-softcore light. The blouse bunches in Duncan’s rough hands, and Holly just lets it happen, her arms dropping from his neck and falling loose at her sides, like she’s shed the weight of expectation.
 

Holly still pins Phillip with her stare, not even blinking. She talks to Duncan but speaks at her husband: “You can unbutton it. He told me he wanted to see what it would look like.”
 

Duncan’s calloused fingers find the top button of the blouse, less hesitant than tender, but not rough. One by one he works them free. Phillip watches, standing stock still as the pressure builds behind his eyes, the shame and shock and excruciating arousal damming up somewhere in the back of his skull. Holly’s blouse opens down the front, revealing the white lace Phillip saw in their own bedroom not three hours ago. Duncan’s hands slow, cupping her shoulders as if checking the fit of a shirt he might buy for himself.
 

“Jesus, you are fucking gorgeous,” Duncan says. No sly grin, no wink—just the words, heavy and true as gravity.
 

Phillip wants to say something. He wants to stop it, wants to watch, wants to walk into the moment and make himself disappear. Duncan’s thumbs rest on the lace border of the bra, and for a moment, they just hang there, suspended. The next movement is Holly’s—she shrugs her shoulders in a way that makes her breasts lift and push against the delicate fabric, and Duncan brushes her hair off her shoulder with a gentleness that looks foreign on his big, scarred mitt. She glances over at Phillip, the barest upturn in the corner of her mouth, and for a second she almost looks vulnerable. Almost. He wants to say “no,” or at least “stop,” or do something to reset the moment. But his knees lock and the words don’t come, so it’s more like he’s underwater, helpless against the tide. Duncan peels the blouse off Holly’s shoulders, letting it float to the floor. Her bra is bright against her skin, her nipples visible through the fabric, the lace offering nothing by way of concealment. Phillip’s pulse thrums in his ears. He’s so hard it physically hurts, but he doesn’t even dare put a hand in his pocket, afraid of revealing himself. There’s nowhere to look that isn’t loaded, so he just stands there caught and watches as Duncan’s hands drop to Holly’s hips, kneading the curve of her waist through the white shorts. The room hums with a silent static, something electric and dangerous. A bead of sweat breaks loose at his hairline and tickles its way down the side of his face. He wipes it with the back of his hand, but it doesn’t help. His vision sharpens, and the world seems to shrink to just the shape of Holly’s breasts in that lacy bra, the way Duncan’s thumb grazes her skin, the way the blue blouse makes a puddle where it fell.
 

Holly’s arms cross in front of her, fingers trembling, and she works at the button of her shorts. She undoes it, slowly, her jaw tight, teeth working at her bottom lip. She slides the zipper down, the metal sound slicing through the thick air. Phillip can’t move. This is impossible, this is a fever dream, but he feels every second burn into his memory. Holly shimmies out of the shorts, letting them drop to her feet in a slow, deliberate motion. She’s left in only the almost transparent underwear and bra, every curve and freckle on display in the cold light of the bedroom.


Holly glances at her husband. The look she gives—defiant, almost childlike with that old streak of mischief—makes him feel like a teenage loser again, watching from the sidelines while somebody else gets the girl.

“Do you see what state I’m in Phillip?” she asks while her husband is looking right at her, “What’s going on here?”

Phillip stares at Holly, at the way she’s pressed against Duncan’s body, his kisses along her neck making her face flush.

His wife continues, “Did you want me to get this much attention? If you don’t say anything who knows what might happen.”

He wants her to stop. He wants her to keep going. He wants to stop watching but his eyes won’t move, like they’re glued in from the back. A thin, nauseous ribbon of dread webs through his chest. Please, just say something, he tells himself, but nothing happens.

Hearing no protest, Duncan holds Holly up higher with his right arm around her, lifting her feet just off the ground while his left hands drops to her panties and pushes them down from the back. They fall down her legs onto the floor, leaving only her bra left. He wraps his left hand around her too, lifting her more and turning slightly to lay them both on the bed with his body covering hers. From where he stands, Phillip has their feet pointing at him as they lay diagonal on the bed, Holly’s legs opening to allow Duncan to lay between them. They are kissing now, mouth to mouth as Duncan lifts his hips enough to get a hand between them, his shorts sliding down a little ways. Then they shift forward again and his wife cries out, her hands clenching at Duncan’s shirt.

He stands just inside their bedroom door, the stink of his own failure sharp on his tongue, salt and sweat and something else—metallic, like a battery pressed to the back of his teeth. The room is so cold compared to the heat rolling off the two bodies on the bed that he shivers in place. His erection is all wrong—painfully tight in his shorts, insistent and unresolved. He can’t look away from where Duncan’s hips are slamming into his wife rapidly, her moans turning more scream like as he keeps going, the wet, slick sound of fucking making the air feel animal. The breathing is so loud—Holly’s high, desperate little gasp-sobs, and Duncan’s deeper, almost comical grunts. It’s real and it’s happening practically in slow motion. Phillip can hear the bedsprings, the slap of skin on skin, and under it all the raw, keening whine of his own blood in his ears.
 

Holly is pinned under their neighbor, her legs spread wide, the curve of her calves flexing and relaxing in wavelets. Her hands grip Duncan’s biceps like she’s holding on for dear life. Duncan levers himself up, says something—“fuck, you’re tight”—and Holly’s laugh is choked, so unselfconscious it doesn’t seem like her voice at all. She glances at Phillip, for a microsecond, and in that moment her eyes go wide and glassy. It’s like she’s caught between apology and a dare, and the look she gives him is so raw and real his knees almost buckle.

He stands at the edge of the bed, a tourist in his own house, watching as Duncan pounds into his wife with the kind of force that would probably knock the air out of Phillip himself. The mattress thumps against the frame, as his wife cums, the shreds of restraint vaporizing as she bites a terrible sound into Duncan’s shoulder, her whole body clamping down and convulsing under him. The bedsprings groan in agony. The next time Duncan surges forward, the sound out of Holly isn’t even human—a hiccuped wail, part joy, part surrender.

Phillip stands, anchored to the spot, hands balled into fists that feel like they’ll never unclench. He can’t remember breathing, but his lungs hurt and the inside of his mouth tastes like copper and the edge of electricity. He has seen his wife cum before, a hundred times, a thousand—gleaming and private, a thing always and only for him. There’s nothing private here: the wet gush on her thighs, the twisting of her ankles high behind Duncan’s back. It’s all on display, and her eyes flicker to Phillip once again, glassy and unmoored. Is it pleasure? Contrition? Something breaks inside him and the release that comes with it isn’t relief, but a weird, flood of longing so intense it makes him want to punch a hole through the fucking drywall. This is what he always wanted, right? He should say something—but what? Should he say thank you? Should he demand she stop, humiliated, make it all snap back to how it was six hours ago? His dick is throbbing, his hand trembling, his scalp prickling with sweat. He can’t move. He doesn’t want to move.

Duncan shifts, lifting Holly’s leg higher, and the new angle makes her groan so loud it’s basically a scream. Holly’s face is twisted up, every muscle fighting itself. Her hands flail for a second before grabbing the headboard, her fingers white-knuckle tight around the rails. Duncan keeps going, the mattress hammering against the wall now, and Phillip’s heart slams so hard he’s sure he’s going to black out. Duncan moves faster, hips piston-firing, and Holly’s moans go mostly silent, little gasps and grunts squeezed out with each impact. Phillip’s eyes burn but he can’t look away. He’s going to cum, right here, just from watching. That’s what it’s come to.

Duncan’s body goes rigid, his muscles tensing as he levers up on one massive arm. Phillip sees motion—a fast, ugly blur of hand jerking and cock pulsing—and then a sudden, wild spatter across Holly’s belly and chest, white streaks painting her skin in obscene, irregular arcs. Duncan’s face is savage and blank, mouth dented open on a silent snarl. Phillip’s wife lays flat, her hands claw on the sheets, her hips still rolling. The first glob of semen lands on her ribs, then another higher near her bra, then a wild stripe across her collarbone just below her chin. The room is silent except for Duncan’s panting and the wet, post-coital sighs from the heap of Holly’s body on the bed.
 

For a second, nothing moves. The air is so thick Phillip could choke on it. He stares at the mess on his wife’s chest, at her legs still open and shaking. Her face is turned toward him, lips slightly parted, her expression vacant and unmoored, like she’s just fallen from a great height and hasn’t landed yet.

Duncan rolls away, standing next to the bed, and looks at Phillip for the first time, then back down at his wife. “I…….I better get back home.” There’s no ceremony; it’s like ending a work shift, dusting off his hands and squaring his shoulders for the clock-out. He glances at the ruined bedsheet and the mess on Holly’s stomach, then risks a glance at Phillip—just a brief, businesslike nod, like an HVAC guy letting the homeowner know the job is as done as jobs ever get. He quietly leaves the room, footsteps heavy and sure, the ghost of his cologne spreading out behind him.
 

Phillip stands where he’s braced himself, muscles shaking so much it feels like he’s been holding a squat for ten minutes. The bedroom is a disaster of the senses: sweat and semen, the sharper edge of shame, a metallic aftertaste in the mouth. His eyes rest on Holly’s nakedness—she’s still in the lacy bra, the straps crooked, the cups barely holding anything in place and not even bothering to try. Her hair is everywhere, thrown-up curtain across her face, sticking to her cheek with sweat. Her chest and belly gleam, painted with Duncan’s cum—a surreal badge, flagrant and obscene and chemical white against her skin. One of her hands still grips the headboard, as if something might sweep her off the bed if she let go.
 

Holly rolls her head on the pillow, to the nightstand, gropes for a tissue from the box, and brings it shakily to her collarbone. She wipes at the mess with hurried movements, her lips in a grimace, stuck there while her brain catches up. She glances back at Phillip, still standing in their doorway, and for once she’s the one who can’t maintain eye contact.
 

She brings her knees together and draws them up, curling onto her side with a clumsy animal grace, her ribs and thighs sticky and wet, streaks of pearly white already soaking into the sheet. There’s no drama, just the mechanical scuff of her hand cleaning herself, the uneven breathing as she tries to recalibrate the room.

Holly’s voice stutters out, so quiet he doubts it’s real. “I need to go to the bathroom.”
 

He should say something to close the wound, make it better. What the fuck is he supposed to say? It’s not a question—it never was. He nods, a small twitch of the chin, not knowing if she even sees it.

She pulls the bra strap back over her shoulder, tugs at the cup, but it’s a lost cause. Her nipples are peaked, dark from arousal as she stands shakily and heads into their bathroom.


Chapter 9: Fallout

Well, it’s happened. My wife slept with another man, our neighbor Duncan. It wasn’t something we planned or talked about, it just sort of happened on Saturday night. They say when a person is presented with a stressful or traumatic situation, your body will have a fight or flight reaction, but I felt neither when it happened. Everything just seemed to freeze, stop working. I could only stare as it happened, let the images and sounds burn into my brain. I think if breathing was a conscious act, I would have dropped dead on the spot, because I could do nothing but stare at the most erotic and horrifying thing I have ever seen.

Since then, she’s been very quiet, doesn’t want to talk about it. Even avoids doing anything in the yard fearing she would see him. I do what I’ve seen other husbands do in this situation, be supportive, tell her how much I love her, tell her how much I loved seeing it, even though my own feelings go back and forth on that. I still can’t believe she let it happen, but now doesn’t want to discuss it or acknowledge it. I know she’s going through things in her mind, same as I am, but it’s been five days and I miss her. I guess all I can do is continue being here, and telling her how much I love her.

Phillip stops typing and hits “post”, hoping someone on the forum can give him some different advice. For the last three nights, he’s come into his office after Holly falls asleep, reading through forum posts, hoping to find something that’s similar to his own situation, some way to snap his wife out of her quiet.

The other thing that Phillip has wondered about, is that he’s seen no sign of Duncan since Saturday night. The guy comes to his house, fucks his wife in their bed, then doesn’t come check on her? Or on him? Maybe that’s what upsets her the most, not the fact that it happened, but that he’s had no contact with her since.

On Friday, Phillip texts his wife, telling her he wants to take her to a nice Italian restaurant that they used to go to a lot when they first moved here. At first she says she'd rather not, doesn't feel like it, but she eventually agrees. He stops and buys some flowers on the way home, arriving shortly before Holly should be there, and sets them on the counter. He glances out his kitchen window and sees Duncan’s truck parked next door, and has a thought. He walks over and knocks on his door, waiting for Duncan to answer. When he does, he is surprised to find Phillip standing there on his porch, even closes the door back slightly, like Phillip’s presence makes him wary.

“Oh, hey Phillip.” is all that he says.

“Hi Duncan,” Phillip replies. “Last week you were talking to Holly about a gazebo in our backyard, right?”

Duncan’s posture relaxes a little, “Yea, I mean she asked me about it, and I took a look at your yard and you have good space for one, but we didn’t get into anything specific.”

Phillip nods, “Can you come up with a design? Tell us how much the cost would be? I’d like to get it going, it’s something she’s wanted to do for a while.”

“I’d be happy to.” he says, “I’ll start on it and let you know what I come up with.”

Phillip nods again, “Okay, thanks.”

There’s a few seconds of awkward silence, then Duncan leans forward slightly, “How’s she doing?”

Phillip lets out a breath, “I’m not really sure, she hasn’t wanted to talk about anything. I’ve tried to be there for her, tell her I’m not mad about what happened, but it’s not making any difference.”

Duncan gives him a questioning look, “You’re not mad about what happened?”

“No, I’m not mad.” Phillip replies. “A lot of other things, but not mad.”

Duncan narrows his eyes slightly, “So, was all that shit she said true?”

“Yea, it was true.” Phillip confesses, “I talked to her about flirting with men, hanging out or something. I never said anything about sex with one.”

“I’m sorry.” Duncan says, “It all happened pretty fast.”

Phillip waves his hand at him, “Nah, it’s okay. I just want to get her out of this funk.” He looks at Duncan, “You should try talking to her.”

“You think so?” Duncan asks, “I figured it was best if I stayed away from you guys, let things cool down.”

“That hasn’t worked too well.” Phillip tells him.

Duncan’s gaze shifts off to the side, then back. “If that’s what you want, I can try.”
 

Phillip nods. It would be a mercy to get it over with, like ripping out a splinter. “I think she’d appreciate it. Maybe just… apologize and see how she’s doing, or something.”

The neighbor gives him a long, considering look. There’s something in Duncan’s eyes that makes Phillip want to squirm, a sense that he’s being weighed and measured in a way he’s never experienced—by a man who takes up more of the world than you’d think possible. “Alright then,” Duncan says, easy as a shrug, “I’ll stop by sometime.

Phillip steps backward, feeling the lull of his own awkwardness, then pivots and heads for his own house.
 

Inside, the kitchen is flooded with the gold smear of late afternoon sun, harsh enough to make the granite counter look grainy and brittle as dry cereal. He angles the blinds. The flowers on the marble glimmer as if they might ignite.
 

He checks the time. Holly’s text put her ETA at 5:20, but she’s running late—maybe because she doesn’t want to see him, maybe because she doesn’t want to see herself, maybe for no reason at all. He stands at the edge of the kitchen rug and wonders what the hell he can even say to her. The feelings inside him are a sticky residue—scraping around for a shape to put them in, but all he gets is a kind of ache, a hunger that’s equal parts self-pity and pathetic hope. He flips the flowers around so the best face is forward. The clock on the range ticks louder with each passing minute. Holly’s car finally rolls into the driveway just as the sun dips below the roofs across the street, throwing the backyard into charcoal blue. The slam of the car door lands sharp in his chest. He stands taller.

When she comes in, her eyes land on the flowers and her face does a weird little twist—like she wants to smile but it’s too much effort, or maybe the whole gesture is just exhausting. She’s wearing a new top, sleeveless, deep green, and her hair is down instead of in the usual ponytail. She looks like she’s done extra to ready herself, and it makes his chest get tight, like all the things he says and does are just background static and not something she even registers.

“These are nice,” she says, voice flat.

Phillip opens his mouth to say something—anything—but nothing comes out. There’s no script for this part. He shoves his hands in his pockets, then out again, then leans on the counter. “Thought we could dress up a little. Go out. Just us.”

Holly drops her bag on a chair and picks up the flowers, holding them in a way that shows the effort of not crushing the stems. She stands there like she’s forgotten how to move herself through space.

Dinner is quiet at first. The little Italian place is noisier than he remembers, the light both too yellow and too dim, the table small enough that every chin rest and finger drum lands right in the other person’s lap. He tries to talk about work, but it collapses each time, until Holly sighs, puts her elbows on the table, and lets her hair fall over her face.
 

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I know I’ve been impossible to live with this week.” She winds a strand of hair around her finger so tight the tip of it goes pale. “I know you hate it when I go silent.”

He tries to pick up the bottle of wine, even though he doesn’t care about drinking any, but his hand shakes and the bottle clinks the glass. “I don’t hate it.”
 

Holly looks up through the shade of her lashes, but her eyes are distant. “You should,” she says. “It’s not fair. You’ve been…” She takes a breath, the tip of her tongue worrying a little raw patch at the corner of her mouth. “You’ve been amazing. Kind. I don’t know if I could do the same, if stuff was reversed.”
 

He swirls the wine but doesn’t drink. “Would you want to?”
 

A little line appears between her eyebrows, faint, but the look doesn’t seem angry—just bewildered, or maybe tired. “No. Of course not. I’d lose my goddamn mind if I had to go through this, you being with another woman.”

Phillip reaches across and grabs her hand, “I'm not losing my mind.” She looks up and into his eyes. “I'm right here and I love you so much.”

“I cheated on you.” she says, and he can see the pain in her eyes.

“You didn’t cheat on me, I was right there. It's not like you snuck off somewhere and did something behind my back.” he replies, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “I'm fine, it's you that I'm worried about.”

“I don't know what I am.” she says, taking a sip of her wine. “I just can’t believe I did something like that.”

“Well, you hadn't drank in a while, so it got to you more than you expected.” Phillip tells her.

His wife gives him a look just short of annoyance. “I wasn’t drunk. It's not like I don’t remember what happened.”

“No, no, I wasn’t trying to say that.” Phillip stammers, focusing on the fact that she does remember everything. He’s thought about the week he’s had, all the memories he has from those intense twenty or so minutes, playing in a constant loop in his mind. Has she thought about it too?

“Why did you need Duncan’s help to get home?” he asks her.

Holly looks at him, “I didn’t need his help really.” She sees the confusion on Phillip’s face. “Sheila told me you remind her of a guy she dated several years ago. She saw the way you sat off to yourself, how you watched me with Duncan, the way you looked at us. She said that guy was always talking about her flirting with other men, kissing one or something, and I told her that you have said the same things to me.”

Phillip gives a simple nod, “Oh”

“I asked her how she handled it, and she said one night they were out and she decided to call her boyfriend out on it, so she started flirting with some other guy, dancing close and touching on him. Her boyfriend got super jealous and took her out of there, and never brought it up again.” she takes another sip of her wine before continuing. “So, I told her that I should try that, and that’s when she called Duncan up, told me to act like I needed his help getting home.”

“So he was in on it?” Phillip asks accusingly.

Holly shakes her head, “No, he wasn’t in on it Phillip. He had no idea I was going to do anything, or say what I said.” Her husband says nothing, she can see him absorbing this information. “I didn’t think you would let it go so far.” She lets out a breath. “I had no idea what to do, Phillip. I just kept waiting for you to say something, to tell me to stop, and you just… stood there. I thought you were going to lose it.”

“Are you upset that I didn’t?” he asks her.

“I was at first.” she tells him. “But I could have ended it too if I wanted to.”

Phillip leans back in his chair, watching her face as she looks at him. He feels like he’s been punched in the chest at her confession. She didn’t want to end it either. “So, why have you been so quiet all week?” he finally asks her.

She takes another sip, “I’ve just felt bad about it.” she tells him.

He gives her a small smile, “Now you know I’m okay, so don’t feel bad about it.”

Holly shakes her head, “I know your ok, now I do anyway, but that’s not why I feel bad.” She looks at Phillip, who says nothing, waiting. “I feel bad because I liked it more than I thought I would.”

Phillip feels his skin flush, a tide of heat rising beneath the collar of his shirt. For a second there is nothing but the low clatter of cutlery and the distant thrum of restaurant conversation, the edge of the table a cold brace against his forearms. He wants to look away but he can’t.
 

“I mean, of course I feel bad,” Holly says, voice catching on the hinge between a laugh and a sob. The green of her top turns her eyes acid-bright in the light. “But if I’m being honest? While it was happening… at times, it was like I couldn’t get enough. I wanted it to keep going.” She pulls her wineglass in, laces her fingers around the bowl. “Is that fucked up?” she asks, almost smiling. “I mean, I know you get off on these things, at least in your head, but did you think I would?”
 

He’s not sure what she wants him to say. That she should feel ashamed? That he wanted her to hate every second? He’s thought so often about the shape of her wanting someone else—thought it might break him, or break her. But this is just… her. His wife. A person with wants.
 

He watches her for a minute more. He thinks about the way she sounded that night—how she looked at him while Duncan’s hands moved over her skin, the sound of her cumming underneath him. Phillip’s cock stirs, embarrassed and eager. He tries to will it back down. “You’re not fucked up,” he says quietly. “I told you a hundred times, I love seeing how other men see you. I can never get enough of it. I thought I would, but… I just don’t.” He looks down at his plate. Lasagna, cooling now, the edges hardening into a brick. “I love that you liked it. I really do,” he says. “It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”
 

Holly studies his face, as if trying to read an apology or a trap in his words, but he means them. He feels it in the marrow of his bones—a bottomless ache, fucked up and wonderful, all at once.
 

She breaks, finally, the sharp laugh coming out all wrong. “Well.” Her hand covers her mouth. “Maybe we’re both a little crazy.”
 

He lifts his glass in a small salute; she clinks hers to it. They both sip. The taste is sharper, more alive than he remembers.
 

They leave the restaurant together, walking to the car in a thicket of Friday night voices and sodium-vapor streetlight. On the ride home, Holly turns on the radio and sings with the songs, not looking at Phillip, but her hand lays on his thigh the whole way. It’s such a simple, tender thing, but the pressure of her palm soaks through his jeans and into the deepest part of him. The urge to put his hand over hers is so overwhelming he has to keep both on the wheel, white knuckling it through every turn.
 

When they get home, she’s the first out of the car, beating him to the door and unlocking it with quick, jittery movements. It’s like the entire house is wound up, everything ready to snap like an over-torqued spring. He kicks off his shoes at the door but she’s already halfway up the stairs, the house silent except for her footsteps and the brittle click of her keys on the credenza. The warm night air comes with them, hovers, makes the kitchen smell like wet dirt and old leaves.
 

He’s unsure if he should follow, or give her the space she’s been taking all week. It’s only when he hears water running upstairs that he trails after, landing each step careful as a thought he’d rather not speak. He finds the bedroom empty, the master bath door open a crack. Light washes through the gap—her silhouette, shoulders bare, hair falling messy down her back as she leans over the sink. He watches her reflection in the mirror: the way she dabs at her lips with a towel, then looks at her own eyes like she’s searching for evidence of herself.
 

Phillip hovers at the door, not wanting to enter fully. “Hey,” he tries, voice so soft it nearly disappears.
 

“Hey,” she echoes, and their eyes connect in the glass. Her smile is a tiny notch, half real. She turns off the faucet, blots water from her throat, then wipes under her eyes as if mascara might betray her. “It was good, wasn’t it?” she asks—not about the dinner, but the being-out, the acting-like-they-are-normal.
 

“Yeah,” Phillip says. “Really good.” He means it.
 

She studies him for a heartbeat, gaze flitting from his face to her own hand on the counter. “I kept thinking about that night,” Holly says suddenly, her voice cutting through the small ticking clicks from the pipes. The admission hangs there, its own atmosphere.

He wants to ask what she thinks about, but some current between them says not to—like talking too loud in church. So he stays in the half-shadow by the door and waits as she peels off her top, the smooth green shining like wet leaf under the sconce light. She pulls her hair to one side and unhooks her bra with a practiced twist. The bra, and then the rest, tossed into the hamper with absentminded precision.

For a moment, she stands bare-breasted and vulnerable, skin goosepimpled along the arms where the night chill has punched through. She doesn’t cover herself or flinch. She looks back at him in the mirror, her face unreadable, eyes shadowed by the half-light above the sink.

He tries his voice again. “I still think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” Cheesy, maybe. But it’s the only truth he owns tonight.

She smiles, really smiles, for the first time in what feels like weeks. He steps forward, almost on instinct, and wraps his arms around her from behind. She lets him. Rests her back against his chest, warm and alive. He presses his cheek into her hair and they stand there, breathing together, both looking at her in the mirror but seeing something else—what, he can’t say.

After a few minutes, she turns in his arms, puts her fingers to his jaw, and says, “Let’s go to bed.” Matter-of-fact, like she’s setting out a loaf of bread to thaw, an ordinary act washed clean of any shame. She presses her palm to his, hard enough that his bones shift. The urge to find something brilliant to say is so strong it nearly stops his breath, but nothing rises up, so he just follows her out: bedroom light left dark, just hallway spill and moon-glow balancing them against the unmade bed.
 

Holly is first to the covers—she leaves her underwear on the floor, which, for her, is an earthquake in the normal. She slips between the sheets, not even glancing to see what he’ll do. Something magnetic about her silhouette in the blue wash of the window, the way she curls her spine in a loose comma and pats the space beside her, eyes closed, as if she’s giving him permission instead of summoning him outright.
 

He pulls off his clothes, awkward and quick, goosebumps loud on his body. The room smells like her moisturizer and half-scrubbed mascara and, faintly, the mineral tang of sweat. He slides into the cold bed and she rolls into him, not with their standard married-people choreography but with something less planned, almost frantic. The urgency of her mouth against his neck. The way her knee juts between his thighs. He’s so fucking hard, already, straining, and when she laughs in surprise as her hand finds him, it’s a spill of honest joy that cracks the tension in two.
 

She pushes him back until he’s flat, slides above him, hair spilling hot across his face. She leans down, kissing him with more fire than he remembers seeing since the earliest years of their marriage. The taste of wine is on her tongue; her breath is quick, hot at his cheek, her body heavy and alive over his. She grinds her hips down, the seam of her thigh pinning his erection in place. The blunt honesty of it stuns him—she’s always been enthusiastic, but never like this, never so nakedly greedy for the feel of him. Maybe it’s just the wine. Maybe it’s the week of silence, all the things neither of them dared to say. But it feels like she’s trying to prove something—not to him, maybe not even to herself, but to the universe, to the vast dumb world where two people can do something wild and wrong and keep wanting each other anyway. She licks at his lips with tiny, darting flicks, then opens her mouth wide over him, blanketing his tongue with hers. The motion is hungry, nothing like their married-people cadence. It’s a little clumsy, bruising, but he finds in it a comfort he could never have planned for.

His hands are on her waist, spanning the tight plane of her back. Her skin is cool and slick, a faint perfume of sweat and something sharper, wild. He lets his hands roam, mapping her body as if from scratch, learning her all over again. She nips at his lower lip, then pulls back just enough to see his face.

“Still okay?” she asks, her voice at half-volume, fragile like the skin under an old bandage.

He nods without hesitation, unable to make words, his hands rising to her face and framing it, the edge of her jaw stubbled with chills. She flashes him that old, rare look from the first days, the one that usually comes after three drinks and a fight over nothing, a look that says fuck-you and I-love-you at the same time, both turned up to eleven. She bends and kisses him again, harder, and this time he opens to her, lets her take what she wants. Her arms brace at his shoulders, hair falling like a curtain, and he wraps his own around her back just below the shoulder blades, holding tight, like if he doesn’t she might float away or dissolve or both.
 

He wants to say her name but can’t get breath enough for it. She tastes like faint garlic and the lemon from her drink, like sweat and toothpaste and, still, the sharp tang of that night last week. He can’t stop thinking about it. Instead of choking off the memory, he lets it bleed in, watches in the mind’s eye the way Holly’s body buckled under another man, the way her eyes flicked over to him, uncoiling with joy and shame and something beyond either. His cock is a bar of steel between their hips, and he can’t hide the jump in it every time she grinds down. He’s so close to losing it already he wants to cry out, but Holly lets go of his lips, takes him in with a look, and for a second it’s like she’s reading his private diary.
 

She lifts herself, thighs on either side of his hips, and uses her hand to steady him, then guides the tip of his cock against her entrance. The heat of her is so immediate and shocking he has to close his eyes for a second, willing himself not to lose it entirely. She slides down slow, and the friction is perfect, so wet and tight and new all at once. She takes him all the way, settling her full weight onto him, her hand braced on his chest. For a moment, she holds completely still, his length pulsing inside her, and that simple pause is more erotic than anything that’s come before. Above him, her face is still, hair in her eyes, expression unreadable. Then she leans forward again, hands on either side of his face, and moves her hips in a slow, gentle circle.
 

She starts to ride him—slow at first, then a little faster, trying out the rhythm as if she’s got all night to fine-tune it. He wants to say it’s too much, that the pace is going to end him, but he loves it, the way she’s in charge, the way her muscles dictate when and where to squeeze. He moves his hands to her ass, running over the peach softness, then up her waist and around to her tits, wanting to touch every part of her as if proximity is the only way to keep her. Her nipples are hard as glass, and he rolls them with his fingers, drawing a hitch in her breath. He looks up at her, trying to memorize the exact way the lines of her ribs and breasts move under the blue light, the faint flush that climbs up her neck.

He’s already close. He can feel it sizzling behind the base of his cock, the flexing tension creeping up the inside of his thighs. But he wants to make this last, wants to drag it out until she can’t stand to take another second. He slows his hips, and the movement makes her grunt, a sound that’s half frustration and half gratitude. She tips her head back and grinds down, her breasts swaying with each rotation. Her hands press into his ribs, pinning him to the mattress.
 

The next handful of minutes blur into pure sensation—her hair draping him, the shifting shadows of her body as she moves above him. The bed creaks, a slow and luxurious sound, each bounce a little heavier as she builds pace. She leans forward, kisses him again, their teeth knocking, her tongue insistent and wet and all over him. He loses the thread of time, only registering how much he’s breathing, how much he wants to fill her, ruin her for anyone else.
 

He’s not sure when it happens but her rhythm changes; she starts moving faster, less careful, her thighs flexing hard against his hips. Her hands go to his chest, then his face, kneading at him as if to anchor herself. Her breath comes quick, soft little pants that cut off when she bites her lip. He can feel the tension winding up in her. She never used to make much noise—not at first, not before Duncan—and even then, not like this. She’s vocal now, her sighs collapsing into “oh God” and “right there” and his name, over and over again, no filter, no self-censorship.

He tries to ride it out but the sensation is too much—her muscles clamp around him, her hips locking in place, and he gives up fighting, coming in a rush so sharp it empties his lungs. He can sense the slight disappointment in the change of her breathing, and he wishes he could will himself to stay hard for her, give her time to find her orgasm. Holly slumps onto him, a splayed, sweaty heat, her breath cooling the patch near his collarbone. She doesn’t move for a long time. He strokes at her back, running his fingers along the shallow groove of her spine.

“I’m sorry baby.” Phillip tells her, “Just had me wound up I guess.”

She lifts her face, and kisses him passionately, “It’s okay, I still enjoyed it.”

She lingers on top of him, her sweat drying in cool patches where skin touches skin. For a moment, she’s heavy and slack, her hands balled into the sheet just beside his ribs. Then, slow as a cat, she rolls to his side and pulls the covers over her chest.

Phillip lies there, listening to her breathing. He wants to say something—something clever, or grateful, or at least true—but every line of dialogue his brain tries on seems fake or obscene. He stays still. His heart is still jumpy from her, from before. After a few minutes, their own silence becomes noisy. Holly’s foot makes small kicks under the covers, an old habit from the first summers they spent together, as if she’s trying to launch the humidity off her legs.

“I know you probably wish it hadn’t happened,” he says, out of nowhere, across the imaginary line between their two halves of the bed.
 

Holly snorts, “You mean, the Duncan thing?” She wiggles a little, not turning to look at him, but her voice is alive and not flat this time. “Because honestly, you’ve looked like you wanted to ask me something all night.”
 

“I just want to know if you’re okay.” He says it quick, like a kid picking at a scab on his knee. “If we’re okay.”

Holly’s voice comes slow, thoughtful. “The only regret I have is that he’s our neighbor, our NEW neighbor. We aren’t going anywhere anytime soon, and Duncan just moved in, so he’s going to be there a while.” Holly says. “I don’t know how to live next door to him after what happened.” She stops and the room holds its air. He waits longer than seems required, but she doesn’t keep going.

He tries to put words to it himself. “Maybe it won’t be weird?” Phillip laughs, the sound brief and real. “You’re the bravest woman I know. You made out with him in our house.”
 

“I did more than that.”
 

He waits, but that’s all she says about it. He’s about to fill the air with something, anything, when she beats him to it. “I’d like not to talk about it for a while.” She shifts on her side, curling so her hair fans across his chest. “I just want to forget it happened. At least for right now.”

The covers are cold and damp against his knees, but her weight is a comfort he can’t let go. He buries his nose in her hair. She smells of lemon from the dressing, but also the familiar, soft scent of Holly he remembers from every lazy morning. Her back moves steady as a wave with her breathing. He wonders if she’s crying. She isn’t.

He wraps his arms tighter around her, “I love you so much, no matter what happens.”

“I love you too.” she replies, before they both drift off to sleep.


Chapter 10: From Here On

Sunday was June 1st, which was forecast to be the hottest day of the year so far. An earlier than usual high pressure system was settling over the state, making things dry and hot. The Davis’s spent Saturday inside, doing laundry, changing bedsheets, and cleaning things around the house, before settling on the couch to watch TV for a while.

While they were having breakfast and watching the morning news, Phillip turned to his wife, “This would be a great day to spend some time in the pool after lunch.”

Holly regards him over the rim of her mug, green eyes bleary but interested. “Sounds perfect,” she says. “I wonder if Duncan is going to be home today.”

The mention of Duncan brings images back into Phillip’s mind, “We can’t just avoid being out because of him, especially when we have such a nice yard and a pool. If we see him we just act normal, don’t make it a thing.”

Holly raises an eyebrow. “You really want to do that?” She’s biting at the edge of her thumbnail, then stops. “After—” She cuts herself off, not needing to finish.

He shrugs, watching a tiny rainbow glint in the surface of his coffee. “What choice do we have? Like you said, we’re probably going to be neighbors a while, we can’t always avoid him.”

After lunch, the sun is already climbing to a high, mean angle when they change into swimsuits and head out to the backyard. Freshly treated pool water glints sharp blue, churning with yellow and white light, the surface loud with the racket of cicadas and a distant lawnmower somewhere up the block. Phillip slides open the door, feels the flat, wild heat. Holly follows him out, can of sunscreen and a bottle of water. She’s wearing a black bikini, the sporty kind, two thin straps cutting tan lines into her shoulders. Her hair is pulled up, exposing her neck and all those spots he likes to kiss. He feels his chest actually hurt at the sight of her, a brief pulse of pride or longing. She isn’t looking at him but at the pool, sizing it up like she’s never been in water before.

He’s the first one in, plunging to the waist and letting the shock of it eat the skin from his legs. It’s almost bracing, the way the cold erases the world for an instant, so pure and sensory that he forgets for a moment about the man next door. Holly sets up the lounge chair, then stands at the edge, shading her eyes with a hand, a little vulnerable for once. She glances down at him, lips quirking at the sharp Y-shape he’s shivering into the world, then just jumps in near the deep end.

She comes up gasping, her hair plastered black and bright across her face. He’s reminded suddenly of an old photo of her from college—a party in the Hill Country, laughter and tequila, and her in a lake, teeth shining in the sun, eyes closed like she meant it. The memory makes him ache. He lets her drift along, floating in the deep end, doing slow, easy laps. He likes to watch her swim, the graceful churn of her arms and shoulders, the way she flips to her back and does that lazy college kick, the dips and glides. After a while, she swims over to him, looping her arms around his neck as her legs continue kicking underwater.

“Water feels really good.” she says to him.

Phillip wraps his arms around her waist, her breasts pressing against his chest, “Not as good as you feel.” She gives him a big smile and they share a deep kiss.

She tastes like chlorine and sunscreen and cinnamon gum, and when she pushes her tongue into his mouth, it’s like all the crowded thoughts in his head just dissolve. The water’s cold, but her legs around his waist are warm, and her hair—wet and wild—sticks to his face and shoulders as she wraps both arms around his neck, holding tight and not letting go. He floats them backward, bumping gently against the edge, his heels anchoring under a lip in the concrete so he can hold them up like this, suspended somewhere between gravity and float.
 

The neighborhood is quiet in the high heat. No barking dogs, no cars, nobody shouting for a kid to come in. Just the constant, tinny insects and an occasional helicopter far overhead, heading toward the city. He wonders if Duncan’s home, if the man is looking out a window at them, if he’s even given that night a second thought.
 

Holly pulls back, blinking the water out of her eyes. Her makeup is mostly gone, but the freckles high on her cheeks are out in full force. “You want sunscreen?” she asks, squinting at his nose. “You burn in like ten seconds.”

She says it almost maternal, but there’s humor in it, too. She’s cradled him like this in every ocean and motel pool they’ve ever visited—same concern every time, like he’s destined to crisp up and die if she doesn’t personally guard his skin.

He nods, “Probably should,” and lets her push off, arcing away in a spray of cold water. He watches her pull up at the far wall ladder and climb up, graceful as a seal, water sheeting off her skin in a way that makes something in him want to howl. She moves back to the lounge chair, tugging her bikini bottoms out of her ass crack. She grabs the sunscreen and sits down on the edge of the concrete, bent forward, hands working the lotion over her legs. Phillip likes to watch her do this, the way her fingers linger along the tight line of her calves, the deliberate glide up to her thighs.
 

He gets out, the air bracing and hot on his still wet skin, sits beside her on the narrow patch of blazing cement. She uncaps the sunscreen and squirts a fat stripe on his shoulder, then rubs it in with brisk, efficient circles. Again, there’s a tenderness to it—something almost ancient, written into the muscle memory of marriage. He shivers, more from the cold lotion than anything, but she grins and presses her palm flat against his chest, letting the heat pull the chill away.
 

Once she’s finished, Holly turns her face up to the sun and closes her eyes, arms braced behind her. Phillip lets himself look. At her, at the long arc of her neck, the scattering of new freckles above the bikini, the peaceful curve of her mouth, the way her nipples press against her top. For almost ten minutes neither of them says anything, just sit together, enjoying this time together.
 

So when the neighbor’s back door creaks open in the next yard, and a familiar voice calls out a greeting to him, Phillip tenses—impossible not to. He looks up, sees the blue t-shirt, the huge forearms, the easy slow walk of a guy who owns every square of the yard he stands in. Duncan’s hair is a little longer this week, already curling at the back of his neck. He steps out carrying a notebook in his hand, holding it above his head, “Got something to show you.” he says as he walks to his gate on the side of his house.

Phillip feels Holly tense beside him. She doesn’t say anything, doesn’t react except to reach over and take his hand, squishing his fingers in a sunscreen-slick handshake. The motion is thick and calming, even as it betrays the way her breathing speeds up. She gives him a quick kiss and slips back into the water as Duncan comes through their gate and toward them.

“Man, you guys got the right idea.” Duncan says as he grabs a chair and pulls it close to where Phillip still sits by the pool. “That water looks great. Hiya Holly.” He gives her a quick nod of his head and sits down.

He holds the notebook in front of him, “I got you several options for your gazebo I wanted you to take a look at, tell me if you like any of them.” He hands the notebook to Phillip, who sets it on his legs and opens it.

Holly is neck deep in the water in the middle of the pool, “Gazebo?” she asks her husband. “What is he talking about Phillip?”

Phillip looks up from the book, “I talked to him the other day, before you got home, told him I wanted to see some ideas for our gazebo.”

“Why didn’t you say anything about it?” she asks him.

Phillip is flipping through the first few pages, classic octagon, ornamental trim. Next, pagoda style, low, wide eaves. Each one is labeled with a price estimate. Nothing is cheap, but none are out of range either. “I was enjoying our time-out, and we were talking, didn’t really matter at the time.”

Holly floats a little closer, “I want to see them too.”

Duncan has his eyes on her, only her face above the water, “This book isn’t waterproof.” he tells her with a smile.

Holly narrows her eyes at him, “I wasn’t planning to swim with it.”

Phillip turns the notebook to show Holly, and she paddles closer to the edge. She pushes up, elbows on the concrete, and the water sluices down her neck and arms. Her bikini top, black and plain before, now clings with a tactile clarity that feels engineered to draw the eye. Duncan does not glance at her body, not even a twitch, but Phillip feels the wrongness of that—the absence more loaded than a leer would be. He lays the notebook in front of Holly, careful not to drop it in. He sits back, aware that this is the first time his wife and Duncan have been around each other in days.

“These are good,” she says. Phillip can hear the surprise—real or staged, he can’t tell—in her tone. She flips a page and traces a finger down the sketch of one with a cupola. “This one’s pretty. What do you think, honey?”
 

She directs it at him, but Duncan answers instead. “Easiest to build, and it’d survive a tornado. You get a west breeze coming across here,” he gestures out over the yard, “it’ll be shaded better than the others, won’t suck up as much heat.”

Phillip nods along, trying to keep up. He wants to ask what it’s like inside Duncan’s head—what the man expects or wants, how he lives with the aftermath of someone’s wife cumming and thrashing under his body while her husband watches. But there’s no bridge to that conversation, no way to bring it up without setting the whole thing on fire.

“Would it get done this summer?” Holly asks, voice softening with genuine curiosity.

Duncan shrugs, “If I can get the lumber lined up—three, maybe four weeks. I’d do most of it myself, unless you want to hire out the fence posts to the local guys, but they’d fuck it up and you’d be calling me anyway.” His smile is faint, almost wry. “You could help, if you wanted,” he tells Phillip. “Always easier with an extra pair of hands.”

The heat and chlorine have Phillip’s head foggy, and it takes him too long to line up the words. “I’d like to help,” he says, surprising himself. “But I’m not all that good with my hands and tools.”

Duncan nods, “That’s okay, I can bring a guy or two with me. Not a problem.”

“Do we need to pay it all up front to get started?” Phillip asks, trying to keep his focus on the gazebo.

Duncan glances at Phillip, then returns his eyes to his wife, “Just get me half to start, so I can get materials together and get started. We can work out the rest, I know where you live.” he says with a laugh.

Duncan thumbs his chin, like he’s just remembered something. “I can knock off a little if you let me use your pool now and then.”

Phillip tries to gauge if he’s serious, but before he can answer, Holly speaks up, “You can swim, right?” she says with a smirk. Duncan shoots her an offended look, and she continues before he can protest. “Just don’t want any accidents in our pool, and I noticed you didn’t swim with your boys when you brought them over.”

Duncan shakes his hand at Holly, “I was here to visit with you guys, my boys were the ones wanting to swim.” He puts his hand back on his knee. “I’m a really good swimmer, so don’t worry about me.”

Holly floats on her back, the shape of her body suddenly more visible just under the waters surface, “I’m an instructor, I worry about everybody in a pool.”

Duncan raises his eyebrows at her, watching her float, “Okay, “instructor”, do I need to show you my swimming skills?”

“This water is pretty cold.” Holly shoots back at him, still smirking, “Wouldn’t want you to shrink up or anything.”

Phillip sits quietly, watching this exchange between his wife and their neighbor, wondering what the hell is going on. His wife is quiet and withdrawn for a week, then tells him she’s worried about seeing Duncan, and now that he’s here she’s goading him? She’s baiting him, Phillip realizes, and the thought is strange but not unwelcome. He watches as she continues to float, eyes on Duncan, arms stretched out, the black straps framing her body just below the surface.

Duncan laughs loudly as he stands up and starts removing his t-shirt, “Keep taking shots at me, I’ll be there in a second.”

His voice fills the yard, amusement crackling through the air. He peels the shirt over his head, broad chest slick and already glistening with the moisture of the morning. There’s the same tattoo Phillip barely noticed at the last party, half-hidden on Duncan’s upper arm, intricate black ink that spirals up toward the muscle at his shoulder. The rest of him is just as Phillip remembers: a gut that’s very slightly softened in the last few years, but still dominated by the heavy scaffolding of hard muscle that comes from real work and not just the gym. Duncan unlaces his boots, kicks them off, then undoes the button fly with a practiced, negligent ease, like every strip of clothing is a dare to the heat, the sun, the neighbor’s gaze.
 

He’s wearing compression shorts under his jeans, the kind that could pass for swim trunks if you tried hard enough. He takes a few steps, then dives into the deep end. The water splashes up cold and loud.

Holly stops paddling and watches him. “Not bad for an old man,” she says. He can’t see her face from the deck, but he can tell she’s smiling by the way her voice wraps around the silence after.
 

Duncan backstrokes to the center, finds his rhythm immediately—long, smooth pulls, rough and blue-collar but weirdly graceful. Phillip sits on the edge, watching. This is so unexpected, but he’s flooded with excitement and arousal watching it. Duncan swims a few laps, using the whole length of the pool, then treads water in the deep, arms wide, hair slicked back and face more open than Phillip’s ever seen it. There’s no bravado, no posturing, just a guy in his element.

He ducks under and when he pops back up, it’s directly across from Holly, only a few feet of water between them. There’s a long moment where they just float, then Duncan grins, “So, instructor, how’s that for survival?”

Holly shrugs, but Phillip can hear the laughter in her voice, “Not bad. You’re not winded, at least.”

Duncan swims a lazy circle around her, and Phillip notices how she doesn’t flinch away, just matches his orbit, slow and easy. Phillip notices, after a minute, that Holly never lets herself get closer than two arm lengths from Duncan, always keeping the same buffer zone, no matter how they drift. If she’s wary, she hides it behind a practiced smile.
 

“Do you want to make sure I didn’t shrink up too much?” Duncan asks her, causing her to laugh in a way Phillip hasn’t heard in over a week. Her head is thrown back briefly, eyes closed, and Duncan moves closer to her so that he’s right there when she stops.

Duncan is grinning, his hair slicked flat from the water and his shoulders high above the surface. “You wanna check?”

Holly grins back, a flash of canine teeth. “Maybe I don’t want to.” she tells him.

Duncan moves a little closer, right in front of her, “Come on, you liked feeling it after my party.”

Phillip feels his pulse race, holding his breath waiting for Holly’s reaction. She looks at her husband for the first time in a while, no doubt seeing the color drained from his face, but also the wondering, the anticipation of things going further.

“Don’t be an asshole Duncan.” she says as she looks back at him.

“You telling me I’m wrong?” Duncan replies, Phillip not able to see his face from this angle, only his wide furry back. He can see most of his wife’s face and her right shoulder just above the surface of the water from where he’s sitting. He can see her looking at Duncan’s face. “Come on, nobody will see anything.” he tells her.

Holly’s mouth works through a reply, but the words seem to peel away under the weight of Duncan’s gaze. Phillip imagines the heat between them, relives the ghost sensation of Duncan’s mouth on Holly’s neck, the confounding flood of arousal and loss that nearly put him on his knees the last time this triangle formed. He thinks he’s ready for it now, or at least knows the shape of the hunger that’s planted somewhere low and mean in his gut. He keeps his eyes on them as they stand in the middle of the pool, both of them standing still as far as he can tell, until he hears Duncan’s breathing get a little louder.

“There you go, was that so bad?” he hears Duncan say in a voice so low he could barely make out the words. Holly smiles at him and shakes her head. Duncan moves his right arm to her shoulder, whispers something Phillip can’t make out. Holly bites her lip, then wraps her arms around Duncan’s shoulders as he starts moving them to slightly deeper water. His hands move under the water, Phillip can see they are under her arms, lifting her a bit, then letting her settle back down, her mouth opening while her eyes close slightly. She grips her hands behind Duncan’s neck and starts bouncing slowly.

Phillip sits stunned, the hot air in his lungs burning his chest. The pool is silent but for the faint ripple of water. Holly doesn’t look at Phillip, not once; she’s tethered fully to the wet, grinning shape of Duncan, her white arms looped around his corded neck. Duncan’s hands, still under the surface, work gently at first, then with more purpose. Holly’s face blooms with a slow smile, half dazed, as she floats against the support of Duncan’s grip. The cadence is unmistakable: her hips rising and falling, water breaking at her collarbone. He doesn’t flinch from it. Not this time. He stares openly, feeling himself blanch, then flush—everything in his body at war with itself, wanting both to turn away and relish every second. The sun burns the crowns of his ears and brings tears to his eyes; chlorine stings the back of his nose.
 

He wants, more than anything, to see her. To know what she’s feeling. But her eyes are closed, lips parted in a breathless O, and all he can do is watch as she lets Duncan hold her, lift her, use her.
 

He whispers something, low and lost in the churn, and Holly makes a sound that barely makes it to Phillip’s ears—a half-moan, as if she’s holding something inside. Phillip’s cock is hard enough to be troubling. The heat makes everything seem out of focus, unreal, shimmering at the edges. He grips the concrete by his thigh, nails digging tiny moons into the hard surface as he tries to steady himself.

Holly starts to moan louder, and Phillip glances around at the houses around them, knowing that any neighbor that heard or looked would easily figure out what’s going on. Holly has her face in Duncan’s neck now as she bounces faster, the water splashing around them. He’s murmuring to her again—Phillip wishes he could hear the words, wishes he knew the secret joke—but all he has is her laugh, and then the look she gives Duncan, eyes squinted and corners of her mouth curled up.

She’s not putting on a show for Phillip, not even acknowledging him. A softness in her face, the way she opens her mouth just a little, suggests a secret comfort in Duncan’s hands, in being here, now, in this sun and water.

He tries to get a read on the energy between them—if it’s all performance, or if they’re lost in each other. It’s different than the last time, less an incident, more a mesh. He feels stung by that, almost erased from the equation. But then Holly glances at him, just for a second, her head still against Duncan’s shoulder, and the icy flash of connection is as intimate as a hand on his cock. The sight unmakes him; he gives a tiny, involuntary gasp, his forearms prickling with cold despite the Texas broiler all around. The blood in his head is roaring, drenching out all thoughts but the spectacle of his wife, held afloat and fucked senseless in their own backyard. Every molecule in his body cries out: more, more.

Holly’s head drifts back, hair swirling out in a nimbus of copper around her neck, her face an open, unselfconscious study in hunger. She makes no attempt to bite back her noises; the sound of her wanting is all the more urgent for being open air, with no door to press a hand against. He’s never seen her so unguarded, so utterly surrendered to a moment. At some point, maybe a minute in she’s trembling in Duncan’s arms, fingers biting into the thick cords of his neck with animal desperation.

The sky is a white-hot lid, the water glassy in the sudden hush, Holly’s voice rising, unmasked. She gives a long, helpless moan—the kind that would echo in the stairwell of a cheap apartment, the kind that would wake a stranger in another room. Her head lolls back in Duncan’s grasp and for a moment, she thrashes, her body drawing up as something shivers through her. He can see it, see the moment it hits, the convulsion in her ribs and the wet slap of her thighs on either side of Duncan’s body. Her back arches up and her nipples, dark through the stretched black top, are almost cartoonish in their rise. Duncan doesn’t slow or stop—he lifts her higher, cradling her weight as she shakes, the white ghosts of her feet knifing through water with every spasm.

Phillip should look away, but he can’t. He wants to run, to hide, to leap into the water and haul her out, but instead he sits on the burning concrete, hands fisted tight, cock so hard it hurts, and watches as his wife cums for Duncan in the open air, no pretense, no apology, no shame at all. This is not a story he’s reading about, not a fantasy with blurry rules and safe outs. It’s real, it’s alarming, it’s—he can’t think of a better word for it than sacred. His ears are ringing so much it takes him a moment to realize he’s started to cry. Just tears, silent, cold as they streak over the bridge of his nose and into his mouth, nothing dramatic. He swallows them, blinks once, and fixes his gaze on her face—this face he’s loved since the first time he saw her, now bare and unmasked under the June sun, all the artifice boiled away. He’s never seen her like this. He wants to burn it into memory and break it down to atoms at the same time.

Duncan’s got his hands on her hips, steady not because he wants to claim her, but like he’s keeping the world from tilting too far. The transaction is animal, but there’s also something weirdly gentle about it—a patience in the way he lets her shake, a stillness as she rides through and then beyond it. Holly comes apart, the little after-tremors making it seem like she’s going to fold in on herself, but she doesn’t. She floats, slack, knuckles white on Duncan’s shoulders, the pulse in her neck jumping in bright, reckless beats. The sound of her breath, the high broken yip of it, is the most beautiful thing he’s ever heard.
 

Duncan tips his head in, says something quiet against her ear. Holly laughs, a fragile sound, “No cumming in our pool.” and lets go of his neck to dip back in the water. Duncan’s hands linger at her sides as she straightens her bikini bottoms under the water, then lets her drift away, slow and almost weightless. She floats to the edge of the pool, arms spread wide, legs splayed behind her.

Duncan reaches under the water to fix his shorts, Phillip guesses before making his way to the edge himself. “So, I take care of you, and you leave me high and dry, huh?” Duncan asks her.

Holly laughs, head tossed back, her neck red from the sun. “Maybe next time,” she says, her hand trailing the water with lazy, contented flicks. Duncan hoists himself out of the pool in a single brute motion, water sheeting from his body in a way that would devastate the ego of a lesser man. He stands at the edge, arms crossed, compression shorts clinging and revealing an obvious outline that makes Phillip’s throat constrict.

Duncan turns to Phillip, “I hope she treats you better than this.”

Phillip’s tongue is too large in his mouth. “I don’t have any complaints.” he says. His cock is still so hard he’s half afraid it’s visible beneath the dark wet of his suit. He keeps his hands folded in front of him, casual, as if they’re talking about the weather.

“Well, let me know what you decide about the gazebo. I’m ready to get started whenever.” he tells them, giving an extra smile to Holly. He grabs his clothes and heads back to his own house.

Phillip watches him go through the gate, then decides he’s had enough sun. He stands, towel around his shoulders, and walks inside. The air conditioning is a shock, sharp as lemon on a split lip. For a minute he just stands there in the kitchen, water running off his legs, the cold tile prickling his heels.
 

He hears a splash, then the soft click of the patio door. Holly’s footsteps scatter water as she walks into the house. Her hair, wet and wild, throws droplets onto the cabinets and the floor. She doesn’t shiver, but her nipples press through the black fabric, and there’s a sleepy, slow smile on her lips. She goes for the fridge and pours cold water into two glasses, sets one on the counter near him.
 

Phillip reaches for the glass, fingers almost numb from the cold. “You crushed him,” he says, voice rasping in his chest. He means the way she took control, never once ceding ground, but the words come out all wrong.
 

She laughs, wiping water from her eyelashes. “Right,” she says, though it’s clear she isn’t talking about Duncan or herself, but him—her husband, the man who stood on burning pavement and let the scene run its course. A beat of silence, then she glances at him, eyes bright under the receding storm. She drinks half the glass in a single go, then sets it aside, water pooling around the base.

“So, are we going to get the gazebo built?” she asks him. “I really liked that design he showed us.”

Phillip takes a drink himself, “Yea, if you liked one of them, then let’s do it. I know you’ve been wanting one.”

She nods slowly, “Okay, I can take him a check later, so he can get started as soon as possible.”

Phillip looks at her unsure, and he hates the feelings and thoughts that come into his head. Is she volunteering to take the check over there just for the gazebo? Or is she wanting something else while she’s there. She hasn’t even acknowledged that she just had sex with Duncan in their pool. Does she think that he didn’t know what was happening?

She sees the look on his face and steps to him, putting her hands on his waist. “Hey, I don’t like that look on your face.” she says to him softly. “Are you upset with me?”

Phillip lets out a sigh, “I’m not upset with you. It’s just pretty intense for me.”

“You think it’s not intense for me?” Holly asks him.

“I know it is.” he replies, “I just wasn’t expecting it when it happened, then you are withdrawn for a week, worried about having to see him again, and then you see him today and it happens all over again. Just a little confusing.”

She puts a damp, cool hand on his chest, palm flat against his heart. “Seeing him didn’t make it less weird. It was all I could think about. Like, what if he showed up? And then he’s here, and I—” She shuts her mouth and looks away, the strawberry hair slinging a single dark bead of water onto the counter.

“What” he quietly asks.

She moves her hand, presses her thumb and middle finger to the bridge of her nose, squeezing as if to stall a headache. “I wanted it to happen, but I also kind of hoped it wouldn’t. That makes no sense, I know. I wasn’t planning anything. It’s just… there’s something about him, he has a way of getting…” She laughs, sharp and too loud. “Now I sound more confusing.” she says, the last part a quiet confession. She edges in closer, so they’re almost touching, bare feet painting small arcs on the tile. “I hated what it did to my head, but the second I saw him it was like my…” She gropes for the word, gives up, shakes her head. “It was just happening, and I couldn't not want it.”

Phillip nods, not trusting his voice. His whole body is a tuning fork, everything in him still buzzing from watching Holly let Duncan take her. Every time he closes his eyes he sees that moment—her head lolling back on the water, the little yelp she gave as she came. The memory ricochets around in his mind, impossible to cage up. “I’m not mad at you. I just…” He laughs, the ugly, raw sound of it bouncing off the fridge. “It does crazy things to me, that’s all.”
 

She studies him, and the corners of her eyes go soft. They’re so close now her breath cools and dampens his upper lip. “Then don’t let it eat at you,” she says. Her hands reach up to cup his face, cool from the water, and draw him down for a kiss. “If we’re going to try this again, I need to know it’s not fucking you up.”
 

He looks away, the tile at his feet suddenly fascinating. The words want to come, but they snag on something ugly and old in his throat. “I want you to have what you want,” he finally manages.

She smiles, a small twist of lips. “So you’re okay with what happened out there?”

He nods, and for the first time in his life, the nod isn’t a performance, some husbandly show of support. He means it. He means it so hard his knees want to buckle. There should be a word for the hunger that goes deeper than sexual, that’s more like a religion. Even now, thinking about her clinging to Duncan, the way her hips worked, it’s like he’s starving and finally found a feast. She tilts her head, face so close he can count every freckle and see the gold flecks trapped in her eyes.

“You’re a strange man, Phillip.” She presses her lips to his. He tastes the pool on her skin, the sour snap of adrenaline under the surface. When she pulls away, there’s a shimmer to her eyes—not tears, exactly, but the glassy tension of something that could break either way.

“I’d ask what you thought of seeing me with him this time,” she says, “but I already know exactly what you thought. I could feel you watching.” Her hand drifts to his waist, then slide to the front of his shorts, feeling how hard he still is.

He wants to say something brave and novel but all he can get out is, “I couldn’t really see much, since you were both underwater, but it’s all I’ll be able to think about for days.”

She tilts her head, considering him the way she used to when he’d surprise her with flowers or a dumb card in their first years together. “I don’t know if that makes you a pervert or a saint,” she says, her voice half-joke, half-dare. “But I know which one I’d rather have in my corner.” The aggression is new in Holly, but it suits her—she’s not playing the deer anymore.
 

He feels a surge of affection that’s itchy, wet, desperate—something between love and worship. He reaches for her hand, squeezes it, presses it flat against his chest so she can feel the insane thump of his heart. “I like making you happy,” he says, the confession clumsy, but the only thing worth saying.

She kisses him again, her tongue invading his mouth. “You are so good to me, I love you.” she tells him. “Write the check, and we’ll both go give it to him.”


Chapter 11: The Deep End

Phillip nods, glad the Wilson’s agree with his strategy for their investment portfolio. They are his last appointment for the day and it’s been a little extra challenging after the text he got from his wife shortly after it got started.

‘Duncan is here with the materials’

He didn’t reply to it, just glanced at his phone when it notified him, but he’s had to work extra hard to focus on what the Wilson’s needed, and get through this meeting. He stands and shakes their hands as they walk out of his office, gives them a final wave, then checks his phone again. No new message. He types a message of his own, telling her he’s leaving soon, and slides his phone back in his pocket.

On the drive home, he thinks about the last few days. Her in the pool with Duncan on Sunday, the way she smiled at him when they dropped off the check at his house that evening, the way she’s been extra horny since then. They had sex Monday night and last night, both nights he was unable to make her cum, which isn’t really anything new, just more frustrating now that he’s seen her cum with Duncan twice in a short amount of time.

He pulls into his driveway, sees Duncan’s truck parked next door. He enters a quiet house, calls out to his wife but gets no answer. He sets his things down and walks through to the kitchen, looks out the sliding glass doors. He sees his wife in the pool with Duncan, and one of the guys he met at the party, Pete. They are standing in a circle, talking together, a couple of beer bottles setting on the edge of the pool. Phillip slides the door open and walks out, none of them noticing him til he gets close to the pool.

Duncan is the first to see him, “Hey man, how’s it going?” he asks him quite cheerfully.

Pete is leaning close to Holly, telling her something, his wife’s back to him. When Duncan speaks, Pete looks up in surprise and backs away, slapping on a nervous smile.

“There’s my man.” Holly says when she turns around and sees him standing there. “How was your day, baby?”

“Pretty good.” is all Phillip can manage to say. She swims over to the side and climbs out to give him a hug, and he sees her bikini choice. It’s a dark blue bikini, more daring than anything she normally wears. She’s always been nervous about neighbors seeing her in anything too revealing, so she’s always picked safer options. Now as he hugs her, the thong bottom is drawing the eyes of both men in the pool. He sees the way they admire her body, and he can’t help but stiffen as he stands there.

The blue bikini seems like a joke they are both in on, the triangle top barely reining in her breasts. The bottoms — well, there is hardly any bottom to speak of. Phillip feels the air get caught in his throat. Maybe she’d said, weeks ago, that she would try new things for him, or maybe he only wished it until it became true.

“Got all your materials stacked up by the fence there, except for a few things I’ll need at the end.” Duncan tells him, pointing towards a pile of lumber neatly stacked at the back of the yard.

“Great, look forward to seeing how it all goes together.” Phillip says, eyes flicking to Duncan, then Pete, careful not to stare too long at either man or at his wife.

Pete is more subdued, mouth twitching and hands busy with the beer bottle, looking anywhere but at Holly’s ass as she turns to sit on the rim of the pool. It’s only when Holly kicks her feet in the water and splashes Pete in the chest that the tension at the edge of the pool finally breaks. Pete shakes off the water, overdoes his laugh, and says something to Duncan, who nods and grins. Phillip can’t tell if Holly is acting more flirty than usual, or if he’s just never let himself see it before, but every movement of hers feels exaggerated, staged — the arch of her back as she stretches her arms behind her, the care she takes crossing one foot over the other as she sits on the pool’s rim, blue straps biting provocatively into her hips.

“You going to join us?” his wife asks him. He looks down at her sitting there, seeing her face looking up at him, smiling, then all the cleavage on display.

“Oh, my mom called me on the way here, going to go call her back.” he tells her. He’s not sure why he tells her that, he just doesn’t like the idea of being out here with Duncan and Pete.

She gives him a look—a little too bright, a little too fixed on his face, like she’s worried he’ll vanish if she isn’t watching. “Okay, don’t be long,” she says, and kicks her legs in the water, blue triangles barely holding their jurisdiction in the social order of swimwear.

He slips inside, shuts the door behind him. The air conditioning scrapes his skin raw after the thick heat outside. He walks upstairs, into the bathroom, then looks out the window overlooking the backyard. Holly is already back in the water, standing between the two men. It reminds Phillip of when he saw her at parties in high school, how she would draw guys to her, and how out of his league it felt at the time. Those guys had the confidence and the guts to go over and talk to her, two things he could never muster himself.

He watches them talking together, one or all of them laughing at something every few seconds. The two men are standing next to each other, with Holly standing in front of them, her hand touching them sometimes when she laughs or says something. She touches Duncan’s arm above the elbow as she laughs, her fingers squeezing where the muscle rounds out. Duncan is animated, telling a story with his hands. Pete keeps his arms at the surface as if uncertain what to do with them, his body language a careful hop between deference and hunger.

The truth is, nothing in his life has ever felt so nuclear as the sight of his wife between those two men, even though they’re just… talking. It’s not even what they’re doing—it’s what she’s letting herself be, around them. It’s the new rules, ones he never signed up for but can’t help being addicted to.

Phillip leans his forehead to the glass until it chills, and he watches her. He feels like a boy again, sneaking a guilty look at the neighbor’s daughter through the fence. He sees Holly reach her hand over and start running it through Duncan’s hair, using her fingers like a comb through it. His cock stiffens again in his pants, and he slides them down to release it as he watches the scene below.

He strokes his cock slowly, the undersized ache of it familiar, but sharper now, weirdly desperate. He can’t stop watching. Holly pulls a strand of wet hair from her face. She stares straight at Duncan, lips parted, as if she is thirsting for something salt-bright and dangerous. She slips underwater for a moment, then comes up, water streaming off her shoulders and down the blue triangles, her nipples sharp enough to poke through the fabric. Pete floats nearer, says something to her, but his eyes are all wrong; he looks like a man trying not to weep at a funeral.
 

Phillip wraps his hand tighter, squeezing at the head which is already weeping clear fluid. He strokes himself, breath locked somewhere just below his lungs, pulse battering his skull. Holly is now turned, her back pressed against Duncan as they talk to Pete, gesturing at his hair now. He can tell that Duncan has an arm around her, his forearm probably pressed up under her breasts. She turns her face backwards at something Duncan says, their lips close enough to kiss if they wanted to.

Holly breaks away from Duncan, says something to Pete, and swims toward the shallow end with casual, athletic strokes. Duncan watches her go, then leans toward Pete, speaking low and close. Pete’s face goes red and he shakes his head, but he smiles, like he’s already conceding whatever it is they’re plotting.
 

Phillip tries to breathe slow and quiet, as if that might calm the rawness gathering at his sternum. The air conditioner kicks on and the vent rattles a loose screw somewhere behind the wall. He can’t move; can only stare at his own hand, damp and shining on his length, as if someone else put it there. He watches Holly as she climbs up the steps, decants from the water like a goddess emerging from some old painting. The bikini, fucking hell, is beyond comprehension. He has to close his eyes for a second to survive it.

She tugs at the bottom, hikes it higher, and walks to the lounge to grab a towel. The men follow, the easy, intuitive way animals might trail a migrating herd, their eyes laser focused on her ass. Pete sits at the edge of a lounger, legs splayed, towel balled in his fists. Duncan stands, arms crossed over his chest in a way that looks more like armor than leisure. Holly drops the towel around her waist, bends to hook her hair into the terry cloth, and rubs at her scalp. She stands, flips the tangles loose, and the bikini bottom all but disappears where it rides the wedge of her ass. Duncan whistles and makes an elaborate show of fanning himself with his hand, and she grins, not even pretending to be embarrassed by it.
 

Phillip can’t stand how much he wants to be in the scene and out of it at the same time. He keeps stroking, slow at first, then harder, his forehead sweaty against the glass now despite the pulsing air conditioning. Duncan says something and Pete makes an exaggerated bow in Holly’s direction. Holly looks at them, her eyes half-lidded, then sits up on the lounger to watch the men move the  beer cooler closer to the chairs. Pete says something, gesturing vaguely in Holly’s direction, but keeps his gaze fixed on the grass. She lays back, stretching her calves on the full length of the lounger. The line of her body is pure geometry, all arcs and tangents, the sun catching every water bead left on her skin.
 

It’s impossible not to notice: Duncan, now, has positioned himself to have the best possible view of Holly. And Holly—maybe unconsciously —maybe not—leans to the side and draws her knees up, hugging them to her chest, which only amps the geometry. He can almost hear the groan in Duncan’s brain, the way the guy’s hands cinch together tighter as he tries not to stare. Pete looks, too, and this time he doesn’t turn away, just drinks it in, gaping, as if he’s never seen a woman in a bikini before.
 

He watches as Duncan crouches near the beer chest, all mass and coiled readiness, opening it and digging around for a bottle. Pete makes a joke, and Holly laughs loud enough that it ricochets off the house. She twists at the waist, slipping both hands behind her to brace herself on the lounger, exposing the flat plane of her stomach and the bikini top that can barely keep up with its assignment. Duncan hands her a cold bottle, and a bead of condensation slides down her chest and into the valley between her breasts. Phillip’s breath jerks, throat fluttery and tight. He imagines what it would be like to be out there with them, how every glance would burn, how his own wife would act with him present. The fantasy morphs and mutates: sometimes Duncan is next to him, handing him a beer, other times Phillip is invisible, just the ghost voyeuring every detail.
 

Holly knocks back a drink, then sets the bottle in her lap, shivering theatrically. She hugs her knees tighter, looks up at Duncan, and says something—he can’t hear the words, but the shape of her mouth is pure trouble. Duncan nods and winks at something she says. There is something unfolding, a vibe to the way she holds court, eyes hooded and smile cat-sharp, her voice lower and lazier. Phillip knows that look; college-era Holly, the version with too much wine and a dare in her laugh, the one who could talk any group of people into skinny-dipping or making out in a bar booth just to see what would happen next.
 

He can’t stop jerking himself, strokes growing raw and hard as his throat clicks dry. The window glass fogs under the press of his forehead. He wants to see more, to get closer, but the idea of being caught—of stepping into the yard and seeing those three faces, pretending at normal—fills him with an overwhelming, liquid anxiety. He keeps stroking, one hand braced on the cold sill, his balls drawing up and tight, every muscle in his legs clenched with the strain of waiting for something that hasn’t quite happened yet.
 

On the patio, Duncan sits on the edge of the lounger near Holly, upper body turned to face her. Pete takes the chair to the right, angled so he can watch Holly as she talks. She lets her towel come loose, letting it sag across the tops of her thighs. She takes a slow sip of beer, leaves her mouth on the rim long enough to make it a performance, then smiles at Duncan. He says something, and she laughs again—this time softer, head tipped down, hair hiding half her face. Duncan leans in, something close and private, and puts his hand on Holly’s knee. The gesture is explicit—it’s what it is—and it’s not the kind of touch you make to a friend, not in broad daylight with the husband inside. Her fingers curl over his knuckles, and for a second, they just leave it there, as natural as the sun overhead. Then she laughs and slides her hands away, hugging herself around the knees again.
 

Pete jumps in with a joke, a little too loud, but it lands well enough for Holly to snort out her beer. The wet splash darkens the towel on her thigh, and she gasps with laughter, doubling over. She looks up at Duncan, sideways, and a private joke seems to pass between them. Pete watches, smile hanging awkward, but the need in his face is high-voltage and obvious. Duncan’s hand stays on her knee, no casual pretense now, just the level gaze of someone who has decided things have already gone as far as they’re going to go.
 

Phillip strokes faster, the scene below winding him tighter as he watches. His balls ache, the pleasure rough and sharp, closer to pain than any kind of euphoria. He watches as Holly leans forward, says something to Duncan right in his face, then looks at Pete, who turns red and laughs nervously but doesn’t retreat. The air between them is electrified; a crackle you could measure, or maybe taste on the tongue. Duncan’s fingers flex on her knee. Holly makes no move to uncross her legs, but her thighs squeeze together, drawing his touch upward.

Phillip jerks himself with short, urgent tugs, forehead flat against the glass, watching the way Duncan’s hand migrates up Holly’s thigh. Pete is saying something, but the only bodies that matter are Holly and Duncan. Duncan’s hand creeps higher, knuckles slipping under the edge of the towel, and there’s no protest—Holly watches, eyes low, as if daring him to go further. Nobody looks around. No one expects to be watched, not by the man up here with tears drying crooked on his face, cock in his hand, straining for contact on glass that can give him nothing.
 

The scene has a hush to it, a blanket of sunlight, the men ignoring any pretense of small talk now. Duncan’s hand moves again, and this time the towel rides up, breaking the shadow line of Holly’s thigh, revealing a hint of dark blue, a flash of white at the inner seam. Her head tips back, exposing her throat, and she laughs at something Pete blurts out. Her hair fans across the chair, throwing little wet marks on the fabric as she leans harder into Duncan’s hand, as if drawing heat from the squeeze of his fingers. Her legs separate, slow, if only a little, but it’s enough for Duncan to wedge his hand between, palm up. There’s a shiver in that movement, not a reflex but a choice, a punctuation.
 

Pete stares, lost, holding the neck of his bottle with such force it looks like it should snap, his eyes glued to the place where Duncan’s hand disappears between Holly’s legs. The voyeurism of it is so total, so pure, that Pete doesn’t even look away when Duncan’s hand grazes Holly’s inner thigh. In fact, Pete leans forward, his body pulled forward by the small, gravityless engine of what’s happening beside him.
 

Phillip curses under his breath, thumb circling the head of his cock, the friction becoming a species of pain. He watches as Holly, still laughing at Pete’s joke—or pretending to—reaches down and presses Duncan’s hand to her skin, pushing his fingers all the way under the towel, the entire length of her thigh up to the first blue whisper of bikini. There’s a second where it’s all just hands and tension—Duncan holding still, Holly guiding him, Pete transfixed, mouth slightly open. She looks over to Pete, says something, and the movement of her mouth makes Pete crack up again, masking his anxiety in another too-big laugh. There is this sense, watching them, that she knows precisely what she’s doing, that every gesture is an answer to some unspoken dare.

Then Duncan, slow and casual, slips his hand from beneath the towel and lays it on her knee, then brings it to his own lips as if testing for chlorine. Holly gives him a look, all sideways glimmer, then flips the towel off her lap, exposing her thighs to the sun, the bikini bottoms a trivial suggestion of coverage. The gesture is practiced, unfussy, as if she’s forgotten there is any reason to hide what she’s made of.

Pete tries not to stare, but eventually lands his gaze on her. Holly draws her knees up, then lets her legs relax, feet on the deck, and stretches her body down the length of the lounger. The towel slips free entirely, left crumpled near her feet. It looks, from up here, like she’s basking for both men, and for him as well, if he wants to admit it. He can almost feel the heat coming off her skin in waves. Duncan and Pete both watch her, not with the casual entitlement of men at a pool party, but with a kind of helpless reverence.
 

Phillip can’t stop jerking, his grip working faster and harder, hating the ache but loving the sudden pressure ballooning out from inside him. He wants to see more, wants a better angle, but the window is fixed, so he leans one shoulder into the glass and brings his face as close as possible, his breath sticking hot and sour to the inside pane.
 

Down below, Holly says something to Duncan—her lips a soft blue smudge against the clear spike of her smile—and he leans in, real close, mouth just above her knee. He doesn’t even pretend not to look at her this time, instead glances from her thighs to the swell of her breasts, then up to her face. She tilts her chin, holds his gaze. Even from this distance, Phillip recognizes that look: defiance and delight, the slow converge of challenge and surrender. Duncan brings his hand back, brushes up the inside of her thigh, not just quick but with the kind of ease that says this is the first time, not the tenth or hundredth. Pete, lost as ever, turns the bottle in his hands, then sets it down and just stares, drinking in every inch of Holly’s exposed skin. Duncan leans forward, says something nearly directly into the blue glow of her bikini, then stands in a single, fluid motion, shaking water over the deck.
 

Pete stands too, but more sheepdog than wolf, trailing behind Duncan, awkward and a half-beat slow. Holly stays sprawled, entirely at ease, shoulders rolling back as she watches Duncan collect up the empties and deposit them in the recycling by the fence. Duncan says something over his shoulder to Pete, the sound whipped away by the afternoon wind, and Holly laughs, that full-throated party laugh he hasn’t heard since their wedding afterparty.
 

For three or four minutes, nothing else happens. Just small talk, the men standing toweled off, Pete trying to look tough with his arms crossed, Duncan’s presence sucking up all the oxygen. Occasionally, the two men glance at Holly, and she gives them a slow-motion smile, eyes dark and glittering in the sun. Duncan and Pete give her a hug, then they walk out through the gate.

Phillip stands with his cock in his hand, surprised at the sudden end. His wife gets up and grabs her towel, then heads towards the sliding doors. Phillip pulls his pants back up, tucks his erection back in, and washes his hands quickly. He opens the door and walks towards the stairs, hearing his wife calling to him.

“I’m here!” he calls back as he starts down. He sees her in the living room, walking his direction, breasts bouncing in her bikini top. “They gone already?” he asks, pointing towards the back yard.

She stops at the bottom of the stairs, “Yea, Duncan had to take Pete back to their shop so he could get his truck.” She hugs him when he reaches her, and if she can feel his erection she doesn’t say anything. “Feel like having pizza?” she asks him.

“Sure.” he says, “Want me to call one in?”

She shakes her head, “No, Duncan is going to pick one up for us.”

Phillip is quiet a few seconds, “So, he’s coming back.” he says flatly.

She grins, her lips shiny. “Hope you don’t mind. He said he’d have it over in thirty minutes. We can just lounge until then, or…” Her gaze flicks down, then back up, clocking the outline in his shorts. Her hand slips behind his neck, pulling him into a jaw-clacking kiss. He tastes skin and sunscreen and the bitter edge of cheap beer. She smells like the ocean and something alive, a near-electric tang of dry grass and sunlight. “We could take a shower and get ready for company,” she says, voice a hot whisper in his ear.
 

Upstairs, she peels off the bikini with ruthless efficiency. He wonders if she’s doing it to show him, or if she’s just that hungry, and the reason barely matters, because she looks back at him and jerks her head towards the bathroom. She shoves him under the cold spray, both of them laughing as goosebumps race down their skin. She leans into him, lips impossibly blue from the water, nipples an angry, peaked pink.
 

He reaches for her with both hands, mapping the raw memory of what he just watched onto the reality of her flesh. Her body still hums from before, a low, post-electric glow. She presses her palm hard against his chest, pinning him to the back tile, teeth at his collarbone. He’s never been bitten before, not really, and the spark of pain makes his cock pulse against her hip.
 

“Do you have any idea what it’s like to be in that pool with them?” she says, words slurred by her tongue. “I just about came in the water, I swear to god.”
 

He leans her back into the shower wall, sliding a hand between her legs. “You looked incredible,” he says. “I couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

Holly’s laugh is a wicked, high current in the rush of water. “You’re such a pervert,” she says. He catches a glimpse of her in the steamed-up mirror, eyes closed and lips parted as she rocks into his hand.

He wants to say, I do have an idea, but he’s already grinding against her, the tile slick beneath their feet. He slides two fingers inside her and she bites his shoulder, hard, making him wince and then groan. She lets out a moan, quick and surprised as if she startled herself, then pulls his face down to hers. Water runs down the curve of her jaw, her hair plastering to her shoulders. She opens her mouth and licks at the edge of his lips, and he can’t help but imagine Duncan’s hands there, Duncan’s mouth tasting what is his. The thought makes him shudder with want.

She grabs his cock, “Mmmmm, since when does talking to your mom make you so hard?” she asks him.

He jerks back to look at her, “What?!?” he asks surprised, then remembers. “Oh, uh, she didn’t answer.”

She stares at him, mouth open, then bursts into laughter—real, unguarded, lung-deep. The sound ricochets off the shower tile, bubbles in her throat until she has to stop and catch her breath. He starts to say something, embarrassed, but she’s already got her hand back on his cock, squeezing it, sliding her thumb under the tip and over the ridge. She shakes her head. “You little liar,” she says, the words digging in, her grin wide enough to break him in half. “I saw you, you know. At the window. Or did you think I didn’t notice?”

Phillip braces himself on the shower wall, the wet tile so cold the bones of his wrist ache, but her palm on him is all the heat in the world. He tries to say it wasn’t on purpose, but he knows she’d never believe it. He tries to say he just wanted her, but the sentence dies as she slides down, knees on the cold floor, opening her lips over the head of his cock. She looks up at him — not with the blank, chore-doing face she sometimes wore in the first years of their marriage, but with a wild and hungry intent. He almost comes at the sight of her, the gentle twist of her jaw, the bob of her neck, the way she keeps her eyes locked on his, all challenge.
 

She takes him in, lazy and deep, the water knocking against her shoulders and the top of her head. He feels himself thicken, pulse, no control left. He tries to slow her, to hold her back, but her tongue, the hungry clench of her lips, and the last-cornered glimpse of her face, cheekbones slick and eyes daring him to just let go.

She bobs on him in a rhythm that makes sense only to her, slow, then quick, then slow again; she uses her free hand to stroke along the base, twisting as she sucks at the tip. He presses fingers to his own face to keep from making a noise, peace offering for the neighbors. But she’s not having mercy on him. She pulls away, panting, spit roped from her mouth to the head of his cock, and licks at it, grinning, “Go ahead and cum baby.” she tells him as her hand starts to jerk him.

“I want to be inside you Holly. Let me fuck you before the pizza gets here.” he tells her, not even using Duncan’s name.

She shakes her head at him, “You’re so close already, just go ahead and cum. It’s okay.” The rasp of her voice is nothing like the gentle one she uses to say she loves him on fall mornings. She means it, as if cumming for her is a debt, a favor owed and now being called in. He closes his eyes and after only a few more strokes, he cries out and starts to cum hard, his knees trembling under him. He hears her giggling as it happens, as she keeps pumping out every bit he has. He braces himself with his hand as his orgasm rolls over him, then is left breathing hard, her hand slowing it’s motion.

He looks down at her as she’s rinsing her hand under the shower spray. “Wow, you had a lot built up, baby.” She stands up and kisses him, her tongue tickling his own. “I’m going to get out, Duncan should be back before long.” she tells him as she steps out of the shower. “I’ll get some paper plates out for us.”

Phillip finishes up himself, and finds his wife on her phone when he gets downstairs. “He’s on his way, should be here in a few minutes.” she tells him with a big smile.


Chapter 12: What Duncan Carries

The doorbell rings at a speed that makes it obvious Duncan wasted no time on the road. The smell of chlorine is still in Phillip’s nose as he blots the last of the water from his hair and pads into the foyer. Holly’s already opened the cabinet for cups, laying out three next to the paper plates. She’s wearing a tank top now—braless, nipples barely dulled by the old cotton. When she catches Phillip watching, she shoots him a quick, private smile, as if sharing the secret that his heart rate is still jacked from the shower and she knows it.

The pizza box is enormous, balanced on Duncan’s left forearm as he stands in the open doorway. He’s changed shirts; the blue is cut from the same cloth, but the sleeves stick even tighter to the arcs of his upper body. He hands over the pizza, then looks at Holly, not at her face but her legs, following the tan line up to the edge of her shorts. They grab plates and gather in the living room, TV on to nothing in particular for background noise. They all sit on the couch, Holly in the middle, using the coffee table for their plates and cups.

After a few bites Holly comments that it could use more sauce, which draws a smirk from Duncan next to her. “I might have some sauce for you.” he tells her with a laugh. Holly turns to look at him. “Even has its own little dispenser.” Duncan continues, his eye brows raised.

Holly shakes her head and starts laughing,  “Don't be gross.” she tells him. “And it didn’t feel little to me.” She sets her plate on the coffee table, “I haven’t  really seen it that well I guess, now that I think about it. Just briefly that first time, when you shot your sauce all over me.” She starts laughing again, air quoting the word “sauce”.

“You're welcome to see it anytime you want to.” Duncan tells her.

“I want to see it now.” She tells him.

There’s the briefest pulse of anticipation—Phillip’s chest stutters, a surge of adrenaline in the middle of his belly as he waits to see what happens next. He keeps his eyes forward, slowly chewing a bite, part of him feeling like he should get up and leave them to it.

Duncan sets his plate down. “You want to do this here?” His tone is all ease, but the words carry a dare.

Holly shrugs. “Why not?” She picks up her beer but doesn’t drink; her hand trembles just enough for Phillip to spot it. There’s a second where Duncan just studies her, like he’s weighing odds or checking for consent. Then he slides back from the couch, stands in front of them, and tugs the drawstring of his shorts.

He watches as Duncan’s thumbs hook into the waistband, and in two seconds, the man’s shorts and the white mesh lining are bunched at his knees. His dick springs free, heavy and high, a blunt club of flesh that stands in wild opposition to the easy banter of a minute ago. Phillip clocks the casualness of Duncan’s posture—shoulders loose, one big hand letting the shorts dangle while the other just hangs—but the confidence is electric, a force field that briefly recalibrates the gravity in the living room.

Holly squares her body toward Duncan, legs crossed under her on the couch, and gives the thing a long, slow look. It is physically imposing, yes, but also just… strange. Kind of ugly, honestly, in the way that things are when there are no illusions left about their use. The head of it is flushed dark, the skin tight and glossy. There’s something in the veins, the way they twine and pulse, that makes Phillip’s throat catch, and his mind rewinds back to younger days in school. This is the reason he hated P.E. class. Having to measure himself against bigger boys always left him feeling inadequate, even though most of the other boys were like himself. For a second, he waits to see if she’ll touch it, if she’ll ask permission, if this is the moment when a reality check will snap through the parlor-trick energy of the room.
 

But Holly just reaches out—casual as pouring a refill at dinner—and lets her hand circle Duncan’s cock near the base. It’s so big around that her fingers don’t quite close, a soft span of red-tipped nails against the pale shaft. There’s awe in the gesture, or maybe it’s just clinical curiosity, something written into the careful way she lifts the shaft, weighing its heft. She glances at Phillip, her eyes bright and wary, as if looking for some acknowledgment of the event.

“You see this thing?” she asks him, and Phillip is unsure what to do. Being a participant was never something he wanted, especially if it involved being asked about another man’s dick. He gives her a quiet “yea” and a nod, and thankfully that’s enough for her, as she turns back to Duncan.

Duncan just stands, letting his dick rest heavy in Holly’s grip, a weird hush filling the interval between the three of them. Holly gives it a little pump, thumb running under the ridge at the tip, then slides her hand the length of it. She mutters, “Jesus,” and her face splits into a grin, like she isn’t sure if she should be taking this seriously or not.
 

Phillip can’t recall ever seeing Holly touch another man, even at drunken parties in school; her sexuality was always generous, but never public, never with an audience. But there’s something in the way she turns the cock, eyes level with the blunt head, that’s all business. She holds it upright, testing its weight, then glances at Duncan’s face to see if he’s impressed or embarrassed. He isn’t. Duncan is still as stone, only the pulse in his neck betraying motion.
 

“Don’t take this wrong, but it’s kind of… intimidating now that I’m seeing it good,” Holly says, like she’s reading the room for the most diplomatic phrasing. She gives the shaft another squeeze, using her left hand this time, two-handed, and gives a slow stroke up and back, like she’s trying to draw out a genie.
 

Duncan just shrugs, the smile at the corner of his mouth spreading as he looks from her to Phillip and back. “You’ve already handled it twice,” he says, the barest mockery in his voice, but not cruel. Not directed at her.
 

Phillip finds the tempo of his own heartbeat weirdly in sync with hers—he can see her pulse hammering at the side of her throat, the blush that creeps up her chest and into the delicate hollow below her ear. He tries to laugh, but it comes out thin, whistling at the end. He’s never known what kind of man he is in these situations—the one who gets off on watching, or the one who averts his eyes and walks away. But he cannot look away, cannot even manufacture the will to pretend otherwise.
 

Holly leans in, rolling Duncan’s dick in her hand experimentally, then looks up at him, as if expecting instructions or a punchline. She opens her mouth, as if to say something, then closes it, tongue caught in the web of her teeth. She works the head of Duncan’s cock with her thumb, tilting it up to inspect the flare and the ridge; she presses below the cut of the head, and a trickle of clear fluid beads from the slit. Holly grins, a little stunned, as if watching a small miracle take place, and she looks again at Phillip, almost asking for confirmation that this is real, not a camera trick.
 

She leans forward, hair grazing her cheek, and brings her lips to the head of Duncan’s cock. She flicks her tongue, quick and playful, then just lets it rest against her mouth, like she’s weighing the taste. There’s a long, slow inhale, then the pop of a bottle opening, the fizz of air, the raw ozone of anticipation. Then she parts her lips and lets the head pass inside, mouth stretching wide, cheeks shallow with suction. There’s a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it calculation in the way she judges how far she can go, the first pass tentative and slow, but then she leans in, the warm expanse of her cheek crushing against the base of Duncan’s shaft. Phillip hears the wet noise, a slurp barely disguised by the TV, and a hot, queasy pride thrums behind his sternum.
 

He can see the line of Duncan’s cock, under her hand, disappear into the heat of her mouth. Holly’s tongue works around the crown, her lips shiny, puffy already, as she slides off and back on again, each time a little deeper. Duncan stands very still—Phillip notices his jaw flex, an almost imperceptible tightening, and the pulse in his neck is quick now, visible even at a casual glance. Duncan isn’t putting on a show, just letting it happen, eyes trained on the top of Holly’s head as she goes to work on him. The sight is obscene, but also hypnotic, like seeing his wife become someone else for the space of a few seconds.
 

Holly keeps her eyes angled up, toward the ceiling and the TV, as if cataloging every input—taste, scent, even the ambient light. Maybe, Phillip thinks, she’s trying to memorize this. The tip glides over her tongue, and she pulls off with a sharp, silent pop and a giggle. “Not bad,” she says, a thick amusement in her voice.

Her eyes flick to Phillip—quick, half-cocked, a live wire looking for a ground. The laugh that comes out of her carries a note of disbelief, as if she can’t quite believe her own boldness.
 

Duncan hasn’t moved his hands, not once. He stays just at arm’s length, letting Holly do all the work. Holly lets the cock rest on her tongue, then slides down with a wet, insistent pressure, determination now overtaking curiosity. Duncan’s body tightens, shoulders pressing wider, but he doesn’t say a word.

Phillip finds himself rooted, jaw clenched, not sure where to look—his wife, the dick, the pulsing muscle just above the base of Duncan’s cock where there’s a barely visible trembling. He wants to memorize it, the strange and thrilling humiliation of the moment. He’s a grown man, married, but right now he feels twelve: mortified, excited, and, weirdly, proud to watch her take it in stride.
 

Holly pulls back, breathless, a string of spit hanging from the tip to her tongue. She laughs again, shakes her head, and says, “I honestly don’t know if I can get it all the way.” For a second her bravest impulse flashes in her face; then she huffs out a giggle and gives the shaft two quick strokes. “But I’m not above trying,” she adds, eyes gone sly and sparkling. She leans in, plants her lips around the head again, and resumes her slow, unhurried assault, each pass daring herself closer to the root.

Duncan stands as before, not a twitch in his arms, as Holly’s lips cinch a fraction tighter around his thickness, her cheeks drawing in. She lets the spit build, mouth going glossy, then lets the drool spill over her hand, making a slow, lazy mess of the shaft. There’s a rhythm here—she bobs and releases, bobs and releases, each time her confidence growing, her hands syncing a two-handed twist at the midpoint. The sound is a wet, living white noise that competes with whatever is droning from the TV.
 

Phillip sits, immobilized, pulse catching at every pass, every glint of teeth or the way the skin at the base of the shaft pulls forward and then recedes. His own cock is hard, trapped and throbbing under his shorts, but he’s paralyzed by the view, his own hands gripping the cushion, leaving damp spots on the fabric. He can see the strain in Holly’s arm, the quiet flex of her forearm as she works Duncan, not for show but for discovery.
 

Holly’s hair falls forward, veiling her face from Phillip for a second, but then Duncan reaches down, not rough, and simply guides her by the scalp, holding her steady at a midpoint on the crown, a silent suggestion that she try for more. Phillip sees it—the way his wife absorbs the gesture without resistance, the subtle slackening at the back of her jaw, and then, on the next pass, she manages to take Duncan deeper than before. Her cheeks hollow, her nose slightly closer to the ridge of his abs. She breathes through her nose, gasps, then pulls off, wiping her lips with the side of her hand.
 

She makes a sound, half-laugh, half-cough, and says, “Holy shit.” There is a pleased gleam in her eyes—not performance, just a shock that she did it. “It’s more than I thought.” She takes another breath and does it again, and again, each time a little easier, drawing a rhythm from the unyielding spring of flesh.
 

Phillip can’t move, can’t even swallow. Every fiber of his body is at attention, torn between pageant pride and something more predatory, as if he’s secretly rooting for her to do the impossible. There’s a stutter at the base of Duncan’s cock—a faint, involuntary jerk. He wonders if Holly felt it, if she will mention it, or if she will just grin and keep trying.
 

Holly holds the shaft upright, turning it toward the light from the window. She says, “It’s even prettier when it’s wet,” which makes Duncan let out a real laugh, a sound that vibrates through the floor and into Phillip’s feet. She gives it three fast pumps, then goes down hard, lips flanged wide, spit shining the length.
 

The noise—oh god is riotous—Phillip can hear every squelch, every smacking slide, the soundtrack of arousal and humiliation layered together and pumped at high volume into his skull. He wonders if the neighbors could hear, if anyone walking up their sidewalk could see through the wide living room windows. It’s not just the sound, but the look—the way his wife is utterly absorbed in the effort, the way the sticky, glistening mess down Duncan’s shaft gets spread more at each pass.

Phillip drags his eyes from the scene, tries to focus on the TV, but his gaze slides right back. He can’t not watch Holly’s lips, raw and open, shining with spit and pre-cum as she barrels down on Duncan’s cock. She’s found a rhythm, now—deep breath, two-handed grip, then a strong, rooting plunge, the gagging noise louder each time. During the last bob, she angle-shifts, and Duncan guides her again, palm heavy but not rough, just insistent. She’s not fighting it; she barely blinks. On the next pass, she takes him deeper, the pressure of it visible at the base of her jaw, a quiver at the fine muscles under her cheek. The tip presses in so far it’s basically gone, and the sound she makes is full and messy. There’s a wetness at the corner of her mouth, a gleam, almost pretty, and then she’s up for air, eyes streaming, coughing a laugh.

Holly swallows and wipes her eyes, then says, “How do you even find jeans that fit?” All three of them laugh, but it’s weird—Phillip’s laughter gets stuck in his throat, Duncan’s is a flat, huffing sound, and Holly’s is real, a little wild, but real.
 

“It can fit in lots of places.” Duncan tells her, “Lay on the couch and I’ll show you.”

Holly doesn’t hesitate. She swings around, plants her hips on the edge of the couch, and lays back with legs hanging off and her head resting on Phillip’s leg, her hair splayed out all over his lap. Duncan reaches down and pulls her panties off, then kneels between her legs, his dick hovering over her pussy. Duncan’s hands skim up Holly’s thighs, fingers tracing slow figure-eights into the skin. She glances at Phillip, face upside-down in his lap, her green eyes unblinking—searching him, maybe, or waiting to see if he will flinch. She keeps a hand braced on his knee, so tight that her knuckles go white.
 

Phillip’s head spins, but he can only stare as Duncan’s body folds over his wife, his neighbor’s thighs crowding hers as he leans in. The tip of Duncan’s cock finds her easily, the head grazing a wet, glossy line between her lips. He runs it there, up and down in slow, heavy laps, dragging slickness from base to tip, until Holly’s bare ass is sliding on the rough couch fabric. She doesn’t try to hide the sound—she grunts and breathes hard with each pass, her lips wet, her head rolling on Phillip’s thigh. The dick seems even bigger now, pressed up against her, the head wider than the crook of his thumb, and Duncan, for a moment, just rides the groove, working her open a centimeter at a time. Phillip feels the dull, panicky ache of his own cock, so hard he thinks it might burst through his shorts. The view—so close, so all-encompassing—burns into his skull, each detail too sharp to handle. The head of Duncan’s cock gliding just at the edge of Holly, each brush drawing a liquid shudder from her lips. When Duncan finally pushes in, it’s slow—impossibly slow. The width of him parts her in increments, so tight and deliberate that she makes a strangled, gutted sound, eyes wide, her hand locked on Phillip’s knee. Phillip sees only the crown at first, the head pushing relentlessly forward, then the shaft below, inching in, impossibly dense, dark with a shine of wetness.
 

Holly’s ribcage flutters with each new stretch, breath coming out in short, escalating bursts. There’s a fragility to her at this angle—her whole body strung between the couch and the man above, shoulders and breasts lifting as she lets herself be pierced. She bites at her lower lip, her hips tilting with each micro-motion as Duncan feeds more of himself into her. The muscles at the tops of her thighs draw tight, and her abs cinch as if trying to resist, but she doesn’t say stop, or slow down, or anything at all. She takes it.
 

Duncan’s hands find her waist, his grip patient, and he leans into the first thrust, guiding himself fully inside. The impact is soundless and seismic: Holly’s mouth drops open, and a fragile, reedy moan slips out. Phillip feels it vibrate through the length of his thigh and up his spine. He’s never seen anything more raw, more brute and uncanny, than the sight of that monstrous cock inside his wife, her body straining to accept it, her breath, every cell. Duncan’s hips stay still—he doesn’t rush, doesn’t piston away like some porn robot. He just holds it there, rooted, and every exhale from Holly is a tiny, high-pitched gasp.
 

Her legs quiver, the toes curling above the pale skin of her shins. Duncan keeps his hands splayed on her waist, thumbs digging just above the crests of bone. Holly makes another soft, unguarded noise, a helpless little hitch, and tilts her pelvis up. The motion pulls Duncan deeper, the force of it making the base of his cock press flat against her body. Phillip can see the flush racing up Holly’s chest now, painting her freckled skin a mottled rose.

Duncan pulls out an inch, then feeds it slowly, slowly back in, never breaking eye contact with Holly—not that she can see, her gaze fixed, animal and gone, at the ceiling. Each retreat leaves her trembling; each return brings another soft, sharp intake of breath. She claws at the sofa cushion above her head, her knuckles pale, her mouth slack and wet. Her head lolls back into the hollow of Phillip’s thigh, pinning him to the armrest. He doesn’t dare move, doesn’t know what he’d do if he could. His own cock grinds against the inside of his shorts, an insistent, half-ignored ache.
 

Their bodies move together—Duncan flexing forward, Holly arching into it, harder with each slow escalation. Duncan never grows less patient, never loses the rhythm or the heavy sense of inevitability—just keeps up the slow, bruising drive, each time a little deeper, each time a little more. Holly is gasping now on every thrust, the sounds raw and almost pitiful, dampening down to nothing whenever the motion pauses and leaving only the white hiss of their breathing. At some point, Phillip finds his hand resting on her hair, not even sure how it got there, just his palm heavy and trembling against the damp warmth of her scalp.
 

Duncan shifts, knees grinding against the carpet, and the angle of entry changes—Holly gives a startled whine, not a protest but a sound of surrender, her hand breaking loose from Phillip’s knee and scrabbling at Duncan’s wrist, gripping his forearm. Her thighs are wide, the muscles cording around the soft skin, knees bent and trembling with each slow pulse. The flush on her chest climbs higher, a red-pink tide up her neck, the freckles dark as spilled ink. Duncan gives the first hard thrust, and it brings a shout from Holly, her whole body arching up from the couch.
 

Phillip wants to look away, but he’s locked in by the sight—the monstrous stretch, the devastating certainty of what’s inside her, the way she takes it. He can see the glisten where their bodies meet, the thick, obscene wet that coats the head of Duncan’s cock when he pulls back. Duncan leans forward, to put his face closer to Holly’s, but that puts him right against Phillip, who now feels like he’s in the way. Duncan looks up at him, jerks his head towards somewhere else, a clear signal to move, so Phillip does. He slides himself over the arm of the couch, and off, while Duncan holds Holly’s head up.

As soon as Phillip is out of the way, Duncan starts kissing her neck while fucking her harder, with a focus that grinds the air out of the room. He crowds the length of his body over Holly, bracing the bulk of himself one-armed beside her head, freeing the other to cradle her neck while he fucks her in long, deliberate shudders. Each piston-drag of his hips forces a new sound  out of her; sometimes it’s a gasp, sometimes it’s a pant, sometimes a wordless vowel that dissolves on her tongue before it becomes language. She meets him every inch. Her ankles hook high on his hips, calves locked, and Phillip sees the tremor in her thighs, how she flexes hard each time Duncan slams forward, as if bracing herself so she doesn’t get split apart. Her hands go to his shoulders, digging in, then let go, unsure where to land—all creature, all need. At one point she bites the muscle of Duncan’s arm, half-laughing, half-moan, and Duncan just grins down at her, sweat popping from his brow, feeding on every signal she gives.

Phillip stands behind the couch now, forty-five degrees off their collision, the world narrowed to light raking across the floor and the animal push-pull of two bodies in front of him. Holly hasn’t even noticed his reposition—her gaze is pinned to the ceiling, fluttering open and closed, mouth O-shaped and red. The view is impossible, a geometry he can’t get out of his mind. He sees all of her—the way her breasts flatten and jiggle with each thrust, the muscles in her stomach seize and relax with each cycle, the flush riding from her collarbone to her face, coloring her features in real-time. The wet slap and suction, the squelch of flesh, every detail is a raw symphony he wants to bottle up and keep.
 

Duncan’s rhythm shifts, picking up speed. The slow, punishing fuck becomes more urgent, hips rocking Holly so hard her head thumps gently against the arm of the couch. She moans loud and untethered, one hand splaying against her own ribcage as if in disbelief at what’s happening, the other searching with blind urgency for anything to anchor to. Her fingers end up clutching Duncan’s triceps, nails dimpling the skin, desperate and celebratory at the same time.

Phillip watches as her breathing picks up, her face locked in concentration, “Oh God, he’s gonna make me cum Phillip.”

His name on her lips, just like that—flat, staccato, nothing at all like the way she whispered it at their wedding or even this morning. Phillip’s heart jackknifes, panic and pride knotted together, smothering the breath from his chest. He braces his palms on the back of the couch, fingers slick with sweat, and just… watches: Holly, strung up between Duncan’s hands, arched nearly in half, a pink-bloomed mess of need. Duncan pounds her with deep, driving strokes, unhurried but unrelenting, the heavy slap and recoil of it filling the room, impossible to un-hear.
 

Holly’s words spiral up through the locked tension of her body: “Harder, just like that, please—I’m gonna—” Then an animal moan, nothing refined or proper about it, just pure, desperate sound. She looks at Duncan but can’t hold it, her eyes roll back and she clamps her heels into his ribs, her body wrung tight as a bridge cable. Her hands find his bicep, nails raking up and down for purchase, as if anchoring herself so she doesn’t spark right off the edge of the world. When she cums, it’s the kind of release that resonates through the tile, shakes the blood in Phillip’s ears.
 

Duncan grunts softly, sweat rolling from his hairline as he shifts his grip, raising one of Holly’s knees high and splaying her open. He never stops moving, never cues a finish, just lets her ride out the shudder and whimper. The second orgasm hits, with a sound like broken glass, a full-body quake that sends tremors all the way to the floorboards. Holly’s body stiffens, every tendon a live wire, her voice splintering into a high, bright wail. Duncan leans into it, holding her open, feeding each spasm with a perfect, measured thrust. She barely seems to breathe as it rolls over her—legs quivering, jaw slack, face so open it hardly even looks like her own.
 

Phillip can barely take it; the beauty of it is raw enough to slice through anything he used to think about sex, or about her. All he knows is the urge to crawl over the back of the couch, to be closer, though he barely dares touch the scene. He can’t tell if he’s jealous, devastated, or just so turned on it feels like he could snap in half. Holly’s fingers clutch at Duncan’s wrist—they leave marks, white at first, then red, little maps of the shaking inside her.

When the aftershocks let go, her whole body melts, her head lolling sideways and hair wet with sweat. “Holy shit!.” she says to Duncan who’s smiling at her proudly.

Duncan slows, then stops, just holding still inside her. The contrast—the violent, shattering movement now paused in a moment of quiet—jolts the whole room into a stunned silence.

“Not tapping out on me are you?” he asks her.

Holly doesn’t look at anyone, not even a flicker; her gaze is fixed on the ceiling, pupils wide, lips parted and dark with spit. “No, but not sure how much more I can take. You’re dick is amazing.”

Duncan laughs and helps her to roll over, her knees on the floor, her body laying face down on the couch. “I’ll try to be quick.” He gives her ass a few firm slaps, then slides back into her from behind. Phillip stands there, pulse in his neck a full drumline, as Duncan mounts his wife, the shift to rougher, deeper thrusts slamming through the living room like a back alley brawl. The couch jerks a centimeter with each push, the springs inside screaming into the soles of Phillip’s feet. Holly’s hips bounce against the cushions, legs spread wide, and every time Duncan pulls out, the slick distension of her flesh is grotesque and beautiful. There’s no modesty now, no bravado—just the obscene flood of sound as Duncan fucks her harder, one meaty hand wrenching her hair, the other gripping a hip so tight the skin goes white.

It happens so fast—the zero-to-sixty violence of the fucking, the way Holly’s voice goes raw and wild, how her arms slide forward on the couch as if to keep herself from being pushed through it. Phillip is paralyzed. Every thrust seems to roll through him, rattling his bones; his knees threaten to buckle, blood surging down to his cock, which rears fully against the mesh of his shorts. Holly’s head rocks side to side, cheek mashed to the upholstery, her hands scrabbling at the edge of the cushion for something to hold. She’s making these urgent noises—half-cry, half-bark—and when Duncan pushes in at a new angle, she lets out something between a laugh and a sob, screaming out that she’s cumming again.

“Damn your wife is so fucking sexy.” Duncan says to Phillip without looking at him. “I could fuck this tight pussy all night.”

Phillip hears the words but can barely process them, his own head a static whine of blood and tension. He stares at the geometry of it—Duncan’s lower back flexing, the brutal, beautiful angle of entry, the wideness of Holly’s hips, the way sweat tracks down her spine in a sparkling line. Every time Duncan pushes in, there’s the wet sound of skin, the slap, and then the guttural grunt from deep in his chest. Holly’s hands have balled up in the ugly, shredded blanket they use for winter, fingers knotting the fabric like a lifeline. Even after her orgasm, she keeps pushing back into each thrust, every movement a gasp and shiver in its own right. There are new marks on her hip, the ghostly white of Duncan’s grip already fading to bruised pink.
 

He doesn’t move—his own body locked with need, shame, and pride—until Holly’s voice goes up again, a wild, caught screech that makes his dick spasm in his shorts. “Don’t stop,” she sobs, and her third orgasm is so raw, so monstrous and real, that he has to bite the back of his hand to keep from making noise of his own. Duncan slams into her, the whole mass of his body rebounding off her ass with punishing rhythm. Each time, Phillip thinks the couch will break, or that all three of them might fall through the floor, but the house keeps holding, the room keeps shrinking to just the three of them and the endless loop of motion.
 

Duncan grabs her hips with both hands, grimacing as he goes a little faster, “I’m gonna cum.” he says, and Holly tells him to cum on her back. He pulls out with a raw, aching pop, the shaft streaked and luminous with Holly’s wet. He drags the underside across the cleft of her ass, then jerks the length in his hand, knuckles whitening with the effort. His body goes rigid and the first rope lands thick and high on her back, splattering just below Holly’s left shoulder. Another pulse, hotter and heavier, paints her down the spine, leaves a slick line that beads and rolls in two directions at once. Holly’s head is still down, her shoulders flexing in the aftershock as Duncan empties over her—five, six hard spurts, each delivered with a low animal grunt from above.
 

The smell hits Phillip first—a raw, salted tang that spikes through the ozone of sweat and chlorine. It settles into the couch, into the bloom of freckles along Holly’s shoulders and the slicked, wild tangle of her hair. Duncan is breathing heavy, the kind of breath that has to fight for space in the chest, each exhale ragged as an overheated engine. Phillip can almost feel the impact through the soles of his feet, the after-vibration of a hammer hitting steel.
 

Holly’s face is mashed into the couch arm, “No kidding about the amount,” she says, voice muffled. It’s not a line for anyone but herself, or maybe the universe at large; Duncan is already shifting weight backward, kneeling upright and letting the tip of his dick pulse the last drops onto the small of her back.
 

There’s a moment where everything goes quiet——a hot, weird stillness in the living room, broken only by the tinny sound of the TV and the hammering of Phillip’s own heart. Duncan leans over Holly, hand planted on the back of the couch for balance, his chest rising and falling like he’s just dead-lifted a car. The air is thick with ozone and the nutty, animal drag of sex; it sleets through the room, into the cushions, and straight up the inside of Phillip’s nostrils. He’s standing less than three feet from the two of them—his wife, her body glazed and trembling, and Duncan, cock still half-hard, still painted with the wet friction of Holly’s body, glistening in the sharp light from the entryway. Every detail is surgical, hyperreal, and it floats in the cold, weightless moment before anyone moves.

Duncan kisses her shoulder, the one without cum all over it, and stands, his cock starting to hang instead of standing upright. He wipes an arm across his face, “That was amazing.” he says, as he finds his shorts and slides them back on.

Phillip can’t speak. He can’t move. His hands are locked on the back of the couch, the bones of his knuckles ghost-pale under the skin. The only part of him that seems to work is his cock, which has gone from a hot ache to an electric, pulsing desperation, every beat sending a spike through his thighs.

His wife tries to find him, “Phillip, you want to add to the mess on my back? Not sure I can move right now.” she laughs. He desperately wants to, to finally release everything, but Duncan standing there, seeing it makes him stay where he is.

“Come on, baby. I know you need to.” his wife says and Phillip finally finds his legs. He steps around the end of the couch, Holly still laying on it doggy style, her knees on the carpet, ass sticking out seductively. He decides to hell with Duncan, scrambles to his knees behind her, pulling his shorts down. He lines his hardness up with her used opening, a sight he’d never seen before, and starts to move forward. Her hand appears, covering her pussy as he reaches it, “No, Phillip, just use your hand. She needs a rest.”

He wraps his fist around himself and starts stroking, the angle awkward but the sensation a full-body shockwave—nothing like what he’s used to, every nerve ending raw from just watching. Holly’s whole lower half convulses as she laughs again, a high, loopy giggle wrung out crazy by the aftermath of Duncan’s assault. She props her upper body on the seat, chin resting on the torn blanket, eyes half-closed. The lines of her face are slack and beautiful, totally spent, and her back glistens with the thick streaks Duncan left. Sweat beads at her temples. She doesn’t look at him, but she’s grinning, that old-school Holly smile, wicked and wild and bottomless. There’s so much love in the sight of her that Phillip thinks he could splinter.
 

He works his cock, hand frantic, and as the pressure mounts it feels like the world narrows to just the stretch of her body, her hair matted to her face, the two slicked handprints on her ass. It’s so fast he barely gets a warning before he erupts, wild and hot, the first ropes splashing directly onto the marks Duncan left. His cum lands across Holly’s lower back, splattering her tailbone, then one jet arcs high up her side, a white comet tail into the chaos. His vision goes splotchy; his knees nearly buckle from the force of it.
 

The orgasm is so intense he has to use both hands to steady himself on her hips. For a second, everything in the room goes silent, then Holly’s laughter bubbles up, real and uncontrolled and wild, popping and alive as a Roman candle. He doesn’t know if he’s ever seen her so undone, so pure at the center; the joy of it shocks him almost as much as the release itself.
 

He collapses forward, bracing on the rim of the couch as Holly sags in the cushions. He feels feral, shaky, barely able to hold himself up as he milks out the last of it onto her, the blur of white streaks intermingled with sweat and the mess Duncan left before. For a long second he hovers, waiting for the crash or the aftertaste of shame, but it doesn’t come. There’s only the warmth of it, the shared gasping, the ridiculous, sticky awe of what they’ve done to each other and the couch.
 

Holly is still giggling. She brings a hand up, swipes at her back, and grins at the sight of her palm. “Fucking worth it,” she says, and then she slumps, completely spent, tits mashed sideways into the couch and her knees barely holding her up. Her hair is tangled, freckles vivid against the flush, eyes bright as glass in the TV light.

“Do you want a towel?” Duncan asks, already walking towards the kitchen.

“Don’t bother,” Holly says, voice muffled by the cushion. “Bring the whole roll of paper towels. Or just a goddamn tarp.”
 

Phillip sinks to the carpet behind her, knees burning, head full of starlight. He wants to touch her—hold her, brush the sweat off her face, kiss the red thatch of her cheek. The heat comes off her back in gentle, radiating pulses. He wants to say something, some declaration that will fit the occasion, but his tongue is stuck and all the air is out of the room.

Duncan reappears with the paper towels, and hands it to Phillip, who looks at them like a foreign object.

“Do you mind, baby?” his wife asks him. She looks back at Phillip, a real look, and something in the way she blinks says everything is lit up inside her. He feels on fire, the inside of his chest caved in from the aftershock. There is nothing, nothing at all, that needs to be said, but it’s suddenly impossible not to say something. In all the thoughts about his wife and their future together, he never envisioned wiping another man’s cum off of her.

“Are you okay?” His own voice shrills out of him, hoarse and high as he starts working paper towels over her back.

Holly laughs. “Are you kidding?” She rolls onto her back, the ruined blanket sticking to her skin, and lifts herself up enough to grin at him, teeth bright, freckles riotous. Her body is glistening, sticky, but she doesn’t seem to mind. “Never better, baby. Fuck. Never.” She flops her head back, hair a wild halo, still catching her breath. She doesn’t bother to cover herself.

Duncan sits in the chair and puts his shoes on, “I better go home. Don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

Holly laughs, “You’re not overstaying, we’re happy to have you over anytime.” She stays sitting there naked, letting Duncan look over her more. She gets herself up to give Duncan a hug, Phillip quietly watching it all.

“That’s good to know.” Duncan says, “But I do have to be up early for work tomorrow.” He kisses Holly, a long lover-type kiss that makes Phillip uneasy. He gives Duncan a wave as he walks out the door, leaving him and his wife alone.

She looks like something beautiful and dangerous hauled up from the sea, wild and unashamed, and it stirs a sick, sentimental ache in him, a breed of pride so sharp it flashes through the lingering haze of arousal. She takes a huge swig of water from the sweating glass on the table, glugging it like a marathon runner, then thunks the glass down and wipes her wrist across her chin.

“I need a good hot shower.” she tells her husband, “Can you clean up down here while I do that?”

He’s caught off guard slightly, but tells her that he can. He wants to stay close to her, be around her after this monumental thing happened in front of him, but also understands that maybe she just wants to get in and focus on her shower. He watches her walk upstairs naked, as beautiful as ever, but now with a new kind of glow. He stands in the living room, still catching his breath, as the haze of everything that just happened thickens around him like humidity. His brain keeps looping back, involuntary, to the sound his wife made the second time she came for Duncan—a sound more animal than anything they’ve ever made together, not a performance but a thing ripped from her in real time. How can he compete with that, and is that her standard now? So many uncertainties in his head, but he can’t let himself go crazy wondering about it, just talk to her when he can. He finishes cleaning up, then heads upstairs himself, the last hour taking a toll on his energy.


Chapter 13: New Opportunity

Phillip pours a cup of coffee, then stands looking out the kitchen window. He sees the gazebo in the early morning light, how well it looks in the backyard. Duncan said it should be finished on Tuesday, just a few odds and ends to take care of. He’s had more guys working on it than he initially said he would, and its knocked the completion time down to less than two weeks. Every day when Phillip gets home from work, he finds his wife in the pool with Duncan, Pete, and a man named Justin. Sometimes there’s a fourth guy there named Davis, but that’s only happened every three or four days. Those men have seen Holly in every bikini she owns, which Phillip both loves and worries about.

More often than not, the men call it a day, then Duncan returns to have sex with Holly. It’s always intense, for all of them, Phillip reduced to a wound up spectator while Duncan takes his wife to places sexually that he never has. He knows he’s the one who let this in, opened the door just wide enough for the future to squeeze through, but there are times when he feels like it’s going too fast, that he’s losing control. He knows it’s his own fault. No one forced this on him; he’s the one who gave voice to it, made it possible. But there’s a cold pit inside, building each evening as the new routine takes hold.

He’s grateful that it’s Saturday, and no men will be working there today or tomorrow. He and his wife have plans later this morning, running some errands and having lunch together. Holly is upstairs, humming along to music as she gets ready; he can hear the soft tempo of her movements, the hair dryer, her voice cutting in and out above the fan. The house smells faintly of sunscreen, even though it’s barely seven and the sun isn’t burning yet. The pool’s surface is muscle-smooth, no wind to chop it into light, and the rest of the neighborhood is dead-quiet, like it’s holding a breath.
 

He tries not to check his phone, but keeps doing it anyway—hoping for an email, a work fire, some official context to steer him back into the autopilot of normalcy. Anything to prove this isn’t his new self, the guy who gets off on being the architect of his own humiliation. But the phone is empty except for notifications he set himself, little reminders meant to keep his mind away from the hot coil of what’s happening in his own house.
 

He doesn’t want to check the backyard again, but he finds himself doing it. The grass is short and even, the gazebo’s frame pale as a skeleton. The place looks untouched, asleep. He wonders if today will feel different, if the absence of Duncan and his crew will make the house feel more theirs again, or if it’s just too late for that.
 

Holly comes down the stairs with a blue canvas tote, dressed for errands in a green cotton dress spotted with small sunflowers, sunglasses in hand, hair loose and bright. He feels the confirmation of her reality in his bones—his wife, the same as ever, but different, glowing. He wants to climb inside her skin, and shrink the last two weeks to a single point—the one that matters: her, right here, with him.
 

She spins, the skirt of her dress catching the air. “Ready?” Her green eyes are sharp and familiar, the tone playful but also a little worn around the edges. Neither of them has slept the full night through since June started; the hours are spent in either exhaustion or anticipation. She crosses to him, lips glossed and shining, freckles brighter than ever, and tugs at his chin so she can kiss him good morning. The warmth of it is like a soda, carbonated, through the nerves of his jaw and neck.
 

He wants to ask her if she’s okay, if they’re okay, if there is some unseen damage building up under the happy inertia. But her eyes go soft as she looks at him, and he can’t say anything. He only jokes, “You look dangerous,” and gets as close as the counter will allow.
 

“I have to be. Have you seen our neighbor?” she counters.
 

The laugh that comes out is easy, light, but it rattles something inside him. Her hand on his forearm makes the world shrink to just their bare skin and the pulse she lights there. He tries to hold onto it—normal, sweet, just them—but already, the world is crowding in: the memory of her nails on Duncan’s shoulder, the sound of her moan echoing up the stairwell, the bright glory of her body split open for another man. Even now, his cock stirs. He wonders if he’ll ever be able to see her without wanting to both fuck her and lock her away from the world at the same time. He follows her out the door as she sings “Get Outta My Dreams, Get Into My Car,” faux-sultry, tossing back her hair while the June heat billows in. She loads into the passenger side, stretching her legs on the dash as if she owns the universe, and when he slides in she gives his thigh a squeeze that stays with him for the whole drive. At stoplights she taps his knee to the beat on the radio, humming, nothing in her body language suggesting she spent several days getting fucked within an inch of her life by a man who wasn’t her husband.

On Monday, he arrived home from work to the familiar scene, his wife in the pool with Duncan and Pete. Holly swam to the edge to kiss him hello, and the two men gave waves and smiles. The sight of the two men with his wife is still an adjustment, and there’s more of a wariness to Pete than to Duncan. Maybe it’s simply because he doesn’t know him that much, but there’s something about him Phillip doesn’t trust, the way his eyes scroll over her every chance he gets.

Out here, in the bright drench of June, the sight of her is even more dangerous. The green swimsuit is new, trimmed low, hips bared almost above the bone, and she wears it with the helpless charisma he still doesn’t understand. When Duncan calls her “Miss Hollywood,” she just half-shrugs, as if she doesn’t believe it but can’t stop being it. Pete tries not to stare, but he’s bad at it.

He gets an update from Duncan on the gazebo, saying it will be finished the next day. Phillip wonders what happens after that, if the evening pool sessions end, even though Duncan lives right next door.

His wife gets his attention, “Duncan was talking to me about a camping trip that he takes every year, wondering if we’d want to go.”

“Camping?” Phillip says, like it's a foreign word he just learned. He looks from his wife to Duncan, who explains.

“Yea, me and Pete always go camping around the fourth of July at Caddo Lake, with Rob and his wife.” Duncan says, “Rob just told me today, that him and Sheila aren’t going to be able to go, so we have cabins rented already if you’re interested.”

He nods, like an extra in a movie who’s lost his lines. “I mean, yeah, that could be fun,” he says, and his voice cracks at the end, betraying the little leap of panic that springs through his gut. “We’ve never been camping though.” Holly glances at him, unreadable behind her sunglasses, but there’s something in the twitch of her mouth that makes him think maybe she isn’t so sure about any of this either.

Duncan shrugs off the tension with an easy, “It’s real laid-back. We mostly float and drink cheap beer and just enjoy the quiet. Cabins have A/C, too. I’m not a complete animal.” He flashes a conspiratorial grin at Holly, who gives it back with a laugh. Pete nods along, picking at the label of his beer.

“It could be a nice change,” Holly says, shifting her attention to Phillip like she’s tossing him a ring buoy. “Something we’ve never tried before, so why not? You have plenty of vacation at work you never use.”

Phillip tries to picture himself camping, living out of a cabin and in the woods for a week or whatever it is, but can’t really give a good argument against it. “Yea, I guess we can give it a try.”

He goes inside to change clothes, returning fifteen minutes later to find Pete gone, his wife kissing Duncan in the pool. He stands there for several seconds before they realize his presence, their open display of affection twisting his gut.

“Sorry.” they both say when their mouths finally separate. He gives them a dismissive wave while his eyes are scanning the neighboring windows. He wonders how many of them have seen what's gone on in their pool the last few weeks, knows what he is? He asks about Pete, Duncan telling him that he went home.

“How long have you known that guy?” Phillip asks.

“Pete?” Duncan clarifies, “Shit, I've known him since the 6th grade. We lived on the same street as kids. Cool guy, shit luck with women though.” he says with a shake of his head. 


“Really?” Holly asks him, her arms still wrapped around his shoulder. “He seems like an okay guy.” 

Duncan gives a shrug, “He is, mostly. Women like him, just not for more than a month or two. He was engaged once, when he was 20. Lived with this girl for several months, then she just dumped him, moved out, even took out a restraining order on him.”

“Are you serious?!?” Holly asks him. “What did he do?”

Duncan holds up his hand, “Whoa, I don’t mean to make him sound crazy or anything, he just likes things a little………..rough sometimes, and she couldn’t handle it. None of them could, long-term anyway.”

Holly looks at him confused, then her eyes go wide, and her mouth opens, “You mean, in the bedroom?” she asks.

“Yea, but don’t tell him I said anything.” Duncan pleads, “He had a girl break up with him a few months ago, and he’s still touchy about it.”

“We’d never say anything.” Holly tells him, and just like that, the conversation shifts to other things.

Phillip excuses himself to the house after a few minutes, and Duncan and his wife follow shortly after. She gives him a kiss while he’s working on dinner, telling him that she’s going to go shower real quick. The fact that Duncan followed her up, didn’t register with him right away. When he walks upstairs to tell her dinner is ready, he can see Duncan in the shower with her through the curtain. There is lots of laughing and kissing, so he tells her dinner is ready, then leaves.

After they eat, Duncan has them look through and pick out what color they want the gazebo to be, then Holly gives Phillip a kiss and leads Duncan back upstairs. He busies himself with the dishes, trying not to let the sounds from upstairs—talking or laughing or sex—occupy more real estate in his mind. The longer he lives in this arrangement, the more it feels like there are two realities in play: the one he lives minute to minute, where nothing very interesting ever happens to him, and the other, the one with sweat-stuck bodies and giggles, alive when Duncan is nearby.

He hears the sounds of his wife moaning as he starts up the stairs, then stands at his bedroom door. Duncan is on top of her, her legs wrapped around his waist, hands over his shoulders, eyes closed and mouth open as she enjoys his dick. Neither of them notice him there, and he starts to feel like an unwelcome voyeur in his own home as he watches. There’s something different about it. It’s not the usual fucking that Duncan gives her, but a more subdued, passionate and intimate kind of sex. There’s something in the way Duncan fucks her that’s different tonight. The big man is hunched forward, arms winding under her back to grip her by the shoulders and draw her in. It’s slow, almost tender, not the punishing hammering of before but a long, winding roll of hips and sweat and promise. Holly gives a gasp, flex and lifts her knees higher, ankles crossed at the small of Duncan’s back. There’s a gentleness in her grip—one hand fisted around the hem of the sheet, the other dragging slow lazy ovals between Duncan’s shoulder blades.

She sighs quiet and open, not the wild noise she made in the living room, but a softer sound she never made for him. Duncan is bent low, working his hips with a long, rolling pressure that makes the bed frame groan in a different voice than usual—less violence, more oceanic, everything about it unhurried and greedy for time. Duncan looks up—not at him, but above Holly’s head, at the wall, like he’s lost in the drift of rhythm or memory. Holly’s arms slip around Duncan’s torso, and her hand rides up into the tangle of his hair. She pulls, gentle, and Duncan leans in, kisses her for a long minute. It’s not a movie kiss, not hungry, but the kind that says nothing else in the world is happening right now.

Phillip swallows and leaves the room, walks down the hall to the bathroom. He splashes water on his face while he hears Holly cumming back down the hall. He pulls his cock out and starts jacking it over the toilet, the sounds continuing from his room. He strokes, fast, the ache like a hunger wound. He wonders if he is supposed to be jealous, or grateful, or something new and unnamable. He tries to think of nothing, not the rumble of bedsprings, not the image of Duncan’s back arched and wide over his wife, not the sound of Holly’s voice lilted and thin as a filament of smoke.
 

He cums so quickly, it is humiliating. He bites his hand to keep from groaning. The tile is freezing. His knees buckle for a second but he doesn’t let himself drop. He wipes himself off with a fistful of tissue and flushes the evidence, then stands there, bracing himself on the counter, feeling small and shaky and more like a ghost than a man. He thinks of the word: cuckold. It pings around behind his eyes, a term that feels so old-fashioned it should not even belong to the present tense, yet here he is, the archetype made flesh.

When he finishes, the bed sounds have gone soft and lazy. He walks back to the bedroom door, sees Duncan on his back, Holly’s hair a bright antler spread across his chest. She looks at her husband and holds a finger up, so he gives her a nod and walks downstairs. He sits in his chair and waits for around ten minutes, then sees his wife walking down the stairs. She’s wearing her short silk robe, loosely tied, flashes of her nudity beneath as she walks.

“Where’s Duncan?” Phillip asks as she approaches.

She reaches his chair and sits on his lap, “He fell asleep.” She says as she wraps an arm around his neck. “I hate to wake him up.”

Phillip gives her a questioning look, “So, you’re just going to leave him in our bed?”

“It’s just for one night.” she pleads, while she strokes his hair. “He’s done such a good job with the gazebo, let’s just let him sleep.”

Phillip reluctantly nods, “Alright. I’ll just stay down here I guess.”

Holly squeezes his neck and kisses him. “Thank you, baby. I’ll grab you some blankets.”

She brings a blanket for him, tucks it around his legs while he sits on the couch and pretends to watch sports highlights. He can’t remember if he’s ever felt more like a guest in his own home. His thoughts are a jumble—he’s touched by her domestic sweetness, the little pat on his shoulder as she fluffs a pillow for him. He can picture the way Duncan sprawls out, taking up a whole side, his wife curled around him like it’s the obvious thing to do.

She watches him for a beat, then leans in so close he smells the wildflower shampoo, the trace of chlorine and sex sweat beneath it. “You’re not mad, right?” she whispers. “I just want you to say if you are.”
 

He shakes his head, and means it, mostly. “I’m not mad. I just—wasn’t what I expected, is all.” He can’t look at her when he says it, keeps his eyes on the blue wash of the blanket.

She gives him another kiss, longer this time. “I love you and thank you.” she says. He gives her a smile as she stands, then watches her turn and walk back up the stairs. He sets his phone on the table beside the couch and lays back, thinking about how things have changed since his wife and Duncan first started fooling around, and wondering how much more change was to come.


Chapter 14: Into The Wild

Phillip and Holly get out of the car, the sun bright and hot in the sky. He looks at the sign above this worn down store on TX-HWY 43 “The Run In”. Duncan said this is the last stop to buy any supplies before they reach Caddo Lake in just a few more miles. The windows are clouded, posted up with century-old gun club stickers and pulpy signs for Blue Bell and bait worms. A handmade sign on the door in sharpie: NO BARE FEET. Someone has underlined this three times, unsteady. The parking lot’s so hot it threatens to melt the cheap rubber soles of his shoes. Even from here, the air crackles with the promise of cheap beer, lake gas, and the slow creep of sweat down his back. He’s spent so many years in climate-controlled offices and polished conference rooms; this feels like stepping backward in the fossil record. He gets why Duncan likes it.

He wants to reach for Holly, maybe lace their hands, but she’s already a step ahead, arms swinging loose, sunglasses on, her stride loose and confident as a movie star’s walk onto a set. She’s wearing one of the new summer dresses she bought last week—bright yellow, short, the kind that moves if there’s even a suggestion of wind. There’s a white bikini stuffed somewhere underneath; he saw it when she was getting dressed, and the thought of it gives a flicker of heat under his ribs. He follows her into the store as Duncan parks his truck at the edge of the lot. Inside, the Run In is packed chest-deep with hand-lettered coolers, stacks of fishing lures, Dixie beer in battered cardboard, bags of corn nuts and low-country jerky twisted into lengths that make his stomach coil.

Duncan enters with Pete lumbering behind him, both of them somehow even more out of place in the fluorescent gloom. Pete takes one look at the beer wall and hums, low and happy. “Gonna need a whole mess of that,” he says, already rolling a cart to make his haul. They grab what they think they need, plus a few bags of ice, then finish the drive to their cabins.

They pull into a parking area, a few cabins visible, scattered around the area. Phillip pictured old log-cabin type buildings built years ago, cracks in the wall, wood stoves inside. In reality, they are small square buildings, flat-roofed and simple, but very modern looking.

Duncan points to one that's surrounded by trees, “That’s your cabin over there.” It’s maybe 100 yards from the parking area, with nothing around it that Phillip can see. He then points over to his left, “Me and Pete are down that way, little closer to the water. Let’s unpack our stuff in our cabins, then figure out what we’re doing after that.” he says, and everyone breaks off to do that.

Phillip grabs what he can leaving a few things they don’t really need in the car, and starts the long walk. The cabin interior is icebox cold, the A/C rattling even with the dials turned low. The dense air inside smells faintly of new vinyl and cleaning agents, cut with the sharp, green slap of pine trees outside the window. There’s a tiny kitchen, scrubbed to gleam, and a bathroom so small Phillip could brush his teeth from the shower stall. One full-size bed in the next room, with an empty stretch of bare carpet and a pair of battered folding chairs as the only other furniture.
 

He sets their bags down, tries to slow his heart rate. It’s not nerves, exactly, but the kind of anticipatory energy that used to rumble in his gut before school dances or the first morning of a job. New place, new rules. The whole trip, he hadn’t really wanted or dared to ask Holly what she expected this to be. She was light about it, joking and playful, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that these next couple of days were some kind of test.
 

He unzips the duffel, stacks her books and sunscreen on the bedside table. He can’t help but note the extra bikini she slipped in, different from all the others she’s bought over the last weeks. The tag was still on it. A signal, maybe.
 

Holly, for her part, wastes no time. She cranks open the blinds and drinks in the view: a blinding tangle of midday sun, all the green gone almost white with heat. Her sunglasses slide to the top of her head, hair everywhere. “It’s pretty,” she says, testing the window lock. She spins around, arms wide. “So what do you think?” Her voice bounces off the bare walls. It’s the first time she’s looked at him since they got out of the car.

He shrugs, gives her a grin, and says, “You’re making it better just by standing there.” She laughs, more tired than flirty, but he’ll take it.

Holly unbuttons the middle two buttons of her dress, hands vanishing under the yellow cotton to peel off her bikini top, then stands a second, holding the wadded white nylon in her fist. He’s caught off guard; she never did stuff like that before.

She tosses them in his lap. The elastic is still warm from her skin. “Guess I’m ready for the lake,” she says. She grabs a towel, sunglasses, and a soda, and checks her phone. He fumbles with the balled-up top, then shoves it into his pocket, unsure whether it’s a joke or an invitation or both. Her phone pings, so she looks at it again, “They want us to meet them at a picnic area and have some lunch.” she tells her husband. She types back a reply, then waits a few seconds. After she gets another text, she declares them ready to go, and they head out.

The air outside is heavy with standing heat, every breath like drinking from a warm faucet. Holly leads the way, expertly winding through the brittle grass and low-leaning pine limbs toward the clearing by Duncan and Pete’s cabin, apparently. Phillip’s stomach is a small, hard knot. It isn’t the company, exactly, but the sense of being on a new clock, every second ticking them closer to whatever next thing he’s supposed to want. They walk for several minutes before they see another cabin, smaller than theirs. As they get closer, Phillip notices another cabin across from it, maybe forty yards away, and between them a picnic table and a grill, stuck in the ground on a pole. Duncan stands to wave them over, his voice booming through the trees in a way that makes the blackbirds scatter from a nearby limb. He wears a sleeveless tank, arms sunburned at the tops, and when Phillip thinks about it, there is not a single moment he’s seen the man uncomfortable in his own body.

Holly moves to the table, perching a hip on the weathered wood, hair thrown over one shoulder, a bottle damp in her fist. Pete cracks a beer and passes it to her, then immediately opens another for himself. For a few minutes, the conversation drifts—sports, fishing, what the afternoons here are good for. The banality is comforting, in a way. It floats above them like shade. They eat chips and jerky and cold fried chicken out of a plastic grocery tote.

Holly’s knees are propped against Duncan’s thigh as she sits, so close her sun dress soaks up the condensation off his beer. Her bare legs tense and relax whenever she laughs, toes scribing careful rings in the powdered dirt beneath the bench. He watches her movements for the first half hour—how she goes from perched to sprawled; the way she leans against Duncan’s arm instead of his. The easy affection, public in a way that wasn’t discreet, but not quite possessive. He can’t decide how he feels about it—there’s a pleasure in seeing her like this, lit, open, the old Holly-with-her-friends version brought forward, but there’s something else in his chest, something that’s hard to name.
 

Pete, who has already gone through two beers and most of a small sub sandwich, pushes back from the table and plants his feet in the dirt. “We going to the water or what?” He glances at Duncan, then at Holly, and then—almost by accident—at Phillip. The question hovers for a beat before Duncan nods. He stands up, takes the cooler back to his cabin, and they start walking. The trees here grow fat and low, their roots tangled and humped out of the ground, and the whole place smells like old water and hot sap. Holly leads with a practice she shouldn’t have, dress flickering in the sunshot gaps, her steps quick and light. Once, she glances back at her husband, her sunglasses hiding everything, and grins at him, lips quirking half a beat before she looks away.

Ahead, the path broadens into a strip of sandy dirt that dead-ends at a dock. There’s a weather-beaten building there for canoe rentals and a few snacks and things. The lake beyond is flat and oily, not beautiful but still magnetic, a slab of old blue lit by the glare of afternoon.

Duncan suggests they rent canoes and get out on the water for a while, then looks at Phillip. “I’m guessing you and your wife have never been in a canoe before?” Phillip shakes his head. “Okay then.” Duncan continues, “The best thing to do, is have one of you with me, and one of you with Pete, since we’ve both done this a lot.”

Duncan grabs the rental forms, scribbles through the signatures like he’s signing for a delivery, and the next thing Phillip knows, he and Pete are at the end of the dock steadying a battered red canoe while the other two trail behind. He’s not at all surprised about being paired with Pete, and Duncan taking his wife. He glances back just in time to see Duncan wrap an arm around Holly’s waist and half-carry, half-guide her across a warped boardwalk plank. Her laugh is high and edged with nerves, but she doesn’t pull away. The sight of it gives a dull pulse deep in his jaw.

They angle out into the main channel, blue-green water shimmering bright and violent in the sun. Pete keeps his eyes ahead, his arms and back making the canoe track straight as a dart. Phillip’s hands always feel two seconds behind, but he keeps his paddle steady, and after a while, he stops thinking about the wobble and just moves with it. He glances at the other canoe; Duncan’s arms seem to barely move, the blade dipping with casual perfection, propelling both him and Holly further ahead. From this angle, she looks like a splash of lemon in the otherwise washed-out landscape. He wonders if it would be better to linger, to fall behind, or keep up. Pete makes that decision for him, setting a pace that’s easy but relentless.

“Pretty cool, right?” Pete says. He barely looks back, but his voice is thick and expectant, as if he’s casting for something.
 

“Yeah. Never seen anything like it,” Phillip replies. It’s the truth. There’s a sense of graveyard to these flooded woods, but also a beauty, the trunks green-black and shining, knots like puckered lips breaking the water’s skin. The reflection of everything makes it seem twice as real.

He hears Duncan complimenting Holly’s dress in the other boat, then ask what she has on under it. “A white bikini…….well, half a bikini.” she says while looking over at Phillip with a laugh.

Duncan looks surprised as he looks at Phillip, then back at his wife, “Half a bikini? Top half or bottom half?” he asks.

“Bottom half.” Holly tells him, “Phillip has the top in his pocket.”

Duncan laughs while looking at Phillip again, “That’s wild.” he says, then looks back at Holly. “Let me see.”

Holly twists in the boat. The yellow sundress sparkles with reflected shocks of water, clustering on her thighs, the fabric spattered by flecks of sunlight. She glances at Phillip’s canoe, as if he might veto whatever’s swirling in her mind. She peels the straps off her shoulders, holds the back hem against her with crossed wrists, and flips the top down. Her breasts—with all the new sun-freckles and nothing underneath but her—catch the sun.
 

Duncan lets out a bark of approval. His canoe rocks with the gesture. Phillip’s pulse starts up hot and weird in his neck, like shame and pride braided into a single thump. Pete sees it, too. He grins over his shoulder at Phillip, then looks away, the movement making their canoe drift to the left.
 

Duncan makes a little show of shading his eyes. “Goddamn, girl, you’re going to make the fish jump.” Holly lets out a nervous laugh, but there’s something hungry in it, and even a hundred feet away it carries on the air. For a while, they drift in the channel, nothing but the dip of paddles and the sound of cicadas. Then Duncan turns his canoe hard toward a gap in the cypress, and Holly helps steer them off the main drag.
 

Pete listens with half an ear to the conversation in the other boat, but he’s more interested in the corkscrew turns of the inlets. He says, “It gets real private in here, if you want,” then makes a big show of yawning and adjusting his cap.
 

Phillip watches the other boat touch the bank, and Duncan gets out to pull it onto ground a little further, then help Holly out. He takes her hand and pulls her laughing into the trees, as Pete and Phillip float lazily in the water. They drift for a while, then Pete runs their canoe aground on a muddy knuckle of bank. The bottom crunches and holds fast. “Stretch your legs if you want,” he says. He hops out, wobbles once, then hauls the bow further onto land like he’s done it a million times. Phillip isn’t sure he wants to, but Pete’s already up on the bank, peeing into the brush with a loose-limbed calm and whistling a weird, high tune. He drags himself out and stands in the sticky dark under the trees. He walks up the bank a few paces, feeling dumb in his shorts and the sandals that Holly says make him look like someone’s lost uncle.
 

Pete finishes and tucks himself in, stretching out his shoulders with a slow, rolling shrug. The water laps at the bank, the air so still it stretches out time. Pete jams his hands  into the pockets of his shorts as he peers into the dappled gold and green ahead. He asks, not really looking at Phillip, “You think they’re gonna fuck in the woods?”

Phillip feels the words sink, then detonate in his chest. He gives a quiet laugh, but it has cracks in it, fissures. “I think they could fuck anywhere,” he says, the words surprising him with their edge. Pete grins, then pulls a bag of beef jerky from his back pocket, gnaws at the end.

They didn’t talk much after that. Pete wandered away toward a fallen log, eyeing the ground for snakes, and Phillip leaned against a cypress, hands up behind his neck, awkward and tight. He tried to see if he could spot them—Holly and Duncan, somewhere in the tangle of trees—but there was nothing but the knuckled roots and gloom. Somewhere out in the green, a woodpecker hammered, and Phillip felt every blow in the hinge of his jaw. He thought about what it would be like to walk out there. Would they even care? Would they want him to? He could imagine it, the slow shock of seeing Duncan’s hands on her, his wife’s voice muffled and gone strange in the heat. The part of him that wanted to see it was enormous, a dark sun blotting out every other thought.

He closed his eyes and tried to breathe, the mulch and wet earth thick in his lungs. Every nerve in him sparked. He wondered if Holly would let Duncan take her right here, in the soft loam, bent over a fallen limb, or if she’d drag it out, force her own sort of power into the day.

He tried not to touch himself, but the blood had already pooled to his groin; even the hot, slick air felt sexual, heavy with pine pollen and something animal. He heard, or imagined, something like muffled laughter—a quick scream of it, Holly’s timbre unmistakable, the sound wounded but happy. Then nothing for a long time but the heat and the distant whine of insects.

Pete’s phone buzzed, some old country song for a ringtone, but he silenced it and kept on strolling the perimeter, never more than a hundred feet away. Once, Pete called over to him, “Thought I saw a snake,” but it was just a stick.

Phillip stood still, swaying, until his calves got tight. He thought of Holly’s skin, the pale stripes on her back, the way she looked at him before they left the cabin. A buzz somewhere in his body, never quite leaving him. He was starting to get a little worried when they appeared out of the trees, Duncan holding Holly’s hand, while holding out his other hand to Phillip.

“Might as well hold onto to these too.” Duncan said as he dropped Holly’s bikini bottoms in his hand. The fabric is cold and soft in his hand, surprisingly insubstantial for the weight of its significance. Duncan grins, then keeps walking. Holly’s cheeks are flushed as she steps past, face set in a mask of mischief, or maybe bravado. She doesn’t reach for her bikini bottoms; she just glances at Phillip’s hand, then grins at him, teeth sharp and white against her pinked lips. Her dress rides low on her shoulders, and the yellow fabric threatens to slip further with each stride, the risk of it humming louder than the summer locusts.

They get back in the boats, and continue paddling along the river in silence, the air so thick it’s a struggle to breathe. The muscles in his arms start to strain, his grip splintering the paddle, but it’s nothing compared to the way his brain wrestles with every inch forward. Pete mutters a few things about catfish and summer storms, maybe just to break up the tension, but the real conversation is silent—measured in stolen looks toward the other canoe.

Phillip can feel a pulse throbbing between his teeth. Duncan’s arms move with the same brutal efficiency as ever, but now Holly’s dress is off both shoulders; the yellow straps are a suggestion at best, and her bare back, spotted with a thousand brand-new freckles, is just visible above the top of the boat. Pete whistles through his teeth, a tuneless thing. He doesn’t look back at Phillip but raises an eyebrow, as if this is the best show he’s seen all year.

They paddle for a half hour, maybe more. At some point Pete steers them into a side channel, where the cypresses crowd together, their knees knuckling up from the water like drowned bones. The canoe nose-edges into the muck and Pete sits back, stretches his arms, and lets the air fill with the drone of insects and the distant, nasal scream of a boat’s motor, far off. No one says anything. Even the birds are quiet.
 

Duncan and Holly’s canoe floats up against a knuckle of root, the canoe’s bow fanning a slow ooze across the green water. The two crafts bob gently, held close by the lazy current, shifting just a foot or so with every little breeze. Holly’s laugh breaks the silence, slow and unguarded, a sound that seems to pull Duncan closer. The space between the canoes is nothing, really—less than an outstretched paddle—and yet the gap feels charged, brighter, as if every molecule of air has been tuned for this.
 

Holly glances over her shoulder, her sunglasses perched high on her nose, and Phillip sees her watching him. She doesn’t say a word, doesn’t need to; there’s a fire in the slouch of her posture, the way her fingers drum the gunwale, the outline of her body pressed through the thin cotton of her dress. He looks away but not for long. His own heart is doing its best to pound through the wall of his chest, every nerve set to vibrate. He sits up straighter in the canoe, arms acutely aware of their own awkwardness, and tries to will himself into something like relaxation. But all he can do is watch: Holly in the other boat, Duncan at her side, their bodies angled just-so, Duncan’s hand braced on the hull close to her bare, freckled thigh. She doesn’t move away from him.
 

Pete, for his part, seems content to let the silence stretch. He wipes sweat from his brow, then cracks a beer, the pop and fizz grotesque in the cathedral hush of the cypresses. He hands one over to Phillip, who cracks it and takes a long bitter sip, the flavor shattering in his mouth. The alcohol does nothing to thin the edge. If anything, it brightens the world around him, makes every color and sound sharper.
 

Duncan says something, and Holly laughs again, the sound pitched oddly high, echoing off the bony knees of the trees. She presses her palm against Duncan’s thigh, but it isn’t clear if it’s a balancing act or some new, casual physics of their proximity. The sight is electric—more so than the flashes of skin or the missing bikini, more than the charged memory of her voice in the trees. It’s the touch, the ease of it, the part of her that had always held back in public now gone. Holly doesn’t look away when she catches Phillip watching. She just holds his gaze a beat longer than she should, then smiles and turns back to the water.
 

Half a minute later, Duncan’s hand slides up the back of Holly’s neck, thumb tracing along her hairline. He leans toward her, not at all shy about the gesture, his voice low and syrupy. Her answer is a tilt of the head, a little shudder of her shoulders. In the boat, her body almost glows in the light—skin shiny with sweat, hair blowing wild across her cheek. Pete watches all of it, lips curled around the edge of his beer, but says nothing. Maybe he’s seen it a hundred times and knows how it goes.
 

Holly’s laugh stops. She leans her face into Duncan’s, dark glasses hiding her eyes, mouth just visible at the edge of her shoulder, mouth twisting into half a smile before it went away. Duncan leans in and kisses her, just a quick peck to the top of her cheekbone, but the sight of that, right in the open, lands in Phillip’s chest like a punch he knows he’s supposed to enjoy.

He loses the thread of things for a minute. The paddles, his beer, the sticky ache in his shorts. The old narrative—husbands who didn’t want, men who were weak—started to uncurl in his brain, and he tries to stamp it out. Isn’t this what he wanted? Isn’t this exactly what Holly’s body is for, to be looked at, to be desired? He takes another swallow, the beer’s skunk tang burning his nose, and watches as Duncan’s palm slides up the back of Holly’s neck, then further, into the mess of red-gold hair. She leans into it like a cat, visibly at ease. The whole world could be watching and she wouldn’t care.
 

He thinks: I want her, right now, in our bed. He thinks: I want to see what she looks like when there’s nothing left to be embarrassed about. He thinks: I want to see her lose control. Duncan’s hand slides lower, now resting on her shoulder, his fingertips working slow, concentric circles into the bare skin above her dress. Holly’s posture slackens, shoulders rolling back; she tilts her head and laughs at whatever he says, and the sound floats over the water, landing in the slack space between the two canoes.
 

It’s not until Holly slips her hand up to Duncan’s jaw, tilts his face toward her, and holds him there for a long, warm second. She says something into his ear—Phillip can’t hear it, but the hush of her voice makes the hair on his arms prickle. Duncan laughs, a sound deeper than before, and the boat rocks briefly as Holly twists in her seat to face him. It’s not a shy twist; it’s decisive, a move that draws her leg across Duncan’s thigh, and she lets it rest there, the hem of her dress riding up until her bare skin is pressed against him. For a flicker of time nothing moves, and then she leans into him, lips finding his just above the rustle of cicadas.
 

Phillip drinks the rest of his beer in three burning gulps. He looks away—not from disgust or jealousy, but because the reality of it is so electric it makes his teeth hurt. The world distills down to the tiny sounds: the click of Holly’s sandal on the hull, the soft slap of lake against plastic, the gasp of her breath when Duncan’s hand slides up her outer thigh and under the curtain of yellow fabric. Then she moans—quiet, unsteady, a sound that he knows by heart but has never heard colored quite this way.
 

Pete coughs, maybe to clear his throat, maybe to break the static, but otherwise stays stone silent. Phillip wonders if he’s expected to do something, or if the correct action is just to be a witness, to feel everything and nothing at once. He feels the press of his own cock, firmer still in his shorts, even through the heat and the haze, and the line between arousal and humiliation vibrates inside him like guitar strings ready to snap. He tries to relax, but can’t, the tension curled in his gut and wrapped around his cock. He chokes down another swallow of beer, jaw aching, as the other canoe—his wife and Duncan—jolts gently with every touch.

Duncan’s hand splays wide on Holly’s bare thigh, thumb tracing idle lines up toward the edge of her dress. She doesn’t flinch, just keeps her grip on the hull, knuckles pale, and tilts into his side like there’s nothing but comfort in it. He watches as Duncan slides the hem higher, exposing an impossible triangle of bare skin. Even when she was young, reckless, doing tequila shots and twerking on frat couches, Holly never let anyone see her in public like this. The thought makes his heart tumble; this is something new, some deeper permission, and it’s his idea. His permission. He tries to own that feeling, but it slips away.

Duncan looks over at Pete, “You have the blanket?” he asks, and Pete reaches into a backpack and pulls out a large blanket, tosses it to Duncan. He stands, holding Holly’s hand, “Keep watch. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Duncan steadies the boat with one hand, the other already looped around her hips, guiding her up and out with a casual authority that prickles the skin on the back of Phillip’s neck. The blanket dangles absurdly from Duncan’s fist; for a beat, Phillip remembers elementary school field trips, the orderly, innocent way the world once worked. Those physics are gone. The two of them pick their way along a muddy rise, Duncan ahead, blanket tucked under one arm, Holly picking her path in his wake. The yellow dress flares, flashes of thigh bright against the gray-green dim. She glances once, only once, back at him over her sunglasses, and he can’t tell if the smile is challenge or appeasement or just muscle memory. Duncan doesn’t even look back; his stride eats up the space until they vanish into a hook of willow and brush.

Pete sits in the stern of the canoe, balanced sideways, arms folded, chin tucked into the collar of his faded fishing shirt. “Looks like she gets to see Duncan’s favorite spot.” he says with a smirk.

Phillip hates that he knows, the way he smirks at him like he’s pathetic. “So, this is a regular thing for him?” he asks.

“Yea.” Pete replies, drawing out the word for no real reason. “Him and his ex-wife found this spot years ago, so he brings any woman he can out here. Is far enough off the water that nobody can hear anything.”

“Don’t other people walk around out here?” Phillip asks, looking around.

Pete waves his hand, “Very few. They’ve been caught a few times by people, but Duncan just tells them to fuck off, so they do.”

Phillip mulls this over, trying not to worry too much about it, when he hears moaning, definitely his wife’s voice.

Pete smiles real big, looking right at Phillip, “There she goes. She’s getting some now.”

There was no missing the sound, faint but sharp enough to cut through the wet, green hush of cypress. The first moan, a full-bodied “ahh” that went up the scale, then steadied into something long and low, like she was vocalizing pain and pleasure at once. It wasn’t the sound Phillip was used to hearing, the one she kept hidden in the folds of their own bed, but louder, bolder, electric. He tasted iron in his mouth; his hand locked tighter on the paddle, knuckles gone white.
 

Pete stretched his legs out, as if settling into a better spot in the auditorium, and shrugged. “You picked a good one, man,” he said. “Duncan said your wife was wild.”
 

Phillip tried to find words that wouldn’t turn to dust. “She’s… pretty great.”

“Your wife is fucking fine. Wish I could have some of that,” Pete said, reading his own phone now, just letting the next moan play out in the background. The sound was constant, then it dropped, replaced by lower, breathy noises, a little like laughter but with something extra folded in.
 

Phillip strained to focus on the muddle of sounds—twig crack, wet suck of earth, then a whimper so sweet and raw it dialed in on his cock like a tuning fork. The ache burned. He thought about walking closer. He pictured the path, saw the splash of yellow somewhere among the dead needles and wet muck, imagined her on the blanket, maybe facing away, arms braced tight, mouth open as Duncan pressed in from behind.

He pushes each breath to the bottom of his lungs, but still there’s not enough air. He can’t stop running scenarios. What if they’re on their backs, Duncan between her legs, Holly’s knees drawn up and wild as rabbit ears? What if—fuck—what if she’s on top, riding him, hair everywhere, the yellow dress a flag of surrender? One part of him wants to see it, desperately; another part can’t imagine how he’ll ever recover if he does. Pete looks over and says, “Reel it in, bud. This is just how things go here,” like he’s explaining the way tides work, or why moss grows on the north side of trees.

He tries not to take offense at Pete’s tone, but it’s impossible not to want to punch his face inside out. Phillip wipes a hand across his jaw, not sure what to say. The moans get closer together, sharper, building into a rhythm. Sometimes it’s muffled, but there’s no mistaking the angle—she’s not just enjoying it, she’s summoning it, building intensity like she’s trying to transmit it across the lake. He wonders how it will end, if she’ll cum for Duncan the way she never does for him, and the thought becomes a sickness, a raw, greedy hope that infects everything.

Eventually, the noises dissolve into silence. Not a single word drifts out from the spot Duncan and Holly vanished to, just the sizzle of heat in the air and the flit-thump of birds in the higher branches. When the sound finally returns it’s not moaning but laughter, Holly’s voice so high and bright he thinks it might detonate the ancient trunks all around them. Pete glances over, mouth a tight line, then tips his beer back and finishes it with a practiced snap of the wrist.

He’s mid-thought—wondering if he even remembers how to paddle—when he sees a flash of yellow through the trees. They’re coming back. Duncan in front, looming, Holly trailing just behind, her hair wild as wire, the dress smeared with pine and something darker near the side. She walks a little wobbly, but her stride is still all theater; she pins him with a look, a half smirk, before making a beeline to the canoe.

“Miss us?” asks Duncan, not even winded, as he slides in the boat in front of Holly.

They don’t talk, not right away, just drift in echo, the air gone heavy with what happened in the trees. Phillip can’t look at her, not directly, but he can’t look away, either. She fidgets with her sunglasses, then with the hem of her dress, rumpled high enough to make Pete smirk again. She meets his eyes, holds the gaze for a beat, then shrugs and gives a faint, open-mouthed smile. Like—what? Like she knows exactly what happened and is daring him to make a thing of it.

Duncan steers out into the open channel, the tip of his paddle splitting the water with those long, unhurried strokes. Pete picks up the cue, and soon both boats are gliding back to the dock.


Chapter 15: Dark Water

They arrived back at the dock around 5, and after returning the boats, started walking back to their cabins. Holly walked with Phillip, hand in hand, looking happier than he felt. Her having fun with Duncan away from him was unexpected, and he was having trouble dealing with it. He’s not sure what to make of her. She skips a rock off a sunken root, so careless and light, as if the last few hours hadn’t just emptied some interior reservoir. He can still hear those sounds—her voice, raw and bright, right out in open nature. He wishes he could be the sort of man who just laughs it off, who could say something about the adventure, the heat, the thrill of her. But as they cut through the thicket of grass towards their cabin, he feels vacant, a sourness in the pit of his stomach.
 

Holly squeezes his hand. “You okay?” she asks, soft enough it barely registers above the bugs.

He manages a nod, the insides of his head thick and slow. He wants her to tell him what happened out there, every detail, but when she looks at him—sunglasses pushed up, freckles blazing—he’s struck dumb by the softness in her face. Maybe it’s pity, maybe just dopamine. He looks to see that Duncan and Pete aren’t walking all that close, then turns to his wife. “Just didn’t know you and Duncan were going to go off by yourselves like that. Made me feel excluded.”

Holly keeps walking, then stops and turns, catching him with both hands. She looks up at his face—he can see his reflection in the sunglasses, his own brow pinched tight—and she tries a smile, but it dies before it reaches her mouth.
 

“I’m sorry, baby,” she says. “Duncan just… he said he wanted to show me something, and I didn’t think you’d mind. 
 

He tries to shrug, but his body won’t cooperate. “It’s fine,” he says, which makes it more obvious that it absolutely is not. “Just caught me off guard.”
 

She draws her thumb up the inside of his wrist, a little graze that used to promise everything would be okay. “I don’t want you to feel left out,” she says, then lowers her voice, “You can always come find us. We weren’t hiding.” She sneaks a glance over her shoulder, then leans close. “If you want to know—all we did was lay out the blanket, and he started touching me. Not even a minute and I was basically begging him to fuck me. It was quick. Hot, but quick. I thought you’d be able to hear it.” Her voice is so low he has to lean in to catch the edges of it. “Are you mad at me?”

He shakes his head—honest, this time—but he can’t untangle the war inside his chest. He wanted this. He does. But the realization that it could happen without him, with no warning, feels like a cold hand pressed flat against his ribs. “I could hear you, we both could.” He checks where Pete and Duncan are again, then leans close to Holly’s ear, “I’m pretty sure Pete has ideas about being with you himself.”

Holly tilts her chin, as if considering, then says, “He should keep his ideas to himself, unless you want him to.” She glances at him with a hold-your-breath kind of smile, something complicated playing at the edge of her mouth.

He narrows his eyes at her, “That’s not even funny. You heard what Duncan said about him, plus there’s just something about him I don’t like.”

She laughs at his expression, “Fine, just Duncan then.” She steps towards him, and they kiss, her tongue teasing his top lip. He closes his eyes, enjoying the moment with his wife, when Duncan’s voice breaks the silence.

“Come on, we can grill some dogs to eat.” he yells back at them.

Back at the picnic area, Pete has hot-dogs on the grill, while everyone sits and relaxes. Shortly after they got back, they noticed several motorcycles pulling into an area on the other side of the road, 75 yards from them, along with some trucks with motorcycles on trailers. They park in a large area, scattered around, and men start setting up tents.

“That’s a lot of bikers.” Holly says.

“That’s the Skulls.” Duncan says matter of fact, “They camp out here every year. Members show up from all over the state. Every year they come down here, get wasted, and trash the trails.” He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, no visible concern about it.

“Do you know them?” Holly asks.

Duncan shrugs, “Just from seeing them out here the last few years. We usually hang out with them some, they never mind sharing their beer and barbecue, plus some of their girls are pretty good-looking too.” he finishes with a grin.

Holly laughs, “Of course that would be a draw for you.”

Duncan gives her another shrug and a sheepish grin, then Pete starts handing out hot dogs for everyone to eat. They eat in silence, watching the small town of tents going up, more bikers and people showing up as it goes. They end up with about 20 tents by the time the sun starts going down, varying in size from pup tents, to larger family size. A few campfires are going, along with smoke from several grills, people now standing around talking and laughing.

Phillip feels the burn of the day in his bones: arms heavy, knees dusted in dirt, the ache of old mosquito bites layered atop the new. His mind keeps cycling back, unsatisfied, to that hour in the trees—what he saw and what he didn’t, how quick she caved, how quick it all happened. He glances at Holly, picking at her cuticles, and wonders what she’s thinking about. The sunset drops like a stone behind the trees, sulfur-bright, then gone. Duncan and Pete barely talk at first, both working through a six-pack at a pace that feels like a contest. When the sky settles into a deep bruise, Duncan stands and stretches, then rolls his shoulders in a way that seems theatrical, meant to catch Holly’s eye.
 

“You guys want to wander over? Sometimes they have live music,” Duncan says, tilting his head toward the biker party. “It was karaoke last year, and a wet T-shirt contest after.”
 

Pete grins at that, exposing the crumpled ridgeline of his teeth. Holly looks at Phillip, brow raised, as if asking permission. He gives her a blank look, which she translates—for better or worse—as agreement. She drains the last of her soda, and stands. “Let’s go say hi,” she says. The words are smooth, practiced, as if she’s already decided that this night will be anything but a sulk on the weathered benches. She flips her hair, wipes her hands on her dress, and tugs Phillip to his feet. 

It’s another hundred yards of uneven trail, the sound of the biker camp so present in the air it’s like a huge animal humming behind every tree. The bikers—maybe fifty, sixty by now—have expanded from the fire pits. There’s a loose ring of them around a battered old Bluetooth speaker, the kind you might expect to see duct-taped to a stolen bicycle. Some of the men are already shirtless, the rest leaning into denim and vests like it’s winter, not ninety and wet. There are wives and girlfriends too, the expected low-strung women in cutoff jeans, but also a few who look like grad students escaped from Austin, pale and willowy. 
 

Holly drapes herself casually against Phillip as they approach, his hand caught in the low curve of her back. He almost believes her warmth: the way she leans in, laughs when she spots a woman with a bikini top stitched entirely out of Marlboro reds, the tiny circle of her palm pressed tight to his ribs. For a few minutes, the swirl and mess of the day evaporates. He lets it. The beer tastes colder here, and the buzz from the camp crackles with a kind of energy that makes his skin warmer, plugged in. He watches the closest bikers: a guy the size of a walk-in freezer, face tattooed with what look like prison doodles; a pair of leathery women in matching denim, clinking cans and braying laughter into the air.

They stand for a while, watching the ebb and flow. Duncan and Pete are already at ease, Duncan mingling with true social physics, Pete hovering close as a loyal moon. Duncan knocks a beer with a beefy guy in a ratty University of Texas tee, says something that makes the whole circle howl. Holly laughs along, even though she can’t hear the joke. Phillip resists the urge to roll his shoulders and make himself larger.
 

He’s not even half a drink in when he senses the thing that always seems to happen around people like Duncan: Holly is the brightest object in the camp, even among the women. The men play it casual, but their eyes orbit her, casting quick glances and returning to their conversations. Even the women look, as if inspecting a new rival for territory. He hates himself for noticing, but it’s impossible not to. Every twist of Holly’s shoulders, every loud laugh, catches someone else’s attention. He’s torn—part of him wants to drag her back to their cabin, away from this adrenal chaos; another part wants to keep watching, to see what she does when loosed among a crowd that doesn’t care about her past or her reputation, or his. This is what he wanted. Isn’t it? The dark gravity of being the man with a woman everyone else is half in love with, half aching to possess.

Phillip starts to glance around the perimeter of this biker camp, his eyes drifting out from the group they are standing around, to a row of tents lined up on the back side, 30 or so yards away. He sees a man step out of one of the tents, and his muscles seize, and his blood runs cold. He instantly recognizes him, even with the passage of several years, and a lot more facial hair, there’s no mistaking who he is. The real mystery for Phillip, is how in the world his luck could be so bad. His next thought, is to get his wife away from here, back to the safety of their cabin.

He turns to her, grabs her arm, “Why don’t we go back to our cabin, spend some time together. Just you and me?”

She blinks, surprised by his urgency, and for a second the spell of the crowd and the beer and the music breaks. “You want to leave already? We just got here.”

“Yea. Been a long day, and I’d like us to save energy for the rest of our time here, you know?” he tells her.

She searches his face, reading for drama, then seems to hear something in the way he says it. She nods, sets down her beer, and they start back toward the path, past the fire pits and the thickening knot of bikers. They get open field in front of them, and Phillip starts to breathe a little easier, his pace quicker than normal with his arm around Holly’s shoulder. He gives her a nervous smile, when he hears her named called out from behind them. She looks at him with uncertainty, but he keeps walking ahead as her named is called out a second time.

She stops, moves her arm off of his shoulder, “Wait, someone is calling my name.”

She turns around, Phillip doing the same, seeing Jerry just clearing the edge of their camp. He’s wearing heavy boots, jeans with a white T-shirt under a leather vest. His arms are thicker than he remembers, covered in tattoos, and he has a long beard and mustache. He looks like every biker you’d see in a movie, and he’s walking towards them.

“Is that you Holly?” he yells, and he watches his wife squint a little, trying to place him, then her eyes and mouth open wide and his heart sinks.

“Jerry?” she asks. He affirms his name, and she puts her hands over her mouth in joyful surprise, and actually jumps off the ground, before walking to him.

He watches as his wife closes the last yards to Jerry—yes, god, Jerry of all people—as if lured forward on a string of old memories. Holly’s arms go up, and Jerry hugs her like they’re still in the 12th grade, when she wore his jacket for two weeks straight, back when her hair was so much darker, and she spent lunches writing his name in bubble letters on her notebooks. She squeaks as he lifts her clear off the ground, the wild glee in her voice not fake.

“Phillip, this is Jerry!” she announces. She’s flushed in the cheeks, louder than she’s been all day. “From high school!” She doesn’t need to tell him; Phillip’s gut recognizes Jerry before his brain had time to register the changes. The guy is even bigger than he remembered—more beard, more sinew, a little less hair up top, and a chain of tattoos running shoulder to wrist, some old and faded, others new and vibrant.

Jerry looks at Phillip like he’s trying to place him, “Phillip.” he says, rubbing his chin with one hand while the other still holds onto his wife. “Davis?” he says, and starts laughing. “You’re with him?” he asks Holly.

Holly slaps his chest, still laughing, “Don’t be an ass, he’s my husband!”

Jerry gives her a shocked look, “You married him?!? That’s wild.” He says, and hugs her even closer. Their faces are inches apart; there’s an easy intimacy that comes from people who grew up together, who have seen each other at their most unguarded. Holly giggles and tucks her chin against Jerry’s collar, as if the years between them have telescoped down to nothing. She steps back, suddenly shy, then beams at Phillip—a kind of apology in the look, though she seems more alive than he’s seen her in weeks.

“I haven’t seen you since senior prom,” Jerry says, and it sounds obscene the way he says it, teeth bright against the febrile dark of his beard. “Last I heard, you were living in Seattle, or New York or something.”

“Arlington. Got married, settled down, went boring.” She bumps her hip into Phillip’s side. “Well, except for this one. He keeps things weird.”

Jerry looks at Phillip again, this time with a new curiosity. He shakes Phillip’s hand, the grip assertive but not crushing. “Sorry for stealing your wife for a second,” Jerry says, and the tone is so warm, so fuck-you assured, that Phillip can’t decide whether to hate him or thank him for being so obvious. “Didn’t mean to crash your trip.”

Phillip shrugs, as if to say what even is this trip now, but the words jam up in his throat. He tries on a smile, hoping it sits right.
 

Holly’s already asking about Jerry’s life. “What about you? Still living in San Angelo?” Her excitement is edged with an old wistfulness.

Jerry shakes his head, “I’m based out of Abilene now, running a thing for my cousin,” he says, which Phillip instantly translates to some version of what he always figured Jerry would become. Jerry’s eyes are on Holly: not in the way Duncan’s are, all appetite and calculation, but with a blunt, familiar fondness, like this is a reunion with the one who got away. There’s nothing predatory, at least not yet, but something in the way he looks at her arm or her collarbone makes Phillip’s skin crawl.

He tries to edge an arm around his wife, to reset the geometry, but Holly shifts away, caught in the gravity of her old friend. The two of them talk about classmates, graduation, whose mom died and whose brother got out of jail. Jerry leans in to whisper a name, and they both roar with laughter, the kind that’s only funny if you know every notch of a story’s edge. Jerry’s hand lands on Holly’s shoulder—thick, tattooed, unignorable—and Phillip watches her body register it, not flinching but leaning in. The sight is uncanny: a living fossil of what she looked like at eighteen, all dimple and mischief, never a trace of caution or self-consciousness. He floats outside the conversation, a ghost at the edge of the firelight. The bikers have turned up the music—now an off-brand classic rock.

“Were you guys leaving?” Jerry asks them.

Holly nods, “Yea, we’ve been out paddling and enjoying the place all day, Phillip wanted to relax for a bit.”

Jerry scoffs and waves a hand, “I can walk you back later if you wanted to stay. Then he can relax all he wants.”

Phillip looks at his wife, unable to hide the panic on his face. She looks at him and apparently recognizes it.

“Nice of you to offer, but I’m ready to relax a bit too. Maybe we’ll see you tomorrow.” she says with a smile, and after Jerry gets another hug, they resume their walk to the cabin.

In the cabin’s freezer-cold quiet, Holly strips her yellow sundress off and tosses it on the tiny kitchen table, then pads into the bathroom wearing nothing at all. The skin at her neck and chest is pinked and wild with new freckles: she glances down at her own skin, amused or maybe a little proud, then breezes into the shower with the door open, humming low. Phillip sits on the edge of the stiff mattress, shoes still on, staring at the gear-strewn carpet and the yellow dress slouched on the chair. He can’t stop replaying the sight of her hugging Jerry. How easily she let her body lean into the hug, that split-second muscle memory, the way her hand lingered on his shoulder before she even seemed to recognize what her own limb was doing. Of all the men he’s lost to through the years, Jerry is the one whose image in his head won’t quit.

He stares at the ceiling, and tries to cycle his brain down. He wants to ask her, point-blank, Is he what you wanted in high school? Is he better than me? He can’t. He gets up, pulling her bikini out of his pockets as the shower turns off.

He hears Holly start talking as the shower door opens, “I can’t believe we saw Jerry today, here of all places.”

She’s toweling her hair in short, impatient bursts, the humming cut up by the whir of the fan and the squeak of skin against fiberglass. He stands there, her bikini top in his hand, debating whether to bring it in to her or just leave it on the dresser. Eventually he drapes it over the back of a chair. She reappears, a towel twisted above her breasts, water tracking down her collarbones and along her arms. She looks so bright and clean-edged that for a second, he feels like an intruder in his own space.

“Jerry,” she says, like she’s winding up a story. “God, I remember when he used to take me to all these parties.” She laughs, a sharp, nostalgic sound, then shakes out her hair in the sink, flinging droplets that catch the light in tiny, violent rainbows. “He looks so different. I never would have recognized him if he hadn’t said something.”

All Phillip remembers is despising the guy, thinking he was so far beneath Holly’s level. He never understood why she dated him as long as she did, but he couldn’t deny how much he obsessed over it. How much he wondered about what they did together, the kind of sex they had.

“He wasn’t like you remember, you know,” she calls, water still hissing in the pipes. “He was really sweet back then, underneath all the dumbass stuff.” She pokes her head around the bathroom door, face bright, towel clutched to her chest. “He made me feel like the prettiest thing in every room.”

“I just know he was an asshole to most everybody else in school.” Phillip tells her. “I never could understand why you dated him.”

Holly gives a short laugh, “Most of my friends couldn’t either honestly, but he was what I needed at the time. We had fun.”

She bends over, still wrapped in the towel, and starts rifling through her bag for clean underwear. He notices again the pink trail of new freckles on her back, the pale lines where her bikini cut into her skin, and the damp, wild mess of her hair. She looks over her shoulder at him, grinning, still high from the day’s attention.
 

“If you want, I’ll keep my distance from Jerry,” she says, tugging a pair of panties up under the towel. “I mean it. Just say the word.”
 

He shakes his head. “Don’t do that on my account,” he says, surprised at how steady his voice comes out. “You two have history. Just… I didn’t expect to see him here.”

She comes over and plops onto the bed, towel still wrapped, knees tucked up. Her weight bounces him once, and the mattress shudders for a few seconds, the chill air riding up his spine. She leans her head onto his shoulder, damp hair leaking cold through the cloth.
 

“I really wasn’t expecting that tonight. I figured we’d just drink a little and people-watch.” She starts twisting his wrist with her fingers, circling the bones. “I was kind of nervous about you and the whole Duncan thing. Thought maybe you’d be ready to strangle him by day two.” She snorts, and the sound is lighter than he feels. “But you’re the best. Really. I’m so glad we did this.”

He wraps an arm around her, lets his chin rest on her hair. She doesn’t move. He could almost believe in this, in the rightness of the moment, if only he knew which part of the day was supposed to be the truth. Was it her laugh in the woods, or the way she looked at Jerry, or the way she’s tucked small against him now, the simple press of skin to skin?

She looks at him and smiles, “Why don’t you go shower, and I’ll make you forget all about Duncan and Jerry. Remind you that I’m your wife, and that I love you.”

Phillip smiles at her, “That sounds like a deal.”


Chapter 16: Jealousy Rises

Phillip wakes up and notices he’s alone in the bed. Sunlit rectangles crawl across the cheap carpet, motes swarming in and out of focus. Not yet seven, and already the insulation is losing its fight against the heat; the A/C drones, makes the hollow walls vibrate like a toothache. But it’s the emptiness of the bed that wakes him—an absence bright as sound.
 

He checks the bathroom. Empty, the little mirror fogged at the bottom, a slick of toothpaste running down the sink’s curve. The dress she wore yesterday is gone from the table, the top of her suitcase slouched open in the main room. Her phone is gone, charger still plugged in by the bed. He pulls on yesterday’s clothes and shoes, and steps outside, blinking against the glare. He looks around the cabin and surrounding trees, sees no sign of her, then pulls his phone out and sends her a text. She answers right back telling him that she’s on her way, so he sits tight and waits. He sits back on the bed for just a few minutes, when the door opens and Holly walks in with Duncan right behind her.

“Morning Phillip.” he says with a nod, and Phillip returns the greeting, giving his wife a questioning look.

She gives him a disarming smile, “The smaller cabins don’t have showers, so him and Pete asked if they could use ours real quick.” she tells him.

He stares at the two of them for a second, her words coming into focus in his brain. He’s seen restrooms and shower spaces scattered throughout the area, and wonders why they can’t use one of those, but of course the answer is obvious and standing in front of him: his wife. For a second, Phillip expects Duncan to just cut a path to the bathroom, like a freight train through a cornfield, but instead he stands there, hands on his hips, as if waiting to be told the rules of engagement.

Holly comes and sits next to him, puts her hand on his knee, “Will just take them a minute. Pete’s giving Duncan a head start before he gets here.”

He feels his irritation surge, then collapse, then leave a fizz of something else. Maybe he shouldn’t care. Last night they had very good sex, then she fell asleep on his chest and murmured the softest things he’d heard from her in months. If she needed to see Duncan in the morning, for a shower or… whatever, that was her call.

Duncan says “thanks”, then heads to the bathroom, lightly pushing the door closed. They hear movement, and rustling of the bag he was carrying with him, then the water coming on.

Holly looks at her husband, “Thanks again, I know it’s kind of inconvenient, but they did invite us and we didn’t have to pay for the cabin.”

“I just didn’t expect you to be gone when I woke up, had me worried a little.” Phillip tells her.

Holly smiles, “I just wanted to get some air this morning, before it got really hot outside.” She leans closer and kisses him. “I really enjoyed last night.” she says with a big grin, “You were like an animal.”

Phillip laughs himself, sharing another kiss with her, “Not sure what kind of animal though. Certainly not like your lover boy in there.” he says, eyebrows motioning to the bathroom.

She laughs in a low, sandpaper rasp that’s only for him. “What, the king of the prairie dogs in there?” She shakes her head. “He has a few good qualities.” She laughs again in his ear, “But, he’s not you. He’s not the man I love and married.”

Phillip can’t help but smile, the warmness of her words catching deep in his heart. He holds her tighter and they kiss, his tongue finding hers until the water shuts off and Duncan speaks up.

“Don’t know if I got my back clean enough, hard to reach it by myself.” he says from the bathroom.

Phillip and Holly separate lips, their foreheads touching as they start laughing at Duncan’s pathetic words. Holly leans back and yells towards the bathroom, “Poor baby. I’m sure you did just fine all by yourself.”

The door opens and Duncan steps out, his hair wet, holding a towel in front of himself with little effort. “Did I hear laughing in here?” he asks.

Holly looks at Duncan, then at her husband, as if making a silent comparison of two animals at the zoo. She shrugs, her mouth sliding into a sly, sidewinder smile, “Afraid we were laughing at you?” she tosses out, eyes resting on the sharp line of Duncan’s collarbone.

Duncan nods and chuckles, “Maybe you just need something in your mouth.” he tells her as he steps closer and gives them a view of his cock under the towel. Phillips eyes find it automatically, then look away quickly.

His wife keeps her gaze on it, “We let you use our shower, so maybe YOU should be using your mouth on ME.” she says with a smirk and a challenge.

Duncan smirks back at her, “We both know you don’t want me for my mouth, don’t we?” he says with a satisfied smile. “Come on, before Pete gets here.”

“Don’t come in to our cabin, use our shower, then start bossing me around.” Holly says, but Duncan already has her by the hand, pulling her off the bed. She grabs the towel from his hand and looks down at his cock hanging there, thickening slightly. She doesn’t say anything, or look back at her husband, just simply kneels in front of him, drops the towel beside her and grabs his dick. She looks up at Duncan as she starts stroking him slowly, then there’s a knock on the door. She jumps from the sound, then stands up quickly while Duncan grabs the towel off of the floor, and heads back to the bathroom.

Holly waits a few seconds, then opens the door to see Pete standing there dressed only in shorts and sandals holding a sack, “Hi Pete.” she says, and lets him inside.

He steps inside and sees Phillip sitting on the bed, “I figured Duncan would have you in the shower with him.” he says with amusement.

“He’s done, should be out any minute.” Holly tells him right before the bathroom door opens and Duncan steps out. He’s wearing an orange t-shirt and athletic shorts.

“All yours dude.” he tells Pete as he steps past him.

After they hear the water come on, Duncan smiles at Holly, “Want to continue?”

She laughs at his persistence, “He’s not going to be in there that long.”

Duncan has her hand again, and is pulling her around the corner into the small kitchen area. This time she does turn back and look at Phillip, gives him a small smile before she kneels down. Duncan already has his shorts opened and his dick out when she turns back to him, making her giggle when his dick hits her in the cheek.

“Watch where you’re pointing that!” she laughs up at him.

He says nothing, just waves his dick at her until she takes it in her right hand, then lowers her mouth on to it. Phillip’s angle is mostly from her back, so he can’t clearly see what she’s doing, but can easily tell from her body movements and the sounds of her wet mouth working on him. Duncan on the other hand, is far too visible for Phillip’s liking. He can see his face as he enjoys his wife’s mouth, his eyes and mouth opening and closing, the way he looks when she does something he really likes. A few times he looks right at Phillip, telling him how good his wife’s mouth feels, how lucky he is to have such a hot sexy wife.

“You're never going to finish before he's done showering if you don't focus.” Holly tells him.

Duncan looks down at her, “I was just telling him how hot you are and how good you suck dick.” He tells her as she takes him back in her mouth. “And Pete knows, so don't worry about him.”

Holly’s lips smack off the end of his cock again, “I think Phillip is more of a silent observer.” she tells Duncan, not addressing his Pete comment.

Everyone is quiet for several minutes, only the soft moans from Holly, and Duncan’s breathing breaking the silence. Phillip sits, watching the back of his wife’s head bobbing back and forth, his own hardness throbbing in his shorts. When the shower shuts off, Holly stops sucking and stands up, her hand still holding his cock.

“Times up.” She tells Duncan, who starts protesting. She holds a hand up to him as she sits next to Phillip, “We can continue later.” she tells him, and Duncan gives up arguing.

He gets himself put away before Pete steps out of the bathroom, his hair wet and combed. “That hit the spot. What's the plan today?” he asks.

Holly speaks up first, “Me and my husband,” she says while taking Phillip’s hand, “Are going to walk around this morning, look at other areas of the park.”

Duncan nods, “Okay, we can meet up with you later I guess. The Skulls invited us for lunch. Gonna have a bunch of barbecue and stuff, let's meet up there.”

He follows Pete out of the door, and Holly looks at her husband.

“Did you know we were invited for lunch?” she asks him.

Phillip shakes his head, “No, but we left earlier than they did.”

Holly gives her husband a long serious look, “I know you probably don’t want to go anywhere near there, so we won’t if you’d rather not.”

Phillip sighs, “Jerry being there does bother me, but we can’t just hide from everyone, and I know you’re not going to do anything crazy. I trust you.”

Holly smiles at him, “Thank you, baby.” She gives him a sweet kiss, then they get ready to go walking around. They spend the rest of the morning visiting other areas around the park. The bright sunny morning giving way to a more overcast sky, so the heat isn’t as bad as expected. Shortly after noon, they make their way to the skull campsite, which is easy to spot with all the smoke coming from several barbecue pits. A few people remember them from the night before, and welcome them in with handshakes and pats on the shoulder, pointing out where the coolers are, and what’s being cooked. Phillip swears that there’s even more people here than the night before, as they mingle around the crowd in the center of their camp area. Phillip’s eyes see a few sets of porta-potties that are set 30 or 40 yards away from the concrete restrooms. There are two sets of them, about 10 yards from each other, and the part that Phillip isn’t sure about, is that the potty’s seem to be a group of three, linked together. The one in the middle is pink colored, and the two on either side are blue, obviously to distinguish between men and women’s. He wonders why one set of three isn’t all women’s, and the other set all men’s, but then he gets another slap on the shoulder and his attention is back on the guys talking to him about clutches or something.

When that conversation is finished, Holly grabs him by the arm and tells him to look to his right. At first, he can’t figure out what she wants him to see, then she points and tells him Duncan is sitting with a woman. He looks again and finds him, sitting on a tailgate with a dark haired woman a little younger than he is.

“Why is he sitting with her?” he hears his wife ask, and when he turns to look at her, he’s surprised at the angry expression she has on her face. He watches Holly’s jaw clench, a muscle jumping beside her ear, and her hand squeezes his arm like she’s trying to break it off.

“You’re mad because he’s talking to another woman!?!” Phillip asks her.

Holly looks at him like he’s supposed to understand, “He invited us here. I thought he liked being with me, and now he’s hitting on somebody else?”

“He said he’s been seeing these people the last few years, so she’s probably someone he met out here before.” Phillip tells her as he looks back over at Duncan kissing this other woman.

Holly lets out a snort of frustration, “Obviously they are quite chummy.” she says.

Phillip turns to face her, blocking her view of Duncan, “We don’t have to stay here, let’s go walk around some more.”

She closes her eyes and lets out a sigh, seeming ready to take him up on his offer, when they hear someone say her name. They turn and see Jerry walking towards them, and now it’s Phillip feeling the jealous anger rising.

Holly senses it and pats him on the chest, “Be nice.” she tells him right before Jerry approaches.

“Hey, you guys came for some food?” he asks them, shaking Phillip’s hand, then hugging his wife. “These guys cook all kinds of shit out here, so plenty to go around.”

Phillip feels the old panic and jealousy curl up behind his ribcage, a tiny, toothy animal gnawing at his insides. He’s barely shaken Jerry’s hand before Jerry is enveloping Holly in another gorilla-armed squeeze, lifting her off her feet, her laugh going up an octave. Jerry smells like cigarettes and aftershave, in equal, violent measure. He ruffles Holly’s hair like they’re still kids in San Angelo, and for a split second Phillip imagines punching the guy right in the throat. Instead, he lets his face freeze into a dumb, neighborly smile and keeps his hands stuffed in his pockets.
 

“Did you get a load of that brisket?” Jerry asks, and Holly’s mouth forms a perfect O, her head swiveling to find it instantly. He steers them toward a folding table collapsing under pounds of shredded meat, Tupperware full of beans, and a heap of white bread. Holly grabs a paper plate—they’re those thin, almost-clear ones—and Jerry hovers at her elbow as she piles it up, ignoring the forks for her fingers. Some sauce drips onto her wrist, and Jerry swipes it off, joking to “save some for the rest of us.” Phillip can feel his own pulse in his fingertips, hot and needled. He laughs along at everything, but the sound is cold and distant in his head.
 

Holly turns to him, her eyes wide and guileless, and holds out a slab of brisket for him to bite. He leans in, nearly headbutting Jerry in the process. The BBQ is good—smoky and rich, with a heat that sits on the tongue long after he’s swallowed. He wants to thank Jerry but the guy’s already found another thing on the table to compliment, or an old friend to pound on the back. Phillip tries to eat, but every third bite he glances over to see his wife locked in conversation with Jerry, the talk of old times seems never-ending.

At some point, Jerry grabs Holly by the wrist and says, “Let me give you a ride on my new bike.”

Holly seems caught off guard by the offer, her eyes opening wide as she stops chewing, then looks at her husband. Phillip is also drawing a blank on how to react. He feels his tongue go dry against his palate. There’s a moment of absolute still—like the world has been dunked under cold soapy water—and neither of them answers. This was not how this week was supposed to go, but Jerry being here unexpectantly, and his wife feeling betrayed by Duncan seems to be setting things in motion he can’t control.

Jerry’s smile is huge and guileless, a kid at the prize counter, but something about the bulge of his forearm on Holly’s wrist sets off a tremor in the pit of Phillip’s stomach. Holly finishes chewing, seeming to recover from Jerry’s request.

She wipes her hands off on a napkin, “Not sure that’s a good idea.” she tells him with a smile on her face.

“What? Cause Phillip’s here?” he asks her. “Come on! It’s just a short ride, right here around the park.” He turns to Phillip, “You don’t have a problem with it, right?”

Phillip’s mouth opens, but nothing comes out except a flat croak. His mind is a spinning coin—the sensible side wants to say it’s fine, go ahead, but the bitter undercurrent is stuck on him, on the squeeze of fingers around Holly’s wrist, the vivid memory of how those hands looked on her as a teenager, the rumors he remembered about what else they could do. It’s just a ride. It’s stupid to say no. But the words and the world both stick in his throat.
 

Next to him, Holly blinks a few times before responding, her face shining with a mix of nerves and challenge he’s not seen on her in a while—a new echo layered over the old. She turns and looks directly at him, eyes asking a question she doesn’t dare voice aloud. He tries to read it: Do you want me to say no? Can you handle me saying yes? Are you going to get weird if I just do what I want?
 

He wants to scream, but instead he half-nods, the motion tight, like a dog tugging at the end of a leash. “Sure, why not,” he says, surprised at the normal sound of his own voice. “Have fun,” he adds, and the words curl slightly at the end, a dead leaf spiraled in the wind.
 

Jerry howls a laugh, already pulling Holly gently away from the table. “That’s the ticket!” he says. “Phillip here is a real man. None of those little jealousies.” He winks back, and the flash of teeth makes Holly giggle, loud and sudden in the breezeless day. He watches them walk towards the back side of the camp, to what Phillip assumes is Jerry’s tent. He ducks inside a few seconds, then emerges with two helmets. He watches Jerry pass her one, the gesture both stupidly chivalrous and somehow showy, and helps her onto the seat behind him. Holly’s legs swing up and settle on either side of Jerry’s hips. Her sundress rides high and higher, a bright blue flash against the black vinyl and worn paint of the bike. He can see the bow of her bikini bottoms pulled tight against her thigh; a dumb, beautiful detail he’s certain Jerry will notice.

They pull away from the mass of tents, the bike giving a short, flat roar as Jerry guns the throttle. She holds tight to his waist, hair blown back, her laugh trailing behind them in a sharp, serrated line. The sound follows Phillip for what feels like minutes, even after they disappear behind the trees. He suddenly feels alone, like a child left in a grocery store. He gets up and throws his plate away, now uninterested in food, and walks to the edge of the camp area, close to the road. He looks left and right, the web of small roads snaking all over the area, unsure of which direction they’ll appear from. He looks back to where Duncan was, and sees an empty tailgate, but notices Pete coming out of one of the blue porta-potties further back. He’s adjusting his shorts with a smile on his face, making Phillip chuckle and shake his head.

He turns back to the road, checking both directions seeing no sign of Jerry or his wife. He holds his breath, listening for the sound of the bike, but the pulse in his cheek drowns out everything. The park spins out with a glassy, drugged clarity – every low branch and shredded picnic table popping into razor focus. He stands there, for one long second, and then he starts walking. Just for something to do. He loops from one edge of the Skulls camp to the other, telling himself he’s just wandering, but all the while his head’s straining for the hot echo of the engine, the scorch of rubber, the electric punctuation of a helmeted laugh.

He waits there. Five minutes. Eight. The time is smeared and elastic – a minute stretches and then snaps back. He thinks of Holly’s legs on either side of that rumbling frame; how her dress must be riding up so high she’s basically naked in the back. He thinks of her hands too, spanning his waist, holding on tight to him, the way the big gorilla probably made a point to show off in every quadrant of the park. He wonders whether she’ll come back flushed from the speed of the bike, or if she’ll make him drop her off at the far end so she can walk back demure, pretend it never happened. He presses a palm to his sternum, feels the flutter under the skin. Is it always going to feel like this, a game where he’s two steps behind, questioning the sanity of it?

He turns again and walks to the other end of the camp, finally hearing the sound of an engine coming behind him. He turns and looks back down the slight slope of the road, coming up from the dock area and the canoe rental shack, and sees them coming closer. They turn into the camp, at the other end from where he's standing, and make their way back to Jerry’s tent. They pull their helmets off, both laughing and talking, then Holly starts looking at the area where they ate, before she starts scanning the camp with her eyes, looking for Phillip. He instinctively thinks to wave at her, but stops himself, thinking there’s little chance she would spot him from this far away, plus it would draw attention to himself, which he didn’t want. He starts walking towards them, keeping his eyes on them, watching Jerry put the helmets in his tent, then come back out with a backpack, and resume their conversation. They are standing closer now, talking about who knows what, Jerry gesturing back towards the woods, behind the concrete restroom/shower building that’s close by. His wife looks around the camp quickly again, still not spotting Phillip walking, 50 or so yards away. Phillip keeps watching, she’s saying something to him, and he says something back, then she gives a nod and follows Jerry back towards the woods.


Chapter 17: An Honest Conversation

Phillip  reaches the restroom building himself, spots his wife and Jerry deeper in the woods. If it wasn’t for her bright blue dress, he would have probably lost sight of them in the dense trees. A clashing of thoughts is going through his head as he follows, the first one being he has no idea how to stealthily follow people through a wooded area. He does his best to watch for things he knows can make a sound, branches, and dead leaves as he keeps pace behind them. The other thoughts involve his wife. Where are they going? Why are they going there? Phillip’s heart fidgets in his chest, the thunder of it so loud he’s sure the birds in the canopy can hear. His shoes snag on a root and he barely keeps upright, ducking behind a trunk, legs trembling. Sweat rivers down his back, less from heat than fear, or maybe a feverish excitement he can’t choke off. He peers out, careful. Fifty feet ahead, Jerry is toweling at his forehead with the flat of his palm, gesturing for Holly to follow. She looks back, a quick sweep—Phillip slouches lower, tries to make his body shape indistinguishable from the lump of a fallen log.

They stop at the edge of a small clearing—not even a real field, just an oval between trees scabbed with bottle caps and cigarette butts, the grass worn away to black dirt in the middle. Jerry is talking. It’s impossible to catch the words, but the cadence is familiar: he’s showing off, hyping something, selling a story. Holly stands there, maybe five feet away, hands cupped at her hips, the arc of her collarbone clean and bright against the darker wedge of trees. Jerry steps closer, and already the space between them does not feel old-friend casual. For a second Phillip imagines shouting—wants to, feels the recoil in his own chest. But he stays silent, sneaks his way closer through some thicker brush.

“So, we going to do this?” he hears Jerry ask, and his nerves and fear shoot up another hundred percent.

He watches Holly just stand, like she’s considering the idea, a small smile on her face. “I shouldn’t be out here you know, much less agree to this.”

“Come on, don’t chicken out on me.” Jerry pleads, “You’re the only girl I’ve ever met that was into this, and I know you always thought it was hot too.”

Holly shakes her head, “That was a long time ago.”

“So, you telling me you haven’t thought about it?” Jerry asks.

Holly lets out a sigh, “I didn’t say that. I just never expected to see you again, much less for you to ask me to do this.”

Jerry sets the backpack down on the ground, “One time, for old times, then we’ll head back.”

Phillip watches, holding his breath as his wife agrees. He remembers all the times he saw her with Jerry at parties, in school, and how much it tore at him, but how much it equally consumed his thoughts. He spent so many nights back then, wondering and imagining what they did together, and now here they were in front of him. Jerry pulls a towel out of the backpack and lays it on the ground, then Holly steps onto it and removes her shoes and socks. She pulls her dress over her head and off, then her bra and finally her panties. She hands it all to Jerry who sets them several feet away, then returns to stand in front of her, but not on the towel.

Jerry stands there admiring her, “Fuck baby, you look amazing. Still as hot as I remember.”

Holly smiles at him, “Thank you, but don’t get distracted.” She kneels in the middle of the towel, looking up at Jerry. “Keep it below the neck.” she tells him pointing a finger up at him, “I’m warning you.”

Jerry puts his hands up, “I promise I will, like I told you.”

Phillip can’t figure out what the hell they’re doing. His wife is naked, kneeling on a towel while Jerry stands there fully dressed. His heart is pounding in his chest, while he both wants to see what happens, and doesn’t want to see it. He’s struggling to keep faith and trust in his wife, but reminds himself that it’s he who wanted her with other men. He that always liked her getting attention, and because of that she’s involved with Duncan, and because of that, they are here.

Jerry steps forward and unbuttons his jeans, and Phillip sees him pull his large cock out, lets it hang in front of Holly’s face. It's thick and has a large metal ring hanging out of the end of it.

“When did you get that?” Holly asks, reaching up to touch it.

“Several years ago.” Jerry answers with a smile, “Makes women cum like crazy.”

Holly laughs, “You would say that.”

They look at each other a few long seconds, then Holly sits back on her feet tucked beneath her and leans back on her hands, her eyes fixed on Jerry’s. Phillip is questioning what is going on, when Jerry lets out a breath and starts peeing.

“You’re so fucking hot.” he tells her as he aims his pee at her right nipple, “I’ve missed doing shit like this, haven’t you?” He moves his stream to her left nipple.

Holly glances down at her chest, “I really haven’t though about it since we dated. I only did this cause you asked me to.”

He aims a line down to her belly button, “You make it sound like I was easy to forget, and I know you missed this dick.” he tells her with a sneer on his face.

Holly laughs, “That I have missed, but I don’t regret where I am now.”

Jerry gives a mock laugh, “With fucking Phillip!?! Why the hell did you marry that guy? He’s a fucking square.” he says as his stream starts to weaken.

“Because he’s exactly what I need.” Holly tells him as she looks up at him. “He’s an amazing man, and he makes me happy.”

Jerry shakes his head, “Whatever.” He moves his aim up to Holly’s neck, and she gives him a warning look, making him laugh and aim back down. “You know where to find me if you ever crave a blast from the past.”

He’s pissing on her. That’s what’s happening. He expected, what, head? Or maybe a hand job in the sunlight, a quick switchback to the hormone scrums of high school? This—this slow, silent stream darkening her collarbone, drawing slick lines down the center of her chest, pooling at the waist—this is a language he’s never considered. Their two bodies, locked in a shape that’s almost prayerful. Jerry’s grip on his cock loose but sure. Holly’s focus absolute, chin raised, her skin catching every shift in the spray. She doesn’t flinch. She’s not the kind to flinch. Phillip’s breath hitches. He tries to drag his eyes away, but the illicit clarity of the act pins him. Jerry’s face is hidden by the sunbeam collapsing through the branches, only his beard visible, studded with sweat or dew. The way he holds himself, like a soldier at rest—nothing bashful or dramatic about it. Just the forward lean, the mottled biceps, the—and here, the humiliation sours into envy—the impressive arch of his cock, the control with which he directs it, painting his wife’s nipples, then lower down her tummy. It’s so much, more than he’d ever manage, more than he’s ever seen.
 

He watches his wife’s body, the way she welcomes the arc, her back neither straight nor hunched. There’s a wild dignity to her posture. At first, the sound is not even audible—just a patter on her skin, made visible in the dappling gold through the leaves. Phillip’s cock twitches, confused, electrified. He feels the forbiddenness of it, like a key turning in a lock he’d never even located. His wife, on her knees, glazed in the hot animal scent of Jerry’s piss. Jerry finishes and tucks himself away, saying nothing, just staring down at her with a grin that makes Phillip’s scalp itch.

There’s a long, dangling silence. Holly looks at Jerry, then—so casual it takes a second to process—sweeps a hand along her front, tracing the riverine trails of urine, mashing them into her breasts, her stomach. She laughs, the sound sharp and weirdly triumphant, and stands up, the towel slouching from her knees to her feet.

“You’re a fucking animal,” she says, low, and the two of them find the humor in the words. “I hope you feel better now.”

Jerry gives a big, dumb shrug, like this is just who he is. He grabs her towel and dabs at her thighs, mock-chivalrous, then hands it over before he starts to pull out a bottle of water and some napkins from his bag.

Phillip feels frozen where he crouches, shame and arousal warring in his belly. Every muscle in his legs wants to flee. He waits, not breathing, until Holly wipes herself off, dresses, and the two of them crunch off through the underbrush, loud enough that he has time to slip back behind a tree, his own hands shaking.
 

He stands there, knuckles numb, a roaring behind his eyes. The world is so bright it wobbles. He sways in the sun, waiting for the heat to slack off his skin, but it only intensifies. He’s hard, so hard he can barely walk, and the image of it—the way she knelt, the way Jerry arched over her—won’t leave him. Is this what she’s always wanted?

He has to get himself together. He has to be normal, or she’ll know. He waits, counting backwards from fifty, then circles the clearing at a safe perimeter, doubles back on the trail so it will look like he’s coming in blind. He needs time for the blood to leave his face, time for whatever the hell this is in his chest to become a thing he can speak aloud.

By the time he’s close, he can see her ahead, going into the shower building. He circles around the other side of it, getting back into camp and grabbing a beer. He looks back and sees Jerry put the backpack into his tent, then sit in a chair outside of it, no care in the world. After about ten minutes he sees Holly come out of the shower building, and this time he waves at her.

“There you are!” Holly says, relief obvious, or maybe just habit. “We got a little lost.”

He wants to ask her: wasn’t it weird, what he did to you? Did you like that? Did you know you’d let him do it? But he just says, “Didn’t see you on the way back. Was worried you got turned around.” A test, maybe, or a secret password; he can’t read her face, still flushed from the heat but bright with a slightly off-key energy.

She wipes sweat from her brow then, voice casual, “I’m gonna hit the cabin for a minute. My head is starting to throb.” The words are a bullet train: gone before he can board. She’s back up the path, dress swishing, her heels kicking sparks off the ground.
 

He stands and watches her all the way to the bend, thinking about the words she never said, the thing she decided not to tell him about. He knows about it because he saw it with his own eyes, witnessed her do something that never even crossed his mind before. He waits a polite—no, a cowardly—interval, then meanders to the cabin.

He finds her on the bed in a shaft of swampy light, dress still rumpled from Jerry’s hands, hair up, neck gleaming. There’s a half-open bottle of water in her fist, and two wet lines running down her shin as if she had just come in out of the rain. For a second, he thinks maybe she’s crying—something in the hunched angle of her shoulders, in the way her hand pulses the plastic bottle—but her face is dry, bright. She doesn’t look up when he walks in, just says, “Hey, babe,” almost flatly, as if this morning, the last hour, could be any morning, any hour.

He sits on the bed with her, keeping himself calm. He can’t let this go silently, let her think that she’s snuck something by him. How can they maintain trust if he says nothing about what he knows? His thigh presses against hers; she feels hot, even though the air inside is meat-locker cold. He waits for her to talk, but she just keeps unscrewing the cap and screwing it back on, the crackle of cheap bottle plastic louder than the AC. His brain is a volcano of questions—Is this what you want? Did you know it would happen? Did it turn you on or just turn you to stone?—but each one melts before he can let it loose. What comes out instead, flat and thin: “Headache?”

She sets the bottle on the side table. “Yeah. Probably need some salt or electrolytes, or to not walk six miles in a sauna.” It’s a familiar voice, the one she uses after a bad work meeting, after the holiday with his mother, when she just wants the world to leave her in peace.

The silence buzzes. From outside comes a steady motor drone, an occasional human yell, the wet slap of a bird ricocheting off the cabin roof. He stares at the sweat darkening the wood floor beneath her feet. Finally, she speaks, careful: “I looked for you when we got back to the camp, but didn’t see you anywhere.”
 

He thinks about lying, letting the weirdness just pool out of sight. But he says, “I was at the road, watching for you.” He keeps his voice level, makes it as boring as possible. “I thought about waving when I saw you guys park at his tent, but figured I would just walk back and meet you there.”

She angles her body toward him, lips chewing at the ridge of her thumbnail. “So you saw us.” she says, and Phillip nods. She closes her eyes and lets out a breath, “You saw where we went.” she says, opening her eyes and looking at him nod again.

Holly fixes her gaze on the wall, then lets her head fall into her hands, palms pressed above the eyes, not hiding just muffling the light. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, that you had to find out something like that.”

He can’t look at her, so he stares at the dull blue splay of her dress bunched on her thigh, the crumple of the bottle near her knee. Why isn’t he saying it? Why can’t he force it out, That I saw Jerry piss on you? That I saw you let him?

Instead, he says, “I never would guess that you would let someone do that to you, and actually like it.”

She goes totally still. It takes a while for her words to come. “It’s so fucked up, Phillip. I know.” Her hands are mashed into her cheeks; her voice vibrates through them. “I never thought I’d do anything like that again, after high school. It’s gross, it’s...I don’t know why it messes with my head in a good way, but it just does. I’m sorry if it ruined your brain. Seriously.”

He hears the school mention and something opens up inside him—a new, gray space. Did she let other guys do this to her, or just Jerry? Was it a secret phase, a thing she buried, or just a log kept on the side for people she’d never see again? He pictures her in some cinderblock party house, a crowd egging them on. The image should disgust him, but in the acid wash of the morning, all he feels is a sort of sick awe. The same awe he felt in the trees, only sharper, more blood-bright. He doesn’t know how to say any of this. Every word in his head comes out raw.

“I’m not mad at you.” The words feel like gravel in his mouth. He tries again. “I just—I didn’t know you wanted that.”
 

She breathes, shallow and fast, eyes pinched shut. “I don’t want that. Not like want-want. It’s not something I fantasize about. It’s just... with Jerry it was always so easy to say yes. He made it seem like nothing was off limits. That was the only way I knew how to be wild enough for him,” she says. The words come slow, like they have to be pulled through rebar before they can reach the air. “Everybody else I had to do very little to impress, or to get excited. But him…” She unclasps her hands and lets her arms hang, limp at her sides. “I know it’s fucking gross. I shouldn’t have done it. It’s just… the way he is, he makes things possible. It’s not even the pissing, it’s the being able to say yes.”
 

“Did you want me to watch?” He can barely recognize his own voice. It’s less a question, more a shamed confession.

She shakes her head, eyes flat on the floor. “No. I thought we’d be fast, and clean up, and you wouldn’t know.” She flinches. “But I don’t hate it, that you saw. Maybe that’s worse.”

Phillip lets the weight of it settle. He’s less angry than he would have guessed. Maybe that’s the worst part; beneath the abrasive, shuddering shame, there’s something else stirring within him.

She stands, pacing a slow horseshoe from bed to kitchenette to door, then pivots up again by the window, fingers fluttering at her temples. She’s never looked less like herself, or more like a stranger, raw as nerve. She twists the bottle cap on and off, on and off, like a joystick she could use to rewind the day, or maybe speed it up until it burned.

“I need to shower again,” she says, not waiting for him to answer, and disappears into the bathroom. A soft click as she closes the door, not quite a slam. The fan kicks on, drowning out everything else. He sits alone in the cheaproom air, sweat drying sticky under his shirt, stomach seething with nervous fuel. The image—Holly kneeling, the delicate spray on her skin, the way her hands moved through it without shame—plays in a loop behind his forehead. Nothing else can get in.

He paces the room, can’t sit still. The rectangle of carpet underfoot is dotted with grit, probably tracked in from last year’s campers. He tries to clean up, tossing old wrappers into the trash, folding the towels she left on the doorsill. The hum of the bathroom fades, and after some time—he’s lost track, maybe five minutes, maybe twenty—she emerges. Hair in a towel, face scrubbed to pink, a weird calm to the line of her jaw.

She steps into her panties, and walks to her husband, “I’m sorry for trying to hide it. It’s something I didn’t want you to know about.”

He puts a hand around her, “Did you think I couldn’t handle it? Would freak out and leave you?”

She smiles, “I know you can handle it. I mean, look at the last few weeks.” She touches his chest. “I just thought I left that in the past, with Jerry and his crazy ideas.”

“Did you say yes to Jerry partly because of Duncan?” Phillip asks.

Holly looks at him for a moment, “It had something to do with it. It’s wild, but maybe I wanted to even things up, or just see if it’d still feel like high school again. Maybe I was jealous of myself, you know?” She laces her arms behind Phillip’s neck, pulling in so close that the heat of her skin seems to push right through the air between them. “I don’t want you to feel like you lost out to anyone.” Her voice is steady, but there’s a defiant, almost reckless light in her eyes. “You’re still my person, okay?”

He nods and tries to find the right pressure in his grip—tight enough to convince her, not so much it looks desperate. The whole room has a fever now. He feels the thump in his neck, the way her hair dampens the collar of his shirt, how her thighs are warm and slick against his. All the words he should say—You’re forgiven, or That was brave, or even I want you—stick to his ribs. He only knows how to act, so he does what his body wants: slides his hands around her, and finds the curve of her ass. She exhales, nose pressed to his collar. Underneath the fresh-laundry body wash he can still smell the sharp, animal whiff of her old lover’s claim—impossible, but there. Maybe it’s in his head, or maybe her skin will never be fully rid of it. He squeezes her, wants to fuse her to him, or else climb inside her so nothing else can ever get there first.

They don’t make love. There isn’t room for it in the air, not yet. He lifts her, surprising even himself, and her legs cinch around his hips with a tension that’s so fierce he feels it in his teeth. She grinds against his jeans, and the heat of her skin is wet, almost feverish. Her mouth is against his ear, her voice gone thin and wild: “You want me.” It is not a question, but a prescription, and every part of him is clocked in. He would fuck her right here against the torn vinyl windowsill if she asked. The world outside the cabin is acapella with afternoon bugs, a fugue of bird shrieks and distant engines, but he only hears the rustle of towel and cotton, his own strangled breathing.

He kisses her, “I’ve always wanted you, since the first time I saw you.” He sets her down, her arms still around his neck as they stand together. “But I think Duncan owes you an explanation about earlier, maybe even an apology, and I think you would greatly enjoy how he makes it up to you.”

Holly’s eyes are glass-bright when she pulls away from his neck, color blooming up her cheeks, a faint pulse visible at the hinge of her jaw. For a second, she studies him like she’s prepping for surgery—every micro-flinch, every tug of breath. Then she lets out a laugh, lower than her speaking voice, wild and laced with something urgent. “You want to hear something insane?” she asks. He can only nod. “All day, all I could think about was you watching me. Even when things got weird with Jerry, I kept hoping you’d show up, just… to see.” She flicks her gaze to his mouth, then holds it there.

Still, Phillip can’t shake the last hour from his skull. The way Jerry’s piss glistened in the sun, the way Holly traced her hands along her body like it belonged to science. The animal logic of it. He wants to scold her, but only because the image of her kneeling in the woods, taking it, is so much stronger than whatever he’d say. He wants to tell her that no one in his entire life could get a rise out of him like that, but the words get tangled up in all the other bad words—pervert, cuck, sick. If he told her all of it, he’s sure his voice would snap in two.

He’s saved by the vibration of her phone. A text, from Duncan, asking if they want to meet for dinner at “the shithole barbecue joint” at six, didn’t even know if it was still open, but that it “smelled like beef farts and sadness and won Best Ribs six years running.”

She texts Duncan back, says they’re in. Holly pulls on a fresh dress, the simple black one that hugs her hard up top and softens over the hips. She looks at herself in the mirror, then at him. She redoes her hair, tight this time, washed clean of everything that happened in the woods.

They walk across the compact gravel to the truck where Duncan waits. He’s shaved, or at least tamed the wilderness on his face. There’s a new shirt, a pale green collared thing that looks like it might have cost money, and khaki shorts that somehow don’t seem out of place. Pete’s not with him. Phillip climbs in the back seat, watches as Duncan opens Holly’s door for her, like this is a date.

Holly stands and looks at Duncan with a serious expression, “Who was the girl you were cozy with earlier?”

Duncan looks at her like she spoke Spanish, “You mean at the Skulls camp? That was Janice, I met her a few years ago out here.” He narrows his eyes at her, “You jealous about it?” he says with a smile.

Holly rolls her eyes at him, “You can do what you want, I just thought you invited us out here mostly because of me.”

“I did.” Duncan says, “And I’m sorry if you thought I was gonna give your dick to someone else.”

She gives him a slap on the arm, “You are so full of yourself.” she laughs, and finally climbs into the seat.

He closes her door and walks around to the driver's seat, “You’ll be full of me later I bet.” he says with a wink.

The “shithole” is exactly what it says it is: a box of a building with white vinyl siding, aged to a jaundiced yellow, and a gravel parking lot pocked with islands of beer cans and grease stains. The inside air is soft and liverish, sweet with meat but also a lurking chemical note, some solvent the mop-boy left behind. Ceiling fans tick overhead like broken metronomes, stirring the heat in pointless vortices. Phillip trails behind Duncan and Holly as they get a booth. Holly keeps her sunglasses on even though the windows are cowled in neon. She sits across from Phillip, diagonally, so they both have Duncan at the apex of their view. As soon as they land, she asks, “How bad is it here, really?”
 

Duncan grins, “Depends what you order. Beer’s safe, don’t eat anything with mayonnaise. If the ribs look gray, it’s because of the smoke, not because they’re old.” He raps the plastic tabletop with his knuckles, leaving a crescent of grease behind. “Don’t worry—I’ll test the food first. If I go down, I’ll haunt your cabin.”

Phillip wishes he’d brought his own sunglasses, a shield against the way the world seems to vibrate at the edge of his vision. He feels hollowed out by the day, an empty hull with a thin lining of want and curiosity. Holly’s leg stretches alongside his under the table, soft and certain, reminding him she’s there, still wanting him. Duncan orders for the table, barking three sets of ribs and whatever lager is on tap, which the teenage waiter struggles to keep up with. The night outside chirrs with frogs, the light inside an aquarium glow.

The food is quite good, and they walk out into the parking lot satisfied with the whole experience. The sun is starting to set, and Duncan looks at Phillip and Holly when they reach the truck, “So, we going back to your cabin for dessert?”

Holly looks at her husband, “That is Phillip’s decision. I only do it if he wants me to.”

Now Duncan turns and looks at Phillip, along with his wife. The question floats—his decision, now and always—like a noose and a promise in one. He nods, but it’s a careful nod, too slow for bravado and too sure for a lie. “Yes,” he says, “I know Holly would enjoy that.”


Chapter 18: Coming Back Around

The ride back is silent for a while, Duncan tapping the steering wheel, Holly looking out the window, letting the last of the sunset turn her face pink then gold then a bruised purple that makes every freckle light up. Holly grabs his hand just as they hit the gravel, and the cold slick of her palm anchors everything. When the truck lurches into park, they get out and make the walk back to their cabin. They step inside. The old air conditioner coughs awake, slapping him with a cool stink. Holly sets her sunglasses on the mini fridge, then her hands shuffle through the bag she left on the table. She finds her lipstick, reapplies it with the rough, practiced intensity of someone preparing for war, not a nightcap. Duncan stands in the open doorway, filling the frame, the blue shirt softening him only in color. He’s polite enough to wait while they “settle in,” but the way he leans against the jamb erases any illusion who’s in charge.

Phillip busies himself in the bathroom. He can’t pee, not with the anticipation crackling so close to the surface. He cups cold water from the leaky tap, sloshes it over his face, then returns to the main room. Nobody says anything. Not right away. There’s an airless quality to the cabin now, like the A/C doesn’t move the molecules so much as vibrate them closer and closer.

Duncan finally breaks it. “So… we doing this in here, or you want the woods again?” He grins at Holly.

Holly smiles, lips fresh as wet paint. “Inside,” she says, sitting down on the edge of the bed, knees pointed straight at Duncan. She isn’t flirting, exactly, but there’s a precision to the way she arranges her body, inviting and imperious all at once. She tucks one foot under the other ankle and rests her hands to either side, fingers pressed so hard the knuckle joints blanch. Phillip sees the way she looks at Duncan, but her eyes keep pinging back to him, measuring the temperature of his reaction. He steps past Duncan and sits in the one chair in the room.

Duncan stands a few feet from the bed, hands loose at his sides, eyes raking slowly up Holly’s body, taking his time, no effort even to be subtle.
 

Holly’s breathing is quiet, but her shoulders move in a way he knows—micro-shifts, nerves camouflaged as calm. She looks at Duncan, then at Phillip, then back again. “You’re sure?” she asks, and the question is for Phillip but her gaze stays on the big man.
 

“Yeah,” he says, as if he’s drawing the word from the air. He doesn’t stutter. He surprises himself.

Holly leans back as Duncan sits on the bed, the dip in the mattress making her pivot towards him even before she means to.
 

Duncan’s hand, paw-like and pale at the knuckles, lands high on Holly’s thigh. She doesn’t flinch; instead, she exhales then puts her palm over his and squeezes. She tips her face up at him—her lipstick a challenging bright red—and for a couple of seconds neither of them moves, not even to breathe. Duncan leans in, so slow he almost seems to shift the horizon. Holly wets her lips out of habit—he knows the tell—and she squares her hips, letting her knees drift wider. The hand that was pressing Duncan’s goes still and then slips up, curling into the crook of his neck, her thumb stroking the stubble just below his jaw. She makes a small, involuntary sound, a breath that comes out as a question. Duncan’s mouth finds hers, open and direct, his hand moving to anchor at the rise of her hip. She kisses back, a methodical, slow-melting thing.

Duncan’s other hand lands on the bedspread beside Holly’s hip, bracing as he leans her backward. They don’t break the kiss, not even when Duncan lifts her knee so it bends against his side. Her calf hooks the side seam of his shorts. The movement exposes a thin pale stripe of her thigh, the freckling more intense here, private. Duncan’s grip shifts upward, rough through the fabric, fingers gliding under the hem. The ease of it, the total confidence—Phillip feels it like tight wire under his own skin.

He can’t see much of Holly’s face, the angle all wrong, only her jaw and the hard ridgeline of cheekbone as she tips her head to meet Duncan’s mouth. Her hair fans wide over the bed’s flat white. Duncan’s hand slips under the skirt of her dress with studied slowness, the technical skill of a chef testing dough for readiness. He cups her, squeeze and release, then rubs in a slow circle, thumb teasing the barrier of underwear. Holly exhales through her nose—a sound not at all like the way she laughs or sighs in day-to-day speech.

He hears the tiny pop of the button on her dress as Duncan’s hand works higher, slow but relentless, and then the zipper down the side yielding in jerks. The dress slackens and rolls off her shoulder, baring her bra strap—a pale lavender, nothing fancy, but it glows against her skin in the low, mad-scientist light of the cabin’s desk lamp.
 

Duncan pulls her upright, just enough to slide the hem up and over her knees, her thighs, the dress bunched obscene at her hips. He leans in and mouths at her neck, and she doesn’t try to stifle the sound, though it’s a hoarse, almost wounded gasp now. The hand that was anchored at her hip moves up, cups her breast firmly, and the other snakes along the top of her thigh, a clear and direct trajectory. Duncan speaks low, not a whisper, just a coarse thread of words: “God, you’re soaked already.”

“You get me that way.” she tells Duncan.

Phillip can see her now, the tilt of her chin as she wrenches her eyes open and finds him in the chair, holding her gaze as Duncan’s hand moves under her panties. She lifts her head higher, a look on her face he can only read as triumphant, or maybe defiant. Like she dares him to say anything, or maybe dares him to look back. The air in the cabin convulses; Phillip feels his own heart syncing to the pattern of her breathing. He notices his foot drumming a nervous tattoo on the wood floor, tries to still it, but can’t. His cock is so hard beneath his shorts it’s almost ridiculous—painful, electric, like a warning light. He’s not sure if he wants her to keep looking at him, or to stop. He can see the outline of Duncan’s hand through the bunched hem of Holly’s dress, the gross, gorgeous spread of his fingers kneading at her ass, her thigh, then in slow increments up and under her panties.
 

Her head drops back an inch, jaw slack, as Duncan’s fingers start to work. The sound she makes is small but unfiltered. She leaves her knees sprawled wide, inviting more. There’s a rhythm already, Duncan’s arm flex and relax, metronomic, like he’s playing her through muscle memory. She brings a hand to the far side of his neck, digging in, her other arm bracing on the bed to keep herself upright. Duncan mutters something—Phillip can’t catch it, just a rumble of syllables, then Holly’s voice, a high stammered “I need you to fuck me.”

He can’t help it, he palms himself through his shorts. He does it as casually as possible, as if he’s readjusting, but there’s nothing accidental about it. His cock thrums, desperate and confused, so overstimulated that it almost blanks out his thoughts. The part of him that should be embarrassed is that it’s not already over. Duncan lifts Holly with both hands, easy as scooping a kid from a playground, and sets her on his lap, so that she suddenly sits astride him, bare thigh to bare thigh. The whole motion is deliberate—like he’s done it a hundred times before, with her or with others. Holly steadies herself, hands gripping the back of his neck, and leans in to kiss him again. This time it’s harder, more open, her face buried in his stubble. There’s a hush to the way she moves—delicate but determined, no performance, just necessity. The hem of her dress shimmies up until it’s almost a belt around her waist. Her panties—those pale, almost see-through ones—are streaked dark where Duncan’s hand drags along the gusset.

Phillip’s eyes freeze on the long, hungry line of her body, the way her back arches. He can see the tension in her thigh, the knotted flex as she rocks up on Duncan’s lap, and he knows there’s no more preamble. Duncan’s shorts drop to the carpet, half off, then his boxers, and Holly is up, off, and then back down, taking the thickness of his cock in a single, slow roll of her hips. She gasps, the sound so sharp and clean it stings. The glow in her cheeks is electric; even from the chair, he can see the way she grinds down, shivering with the effort. She looks at him, eyes huge and wet, and the line of her mouth trembles, “Hope you can see everything ok.” then darts away, pushing her face into Duncan’s neck to muffle the next moan. She rides him, at first shy and slow, then gathering momentum; the slick rhythm of bodies fills the cabin, louder than the air conditioner, louder than anything else. Duncan’s grip migrates to her ass, both cheeks in his palms, working the bounce, sometimes pulling her down so hard that she squeaks, sometimes letting her rise up and hover at the crown. Her breath gets ragged, scraping in and out like she’s running a mile with every stroke, but her hands never let go of Duncan’s neck, and her thighs never betray a hint of hesitation.

Phillip can’t move, can’t breathe, can only stare: his wife, utterly absorbed, the jut of her breasts in that cheap lavender bra, the wanton roll of her hips as she keeps taking him, torturing herself a little with each slow, deep thrust. At one point, Holly slides her palm down Duncan’s chest and tugs at the collar of his shirt, as if she needs the contact, or maybe she hates the fabric for daring to intervene. Duncan obliges, whipping the shirt over his head in two seconds flat. The mass of his torso—shoulders rounded and tanned, ridged with gym labor—is so solid that, for a beat, it looks like Holly might actually get overwhelmed by it, like she might vanish in the press of his body. But she doesn’t. She keeps riding, faster now, the hem of her dress bunched around her waist, the slap of skin to skin brisk and unflinching even as her noise punches up in pitch. She digs her nails into the back of Duncan’s neck, starts to pant out sharp yes yes yeses that make Phillip’s whole chest clench. Her words stutter. She’s not a talker in bed, not usually, but right now his wife is undammed. The room spins around her.
 

Duncan holds her hips, lets her drive for a while, the mattress responding with the tiniest of squeaks with every slap down. The force of her is violent and beautiful: her head thrown back, the columns of her neck straining as she grinds down on Duncan, the pale blue-black of her dress a jersey twisted around her middle. Duncan’s face is in her chest, breathing hard, sometimes kissing at the edge of her bra, every so often biting down lightly. His hands move up and down her sides, holding, bracing, squeezing, then lifting her whole frame up and slamming her back down on his cock. She shouts when he does it—once so loud Phillip thinks the security light outside might flicker. He wants her. He’s never wanted her this sharp, this immediate; the urge to rush them, to scoop her off Duncan’s lap and carry her away, is so strong it makes his hands sweat.
 

He palms himself harder. No use pretending. He pulls his cock out and strokes it with ragged, dry motions. There’s no room for embarrassment now. Without thinking, he matches the tempo of Holly’s ride, jerking in time to the wet, urgent slap of bodies in front of him.
 

She’s close now. He can see it in her: the switch-flip of her back, the pulse in her neck, the way her thighs lock and loosen. Duncan grunts—just a note lower than her own voice, rough and righteous—and Holly shudders, her hands scrabbling at Duncan’s shoulders as the orgasm pitches through her. She makes no effort to be quiet, lets out a wild, breaking-open sound, a sound like the nothing that came before it. He knows her tells, the hips bucking out of sequence, the nails clamped tight, the wash of blush up her neck and cheeks. She buries her face against Duncan’s temple and bites down, probably enough to leave a mark.
 

She slows, the motion going small and tight, gasps leaking out in short, high peals. The sight of it—the way her body jerks, even after the highwater mark—makes him lose his rhythm. He has to stop stroking and just hold himself, breath mangled, cock so hard he can feel the pulse behind his teeth. Duncan wraps his arms around Holly—one at the small of her back, the other cupped under her ass—and stands in a brutal, smooth movement. He brings her upright, still impaled on him, steps once to the edge of the bed.
 

Holly clings, hands wrapped behind his neck, like she’s not entirely sure what world she’s in. Her feet hover, toes pointed in this weird dancer’s pose he’s never seen before. Duncan’s cock is still inside her, shining wet. He pivots, guiding her down onto the bed near the headboard and deposits her, supine, dress peeled up, one leg out straight, the other bent and splayed so her knee knocks against the wall. She arches her back, the vertebrae standing out in high relief, breasts nearly out of the bra now, one strap popped clean off her shoulder. Duncan crowds in after her, not lingering, not making a show, just settling his weight between her thighs like the matter was already decided. There’s no gentle in it, not now—he wedges her knees wider and slides himself back inside, easy and greedy, his forearms bracketing her head beside the pillow. The sound their bodies make is thicker this time, less sharp slaps and more a wet, bassy thud that seems to vibrate inside the bones of the room.
 

Phillip can’t unclench his fist from his cock. He’s always imagined it would look ugly, desperate, to stroke himself while watching his wife get split open on another man, and maybe it is, but the reality is a fever, a full-body collapse. His breathing is cut into broken glass, every inhale burning. His hand is too dry, then too wet, and he loses grip on the rhythm, has to stop and just hover, trembling. He doesn’t even try to hide it anymore—he wants her to see, wants her to look and know what this is doing to him.
 

Holly locks her gaze on Phillip, her body pinned and flexed under Duncan, and the look she gives is all signal, no interpretation. She is not asking for approval, not even seeking understanding. She’s telling him. This is happening now, and she is not going to look away. Duncan sets a palm across the top of her head and rocks in, back and forth, the rhythm brutal, relentless, not cartoonish but not tender either. Each time he bottoms out, Holly makes a sound, breathless and fractured. Her arms are pressed to the sides, knuckles locked into the bedspread, and her head knocks gently against the plywood headboard with every push. It is not the fucking that Phillip expected: not some staged, pornographic thing, but raw, almost clinical in its efficiency, like both of them were built just for this. It is animal, and it is, against all logic, the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen.

Holly’s gaze is molten, unwavering, drilling through him until he’s almost cross-eyed with need. He sits forward in the chair just to get more of it, to see how she takes every inch, how she tips her knees wider apart, the thin fabric of her panties still stretched around one thigh like she never had time to get them off. Duncan’s hands grip her hips, dragging her bodily up the bed with every thrust, the sheet and mattress both sliding, shoving the headboard into the wall so that it thrums like a drum. He can see Holly’s toes grip the edge, the shine on her ankle, the way her cheeks and neck flush up the same color as her lipstick.
 

She cums again; he knows it from the twitch of her lips, the snap-stiff tension in her neck, the rolling quake of her thighs. Duncan grunts, twisted in the effort, his hands bruising dark along her outer thighs. She doesn’t stop looking at Phillip. She’s flushed everywhere, lips parted, chin slack. He wants to climb into the scene, to wrench them apart and drag her to the floor, to fuck her until she sanded him smooth. He wants to run, to vomit, to cry.
 

He does none of it. He watches, root-bound, every part of him tuned to the snap and flex and thud of his wife losing herself on another man’s cock. When Duncan brings his face down, burying it in her neck, Holly arches under him, her moans pitching wet and wild into the crook of his shoulder. Phillip watches her arms—how she fights first against the sheets, then surrenders, clutching Duncan’s back, nails scoring sharp against sweaty skin. He wonders if they’re drawing blood. He wants them to.
 

Duncan pounds at her now, no more slow ramp—each stroke is violence, the sound of it slapping and wet and desperate. The headboard rattles, nails screeching in drywall. Holly answers in kind, no longer shy, crying aloud with each push, the tempo so intense that it seems to choke the air from the room. Her eyes roll up, then snap to Phillip’s, a string of please and fuck and yes, yes, yes tangled in the space between them. She’s never looked more beautiful. She’s never looked more gone.
 

He doesn’t realize he’s biting his own shoulder until the taste of sweat and cotton hits his tongue, jaw pulsing, body locked and overflowing, not with hate or shame but with a kind of lunatic gratitude. She is here. She is his. 
 

Duncan’s rhythm falters, a stammer in the violence, and Holly’s sounds pitch higher, her thighs gripping hard at his waist, the arch of her body snapping tight. The bed lurches several inches toward the wall. Duncan’s arms hook under her knees, folding her open, wider, her calf pressed to the side of his neck as he fucks her brutal and deep. For a sick second Phillip worries she’s in pain—the way her knuckles turn white at the headboard, the rag of her breath—but then her whole body jerks, then claps, and the noise she makes is triumph. She gasps, then laughs, high and desperate, and the force of it detonates whatever was left in the air between them.
 

He feels his own orgasm boiling up, reckless and dangerous, and the only thing holding it back is the need to see her, to keep his eyes wide, to burn her image in. She’s still staring at him, even as Duncan’s body blocks most of her from view. He watches her face framed in the crook of Duncan’s bicep, her mouth gone slack, the lipstick smudged, her eyes shining with something he can only hope is joy.
 

Duncan’s voice rumbles, guttural, then he groans and fucks into the mattress like he’s trying to make a dent in bedrock. Phillip sees the pressure in the man’s jaw, the trembling in his thighs, and then the full-body shudder that signals the end. Duncan buries himself deep in Holly, lets out a strangled groan, and time seems to stretch for the few seconds it takes for all movement to stop.
 

Phillip is frozen, one hand clamped so tight around his cock he worries he’ll leave marks. He barely realizes he’s stroking again, slower, with the sticky heat building in his fist, until he sees the aftermath—Holly, panting, wild-eyed, sprawled like a marionette with its strings cut, a weird, beautiful smile pulling at the corners of her mouth. Duncan collapses forward, pinning her for a moment, all of his sweat and weight pressing down, then rolls to the side, landing with a heavy whuff that shakes the bed. There’s a shine on his skin, and something in the way he moves that tells Phillip the man is as spent as she is.
 

Holly’s eyes return to Phillip’s, and for a minute, neither of them blinks. She’s ruined, he thinks, in the best, most beautiful way—all mussed hair and smeared makeup and the deep, animal flush of someone who’s just been completely shattered. But she’s not looking away. If anything, she’s looking harder, like there’s a challenge coded in there, a dare for him not to lose his shit, a dare to do better.
 

Phillip watches as she props herself up, her limbs shaky, lips parted like she’s trying to gulp down the leftover air. “Holy shit,” she whispers, and the sound is barely even a sound, more of a stunned, living thing.

Phillip realizes he’s still naked, or close to it, cock out and pulsing in his hand. He tries for composure, tries to fix himself up, but his body won’t quit—his own aftershocks firing through muscles he didn’t know he had. He feels seen, exposed, but the shame of it is so inextricably paired with want that he can’t even feel bad. He loves her more now than he did this morning, or yesterday, or at their wedding, or at the start of this trip. He doesn’t know how that’s possible.
 

He shifts his focus back to the bed, to Holly, still sprawled with her legs open, the dress nothing but a mess of cotton at her waist, panties snapped at one thigh like a badge of honor. She brings an arm up over her forehead, covers her eyes for a long moment, then starts to laugh—not a modest titter, but a reckless, broken laugh that seems to shake her whole body. Duncan grins at her, then at Phillip, a quiet, satisfied exhale leaking out of him as he flops onto his back and closes his eyes, chest shining with sweat and effort.

Holly barks out another laugh, drags her hand down her face, and turns to her husband, “Come here, I’ll take care of you real quick.”

She holds out her hand, and Phillip hesitates, not entirely comfortable with being naked around Duncan. She wiggles her fingers at him, “Come on, it’s okay. I know you’re hard as a rock right now.”

She gives him a sweet smile, and Phillip finally stands and moves to the bed. His cock is standing at full attention and wet at the tip. Holly wraps her hand around it, keeping eye contact, and starts stroking it for him. She squeezes his cock, giving it a slow, measured stroke as if she’s weighing it, judging it against the memory of what just tore her open. Her hand is soft but clinical, the way she looks at him more curious than hungry. She says, “You’re leaking,” and gives a gentle twist at the crown, smearing the fluid with her thumb. Duncan, eyes half-lidded, gives a slow, lazy grin without shifting from his sprawl. Holly doesn’t even look away. “I’ll bet you’re ready to pop just from watching, aren’t you?” she says, and her voice is a low, ragged thread.
 

He nods—a dumb, involuntary movement, as if his whole nervous system is shorting out at her touch. His chest hollows, the ache is everywhere, not just in his cock but in his hands, his teeth, the base of his spine. He wants to fuck her, to flip her over and show Duncan what it means to belong to someone, but all he can do is lean in, letting her stroke guide him, the pace slow enough to force every nerve to the edge.
 

She tugs him forward, not with guilt or apology, but expectation. “I want you to finish on my tits,” she says, and it’s not a request. It’s more like she’s assigning him a task. He barely manages a noise, open-mouthed and hopeless, as she strokes him a little faster. Her hair is wild, the makeup a blur, her chest and neck traced with the ghost of Duncan’s teeth, and a flush that makes her freckles look lit from inside.
 

Phillip can’t recall a time he’s ever been so high on want and shame and gratitude, all at once. He stares down at her in that frozen moment—a living chaos: knees splayed, dress bunched at her waist, thighs shining with sweat and Duncan’s leftover. Her palm is slick from the mess he’s made on himself, and she uses it, unhurried, slipping her thumb over the cut ridge of his glans with every upstroke, milking the pre-cum because she knows how it wrecks him. He feels the blood surge and then stall; a pop, a heat, and a pressure that ratchets tighter and tighter.
 

She pulls the top of her bra down without warning—exposing the full, perfect curve of her breasts, the pale lavender caught under the spill of her own flesh. No preamble: “Right here. Don’t take your eyes off me.” Her cheek is open and honest as a dare, so close he could count the places where her makeup is smeared, the places where her smile cracks wide. He tries to warn her, tells her “I’m there, I’m gonna—” but it’s useless, it’s already happening, and the heat inside him flips the whole world white for several seconds.
 

Holly catches the first spurt across her chest, the next on her left nipple, then the rest she lets drip. She holds his pulsing cock in a loose, permissive grip, milking out the last drops. “Look at that,” she says, “That’s quite a mess you made on me.”

Phillip feels his knees buckle. He has to brace his palm on the bed to keep upright. Everything in the room is hyper-vivid—the coiled pulse in his forearms, the twitch of his cock as it empties, the electric burn behind his eyes. The mess on her chest is a beacon, a flag he’s always wanted to stake but never could. Some of it beads down the lobe of her breast and the rest traces a wild line down the swell of her torso, pooling in the hollow above her navel. He stands over her, panting, his whole world a hot, red blur. She is beautiful and wrecked, her chest heaving, jaw slack with the effort of what just transpired.
 

Holly lets go of him, then brings her palm to her chest, smears the mess around with clinical care, as if she’s auditioning for a role in his dirtiest memory. She looks up, holds his gaze, and the smile this time is real—uncertain at the edges but wide. Phillip stumbles back to the chair, and sits again, his breath finally evening out.

Duncan climbs off of the bed, “That was a great way to work off some of that barbecue.” he says as he starts getting dressed. “I’d love to stay all night, but I should let you guys have time to yourselves.”

Duncan shrugs back into his shirt, still grinning like a kid caught with both fists in the cookie jar. He doesn’t ask for a towel, doesn’t make a show of cleaning up. He just stands and gives Holly a soft, almost familial pat on the ankle before stepping toward the door. “Text me if you guys want me to come back for any reason,” he says, and then he’s gone, the door banging shut behind him, heavy and final.

For a moment it’s just the sound of the A/C motor and the slick, wet sound of Holly licking her teeth. She swings her legs off the bed and stands, wobbling slightly as she walks to the bathroom. She doesn’t cover herself, doesn’t seem to care that she’s blotched and streaked with cum and sweat and whatever else. The door closes behind her, and Phillip hears the tap running, then a slow, hard sigh, and the sound keeps going for half a minute before she emerges again, still blotting her chest with a cheap hotel towel. Her hair is even crazier, and the black tracks of mascara under her left eye would look tragic if she wasn’t smiling the way she is.
 

She moves to him, sits astride his lap, arms around his neck. Her skin is hot and a little sticky, but he loves the way she fits there, the way she smells like sex and something else, something wild. She kisses him—not a deep, tongue thing, but a warm press of mouth to mouth, a thank-you. He holds her there, afraid that if he let go she’d evaporate, or worse, she’d vanish, become some thing he only conjured in the fluorescent dark of his brain. Her breath is hot in his ear. He feels the sweat starting up on his own skin again, an aftershock or a just-beginning.
 

Holly rocks on his lap, hips in a slow circle, nothing urgent, just a lazy claim. “Are you okay?” she whispers. The laugh behind the words is real, edged in relief and something close to glee.
 

“Never better,” he says, and it’s not even a lie.

She runs her fingers into his hair, pulling at the roots for a second, and then lets her hands go limp. “Holy fuck, I didn’t know it could feel like that.” Her voice is low, a hush meant only for the space between their faces.
 

He wants to ask which part—the being with someone else, or the looking at him the whole time, or the new line she’s drawn between before and after—but the words tie up in his throat. Instead, he just rests his chin on her shoulder and listens to the fast double-time tick of her heart. It’s racing.
 

She nuzzles his neck, lips grazing the sweat there, and then she tilts her head enough to find his lips with such sudden hunger he almost recoils. She’s still breathing quick, hair wild, skin hot enough to singe. The aftermath of everything is loud in her pulse—he can sense it in the weight she puts against him, the micro-tremors of her thigh where it brackets his own.

“I love you so much.” she tells him when they stop kissing, “But I’m also getting sleepy.” She gets up and walks back to the bathroom, finishes cleaning up, then they lay together and find sleep.


Chapter 19: Returning Past

Phillip is awoken by a banging on the door. He frees his arm from under Holly’s neck, who is also half awake now, and goes to the door, asking who’s there.

“It’s Pete,” he hears from the other side, “Have you seen Duncan?”

“No, not since earlier.” Phillip yells back, turning to look at his wife who is shrugging her shoulders at him. He glances at the clock: 12:15am.

He almost steps away from the door, thinking Pete walked off, when he hears him again, “Can I use your bathroom real quick? Please?”

He looks at Holly again, and they share an agreeable look before Phillip unlocks the door, barely getting it cracked open before he’s bashed with it, someone grabbing him and pushing him against the wall.

“Hey there, Fatlip!” Jerry scowls at him, his breath stinking of beer and who knows what else. Jerry leans in, pressing the full slab of his forearm across Phillip’s chest, pinning him into the drywall so hard it hurts his shoulder.

“Jerry!! What the hell are you doing here!?!” Holly screams, holding the sheet around herself.

Jerry turns and looks at her, Pete standing behind him with a smug smile on his face. “Me and Pete been hanging out, and he’s been telling me about some weird shit going on with you and Duncan.” He turns back to Phillip, his face way too close, “I told him it sounds like bullshit. My Holly doesn’t do stuff like that anymore.”

Phillip takes note of the word ‘anymore’ before saying, “She’s not yours.”

Jerry pushes against him harder, his forearm sliding up into his neck, “Shut the fuck up Phillip!!”

Jerry’s smell is pure old high school: sweat, beer, bike grease, the chemical tang of smoke stains defeated by eight ounces of drugstore body spray. Under the pain in his neck, Phillip feels the lurid heat of embarrassment at being manhandled like a second-string mascot. He tries to twist away, but Jerry’s arm is steel. Pete, behind, watches with that smug, private-school-principal face he’s worn since yesterday; all of this, apparently, is going as planned. Phillip looks at Holly—her sheet clamped to her chest, lip curled, eyes three specific kinds of terror. He wishes he could telegraph an apology with just his face, but there isn’t time for anything clever.

“Let him go, Jerry!” Holly’s voice trembles, but she says it. She bares her legs and stands, stomps towards them, the sheet like an oversized toga around her body.

“Pete here says he’s seen you with Duncan, like, a lot. Like you let him do things, and this loser just sits here and takes it.” Jerry’s voice is so loud in Phillips face it vibrates his sinuses. “Is that true, Hol?”

Holly stands there, still clutching her sheet, face catching green from the scummed-out motel lamp. “It’s none of your goddamn business Jerry! Let him go and stop being an asshole!”

Jerry looks at her again, “I’m just trying to look out for my girl. Didn’t know you married a man who can’t get it up for you.” Pete laughs behind him, making Jerry smile with pride at his own humor. “Plus. I figure if your husband likes it so much, then why can’t you and me have some fun? Show him how we used to do it back in school.”

Holly stands firm, but he catches the tremble in her lips. She shoots a look at Phillip, something hard to parse—maybe adrenaline, maybe a dare. “You don’t get to decide what I do, Jerry!” she shouts, and in the close room it sounds almost shrill.

Jerry’s eyes drift down to her legs, the lazy roll of a predator already full but still playing with its food. Phillip wonders what he looks like, helpless against the wall; probably like a cutout from some after-school special, the kind where nobody calls for help in time.
 

“I think you should show him,” Jerry says, but this time he’s talking to Holly, and his voice has shed all the bark and gone quiet and sticky, a voice from the inside of a locker. “Show this little castrato what it’s like to fuck for real.” His fist glances off the inside of Phillip’s throat, just long enough to make him cough, then he’s gone from the wall and Holly’s voice punches through the sound in his ears: “Don’t touch him again, you prick!” The room tilts, half-nausea, half adrenaline. Blood hammers behind Phillip’s right ear, the memory of Jerry’s grip still hot on his collar.
 

Jerry lets the threat float there, scraping the air. Pete stands just to the side, all rubberneck, the smirk never leaving. Jerry steps into the open middle of the room, stares at Holly, and—no ceremony—peels his shirt up and over his head. The sight of his chest is an instant flash: thick, ropy, mottled in a stretch map of old scars and ink, a body grown blunt and violent. He unbuckles his belt, letting it slap down along his thigh, and then he hooks it in one hand and points at the bed with the other.
 

Phillip wants to move, but the residue of Jerry’s grip is all through his limbs. He sags against the peeling wallpaper, unsure whether to shout, run, or simply dissolve. He hears his own breath, somewhere between sob and snarl, and then he’s aware of Holly, standing her ground, arms crossed, naked except for the sheet she’s marshaling to keep the two men in front of her from turning her into meat.
 

Pete makes a show of taking a beer from the little fridge, pops the top, watches, waiting.
 

Holly stands there. Not crying, just furious. Her arms wrap tighter, then loosen. Jerry drops his belt to the floor, then gets his thumb under the waist of his jeans and starts dragging them down, never blinking away from her face. There’s nothing sexual in his posture, not the way it would look in a movie—just a big man stripping in a stranger’s rental cabin. He steps out of the jeans, then out of his boxers, cock lolling heavy and soft, the metal ring catching what light there is. He rubs at the line of his beard, looks at Holly, then at Phillip, then back to her.
 

“You gonna chicken out like last time?” he asks, soft and ugly.
 

She blinks, but doesn’t move. “I didn’t chicken out, you idiot. I just decided not to do a second lap after you’d already pissed yourself in the pond.” She spits out the words, and for the first time in his life, Phillip is proud of the way her voice doesn’t shake at all.
 

Jerry grins, “You remember that? I barely do, but what I remember most is the mess you made all over my dick.” He looks at Phillip, then back at Holly. “Bet you never did that for him. Bet you never let him fuck you where you made a mess.” He says it matter-of-factly, slow and mean, like he’s explaining how lawnmowers work to a stranger’s dad.
 

Holly takes a step forward, just the smallest possible one. “You want to fuck me so bad, then fuck me. But keep my husband out of it, or I’m out that door right now.” Her voice is low and precise, the tone she uses in arguments that matter. She keeps her chin lifted, then drops the sheet, her naked body proud in the yellow cast of the lamp even as the air buzzes with humiliation.

Jerry seems to appreciate this. He stands there, still naked, and for a second, it looks like maybe he’ll back down, maybe just slug the beer and memory-walk out into the night. But instead, he looks at Pete, then back at Holly, then at the floor, and closes his huge hand around his cock with a weird, almost theatrical flourish. He doesn’t stroke it, just holds it there, the gesture as glued-on as his high-school resentment. He shakes his head. “Still bossy as hell, aren’t you. Fine.” He points—at the bed—and sits hard on the edge of the mattress, the thing groaning under his weight. He leans back, puts his palms down wide like a wrestler waiting to be tagged in.

There is a long, slow moment. Holly stands, arms uncrossed now, shaking lightly, but instead of hiding she squares her shoulders and walks over, eyes never leaving Jerry’s face. She glances at Phillip only once, and the look is not for help or permission, but simply to let him know she is doing this—on her terms, or no terms at all. She leans and shoots a look at Pete, standing there watching it all.

Jerry sprawls on the bed, his cock thickening in increments, but the smile on his face is bored, cruel, unhurried. Holly looks at him, then past him at the blank wall and starts in: chin up, jaw tight, walking with a kind of angry grace she never uses elsewhere. She puts a knee to the edge of the bed, then sits. For a second, it’s so ludicrously normal they might as well be critiquing a movie—her, perched on the end of a mattress, him sagged out in his old glory, Phillip like a dog tied to a fire hydrant at the edge of the frame. But then something happens: Jerry’s hand catches her thigh, not roughly, just a locked grip, and the whole air around them tightens. She doesn’t flinch; she looks at the fist on her leg, then at his hand, then up at Jerry, and with a voice that barely raises above the hum of the A/C: “I’m not going to enjoy this, you asshole!”

Jerry laughs, “Whatever you say, babe.” even as he pulls her by the thigh toward him. Holly lands on his lap, but not gently; she braces herself on his shoulder, almost shoving him back, so that his weight hits the mattress in a slow, awkward collapse. For a beat, they are just a tangle of angles—elbows and knees, the too-white of her skin against the sunburned meat of his chest, her hair wild and haloed in the lamp. She stares down at him, reaches between her legs, grabs his cock at the base and gives it a dismissive shake. Jerry’s eyes light up, then narrow; he flashes a look at Pete, who shrugs, drinks, doesn’t care. The fuck you energy in the room is tectonic. She shifts her weight forward, settles herself so her ass nearly touches Jerry’s knees, and then, without warning, she hawks up the tiniest bit of spit and lets it drop onto the swollen head.
 

It beads and runs, glinting sharp in the misery-yellow light. The image sticks in Phillip’s brain: the contrast of her delicate fingers, her perfect, painted nails, and the thick, pierced, veined crown she holds with such surgical, contemptuous precision. Jerry’s chest stutters, a breath or a laugh aborting in his throat. Holly strokes once, then finishes him off with a fistful of the sheet, squeezing at the base as if testing for ripeness. Jerry half laughs, but not like he knows who’s just taken the upper hand. She lines him up with the same focus Phillip’s seen her use to fix a broken zipper or dig a splinter from his palm—utterly no-nonsense, forcing herself through the moment on pure will. She rocks her hips, guides herself down, and there is a sound—wet, shaky, real—that cuts through the tension like a razor. She rides him down in one go, almost too quick to be careful, and her thigh muscles flex sharp against the pale of her skin.

“That fucking ring is cold, feels weird.” she says.
 

Jerry’s head tips back, mouth slack, and he lets out a sound halfway between a bellow and a groan. Holly gives him a second, then slides up, only to drop herself even harder. The motion is violent: a punishment, not a gift. She doesn’t moan, doesn’t pant. If anything, she’s too quiet. She sets her hands on Jerry’s stomach, holds herself steady, and bounces with a crisp, deliberate cadence. The sheet wrinkles bunch and unbunch beneath her ass. The sound of it is almost clinical—just skin, breath, the thrumming springs underneath.
 

Phillip watches. He can’t move, not so much as twitch his finger. There’s a sickness in his chest, a weird helium lightness that makes the world go floaty at the edges. Jerry’s hands brace high on Holly’s hips, but she bats one away, setting her own pace, hard and aggressive. Each drop lands with a fleshy slap, echoing the words Jerry taunted her with five minutes ago. The smile on Jerry’s face fades—erased by the jolt of what Holly does next. She leans hard on the push up, hands on his chest, and then inverts, planting one palm behind her on the mattress and using it as a lever to grind down and twist her hips. She is not making love. She’s not even fucking, not in the normal way. She’s disassembling him, a mechanic working in silence, eyes flat and jaw set.
 

Phillip is so aroused his lips go cold at the edges. He feels the pulse, a violent flutter, in every cavity of his body, like his own blood is a thing trying to escape. He watches—watches—as Jerry’s hands fumble for a grip, find nothing, then land on Holly’s waist, scrabble to grip her flesh but she shrugs them off every time.

“Don’t touch me.” she tells him.

The color fades from Jerry’s ears and into his cheeks, a mottled flush. He’s not smirking anymore. Holly glances at Phillip, quick as a micro-expression, and he doesn’t know whether the look is meant to comfort him or to dare him to stop this.
 

She rides Jerry with ruthless efficiency—no wasted motion, no eye contact once she’s started. Just the piston logic of up/down, force/return. The wet whack of their bodies is obscene in the small room. Pete’s breath whistles, or maybe it’s the A/C finally kicking in. Jerry mutters something under his breath, and Holly shoves her palm hard into the flat of his chest, nearly knocking the wind from him. Then she leans forward, folds herself double until her forehead touches Jerry’s mouth, and she whispers something Phillip can’t hear. Then, hard and fast, she rocks herself on the entirety of him, a frantic blur, until even Jerry loses the smirk, eyes rolling white, both hands now slack at either side, gripping useless at the mattress. Her legs start to shake—he can see it from across the room—but she doesn’t ease up, doesn’t let the rhythm soften, like she’s got to win a dare against pain itself.
 

Phillip is so hard he can’t breathe. There’s no air in him. Every muscle is vibrating, but he can’t unclench from the wall, Jerry’s aftertaste still in his shoulder, the ache up his jaw. He wants to help her, or pull her away, or—he’s not sure what the fuck he’s supposed to do. This is not the fantasy he’s played out in his head a thousand times, it’s something heavier, something that could freeze time if it wanted. Holly’s noises are still almost silent: only the low, keening burble from her throat, the grunt of exertion at the bottom of each drop. Her hands plant and replant on Jerry’s chest, sometimes fingernails, sometimes blunt fists. Jerry tries to grab her ass; she slaps the hand away, never looking up.
 

It’s so fucked. It’s perfect. It’s the realest thing he’s ever seen.
 

After what feels like a thousand years, Holly pitches herself forward, folding double—her hair wild in Jerry’s beard, her mouth pressed to his ear, legs tight around his hips. She leans into the work, legs cocked wide, the angle ugly and real and beautiful. Jerry’s chest is slick with sweat, pocked with the shadow of old sunburns. He gropes at her, lost now, the look on his face nothing like the winner’s sneer of five minutes ago; now he looks almost scared, or at least blank, all of his smartass comments bled out through the mattress. Holly digs her knee against his hip, finds a rhythm that makes her entire body start to shudder.
 

There are no words for a while—just the cartoon slap of skin, and Jerry’s breath hissing through clenched teeth, and Holly’s barely-there noises, closer to hurt than pleasure. Pete is somewhere in the periphery, beer balanced in his lap, feet up on the edge of the table as if this is midnight television and not a human trainwreck.
 

At some point, Holly’s head tilts back so sharp it looks like she’ll break her own neck. She freezes, for a half-count, then goes rigid, every muscle cabled out.

“Yea, you're feeling that now aren't you.” He says, “Feel it hitting those sweet spots.”

She looks down at him, “Just shut up.” She tells him.

Jerry’s hands brace on her thighs, not to control, but to keep from sliding off the damp slick under her. Holly makes this fractured, tearing moan, then collapses forward, her forehead mashed into Jerry’s shoulder, her hair stuck to the sweat there. She just hangs there, breathless, knees locked around him with nowhere to go. For a precious second, the room is dead silent.
 

And then the air shifts. Jerry, stunned and sweating, flexes up into her, then wraps his arms around her and flips her over, “That was fun, but now it’s my turn to work.” Holly raises a hand at him, but he grabs it by the wrist and pins it down, slides his cock back into her. She threatens him with her eyes, but he simply smiles at her, “Still as fiery as I remember.” he tells her, “And tight.” He starts thrusting inside her again, her eyes closing. “You ever think about all the wild shit we used to do?” he asks her. “I bet Phillip here doesn’t know half of it, am I right? How you used to sneak out of class and come out to the auto-shop building, wanting this dick.” He thrusts a little harder. “Me being the good boyfriend, I gave it to you, wherever we could find a place.” He laughs and shakes his head, his motion never stopping.

Holly’s breathing picks up a little, “That was a long time ago.” she tells him, the sound of her wetness filling the space between their words.

“Not that long ago really, when you think about it.” Jerry says. “You aren’t that different now, just want to think you are.” He looks over at Phillip, “All my friends wanted to fuck her, and I let some of them.”

“Shut up Jerry!!” Holly screams at him.

Jerry keeps her held down, still fucking her, “Oh, did I say too much??” he laughs, “I thought Phillip would like knowing that now, since he’s into this and everything.”

Holly’s eyes slide to Phillip. There’s sweat on her brow, hair gummed to her forehead, her cheeks burning hot and red. She doesn’t look away, even as her body lurches with each impact. The sight goes through him like a blade. He feels the shame burn down through his jaw, into his shoulders. He can’t stand the thought that she’s enduring this for his sake, putting herself through the meat grinder of old history and being watched by strangers. But the other feeling—hot, queasy, invasive—rips through the middle of him. He imagines what it looks like from her angle: Jerry’s huge arms bracketing her face, the big hamburger block of his hand wrapped around her wrist and the way it must feel to have that weight—old love, old humiliation, old ownership—bearing down on her. The image makes his cock tighten, even as his hands tremble in his lap.
 

Jerry hammers at her now, the bed clattering with the effort. He’s not as smooth as Duncan, less choreography, more brute persistence; the slap of it ricochets off the walls, cartoon-loud, and Phillip feels something in his own ribs shudder in sympathy. Holly’s free hand clings to the edge of the mattress, knuckles white, but her face just goes blank, features frozen into a mask until he says something crude, and her mouth twists in a wet snarl, her whole body arching as if she’s trying to buck him off by force of will alone. Jerry holds her down, rides through the spasms, then leans in and says something Phillip can’t quite hear. She spits a word back at him—a weaponized syllable—and Jerry just fucks her harder.
 

Pete, on the periphery, must be loving this. Phillip doesn’t look directly at him, but he catches flashes: a cold beer sweating on the table, his shifting in the chair, maybe even a phone out and recording, Christ. If Pete’s watching, he’s not moving, not making a sound. There’s a reality-television vibe to the whole horror: this weird audience, these lights, the showboat of old grudges. Every sound that spills out—Holly’s short, sharp grunts; Jerry’s guttural oof with every slam; the rattle of the headboard , the liquid, sick percussion of bodies at war—hits his ears like a car alarm. He catches himself grinding his teeth, jaw clenched so tight it aches all the way up into his forehead. He wants to do something, say something—but what the fuck could he do? Jerry could break his ribs with a sneeze. He could call for help; he could leap into the mess and—what? Get the shit kicked out of him in front of everybody? And if he does, what then? What will Holly think: that he couldn’t even let her finish, that he needed to save her from a thing she just took by choice, on her own terms and with her own damn muscle? Shame needles through the rest of him, twinned with a want so sharp he could bleed from it.
 

He focuses on Holly, the dark star at the room’s center. Her face now fully red, teeth clenched, sweat running down her cheekbone in spidery tracks. For one desperate second, she locks eyes with him again, and the look there is so complicated he can’t even start to decode it. There’s pain—definitely—but also a current of dare, some dark thing she’s showing him on purpose, a prize or a curse. He can’t look away.
 

Jerry shoves himself deeper, his rhythm stuttering, speeding, growing grotesque and uneven as he loses control. Holly bows up, body arching, both hands locked on the headboard now as if she’s using it to anchor her to the planet. The wet sounds get louder, the twin noises of skin and slick, and Holly starts to make noises too—full-throated, messy, completely involuntary. The sounds escalate, sharper, animal, and she doesn’t muffle them or try to be small. She just lets him hear it—lets everyone hear it—a yowl that tears open and then collapses down into a rapid-fire string of half-words, spit, and guttural triumph.

She wrenches a hand free and slaps Jerry across the face as she cums, the sound quickly drowned out by her screams and wails.

Jerry sneers at her, “Yea, loving that ring now, aren't ya?”

The bedframe hammers out a high staccato. The smell of sweat is everywhere, so thick it coats Phillip’s mouth, and when Jerry’s whole frame shudders, it’s with a violence that seems to electric-shock Holly, her back arching up into him, her heels scraping twin furrows in the comforter.
 

Jerry grabs her wrist and arches her back, growling through his teeth; then, with a sound almost like a howl, he slows, snaps his hips forward in a final, brutal trio of thrusts. He hangs there, trembling, then collapses forward, pinning Holly’s body under his own hulk, the mattress groaning. Her face is pressed to the side, smashed into the damp patch of pillow where the sweat’s soaked through. She doesn’t move, hands still clenched on the bed, torso flexed for several seconds, hair wild across her cheek. The silence is deafening. Only the whir of the A/C and Pete’s can clicking on the tabletop.
 

Jerry hauls himself up on one arm, peels himself off her, and stumbles to his feet. The first thing he does is turn to Pete and, swaggering, say, “That’s how you tame a wildcat, buddy.” He stands there, still naked, a dumb cartoon of himself, his cock going from hard to half-mast in the humid flop of the minute. He doesn’t look at Holly, or at Phillip—he just trundles over to the table, grabs a beer from Pete’s hand, pops the top, and slugs it in one go. Jerry grins, like he’s proved some kind of point to the universe, and wipes his chin.

He looks at Phillip, “Lets you and me have a little man to man chat.” He steps toward the bathroom, obviously wanting Phillip to follow him. “Just for a minute.” he says.

Phillip finally moves, stepping away from the wall, handing Holly the bedsheet as he passes by to the bathroom. Jerry follows him in and closes the door, leans back against it. The already small bathroom seems downright coffin like now, not really built to handle two grown people as Phillip finds himself crammed in this space with a large naked man.

“Have a seat.” Jerry says, and Phillip does the only thing he can. He shuts the toilet lid and sits on it. Jerry rubs a hand over his face, “I don’t know how you did it man.” He says, shaking his head, “I could have picked fifty guys from school that I thought she might marry, other than me, and I still wouldn’t have picked you.” Phillip sits and says nothing, then suddenly hears his wife yell his name. He starts to get up, but Jerry holds out a hand, “Nuhuh, don’t do that.”

Phillip looks at the seriousness on his face, and for now stays where he is, even while his wife yells his name again. His heart starts to race as Jerry starts talking again.

“When Pete was telling me this stuff about Holly and his friend, I felt bad for him. He says they would fool around right in front of him, and poor old Pete had to go home to his empty house with nothing.” Jerry says, “Does that seem fair to you?”

Now Phillip can hear the bed bouncing, starts to wonder what is going on out there, but in his gut he already knows. The bouncing takes on the unmistakable rhythm of Pete fucking his wife. He can hear her still calling his name, but not as loud, more breathy.

“Sounds like they are getting along okay in there.” Jerry says with a smile at Phillip. Phillip gives him his best ‘eat shit’ look, which Jerry simply shrugs away, “Don’t worry, she’ll be fine.” He reaches across the sink, and grabs something in his hand, “I don’t want there to be any hard feelings here.” he tells him, letting the air out of his lungs loudly. “Is so nice to see her again after all this time, and I gotta thank you for that at least, but I want some time with her without you staring at us.”

He straightens up from the door, and Phillip sees the object in his hand is a ziploc bag that he pulls a white cloth out of. Phillip starts to stand up, but Jerry’s hand is on his shoulder, holding him down while his hand covers his nose with the cloth. He starts swinging his arms in defense, but it does no good. The last thing he remembers is the sound of his wife being fucked in the other room, then blackness.


Chapter 20: Resetting

Phillip awakes slowly, his eyes fluttering open, trying to make sense of what he sees. Everything is only sight for the first few seconds, like a silent movie, and then his ears kick back on, and he’s assaulted with the sounds of sex. He blinks a few more times and realizes he’s laying on the floor, half in and half out of the bathroom, his head facing the wall. His wife’s moans are non-stop, and he turns his head around and sees his wife on the bed, her arms tied to the headboard, Jerry holding her legs up pounding her.

He tries to move, but his arms flop uselessly against the slick vinyl of the floor. His tongue feels bitten, mouth dry as sand. There’s a taste of chemical on the back of his throat. Jerry, naked and glistening, arms corded with effort as he locks Holly’s calves at his chest, railing into her with a brute rhythm. She’s splayed in a T, straps of some kind binding her wrists to the headboard—maybe his own shoelaces, maybe a bungee cord from the car, who the fuck knows. Her body shudders at every impact, face wild—cheek pressed into the sheets, eyes fever-bright.

Pete is there too, sitting on the battered chair at the side of the bed, beer sloshing from a loose grip as he watches. His cock is out, hard and pink, and he’s stroking himself lazy, not even pretending to turn away. For a moment, the scene feels unreal, like bad television, the kind you get stuck with in the hospital.

Holly’s moans have an unfamiliar edge—raw, guttural, almost hostile. Jerry’s hand is wound tight in her hair like he’s riding a runaway horse, and every time he drags her down the mattress the frame creaks, lurches, a percussion that bounces in Phillip’s ears. Her voice—God, he’s never heard her make these sounds, not even with Duncan—rips through the room, zero shame, zero care for who’s next door or down the block or maybe walking past outside.

He moves his arm, and pushes himself up to a sitting position. On the bed, Jerry looks at him, makes a show of grinning over Holly’s calves. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. You’re not gonna want to miss this part.” He leans in, face so close to hers they could be sharing breath, and he says something Phillip can’t make out. Maybe it’s a threat, maybe a dare, but whatever it is, Holly jerks her head to the side, hair snapping across her face, just before Jerry wraps both arms around her thighs and fucks her so hard the headboard drives a dent into the drywall.
 

She’s leaking—Phillip can see it, even from ground level. Wet is everywhere, down her ass, soaking the threadbare comforter, shining on the inside of her knees. He’s never seen her this open before. Her mouth is slack, smeared with spit, lipstick gone, teeth bared in an animal rictus. Jerry is in a fugue, lost to sweat and obsession, but Holly isn’t—she’s present, locked in, body thrashing up to meet every piston slam. Her moans break on the rocks of him, spatters of “fuck” and “oh God” twisted in her throat. Every time Pete makes a new noise at the side, her chin tips toward him, not quite looking, but clocking his existence. A burn of dread or humiliation kindles in Phillip’s chest—he can’t tell which.

He drags his ass up the wall, gets to his knees. His jaw aches, a long molar buzz radiating into the hinge of his ear. Jerry doesn’t stop. He never pauses, never sags. His hips just keep moving, his cock battering into Holly as though the future of the planet depends on her obliteration. Phillip watches her stomach, the way the muscles tense, and the hard jolt of every bottom-out. She is loud, hands clenched together with whatever they are tied with, her arms straining, like she really wants to wrap them around Jerry but can’t. He wipes at his face—feels a line of drool hit his chin and doesn’t even care, wipes it on his shirt, as he uses the doorway for leverage to pull himself up.

“Tell your husband what you told me earlier.” he says to Holly, and she finally turns to look at him, her moans never stopping, chest heaving, chin streaked in shadow, eyes unfocused but pointed at him. He’s paralyzed by the sight: his wife, trussed and pounded and so beyond the edges of herself it’s like she’s been redrawn. He shakes, and his cock—somehow, impossibly—responds; he feels it emerge from numbness, a traitor that stands up for nothing but this.

Holly’s voice tears itself from the coil in her gut: “I told him I missed being used.” She chokes it out, then, as if the words are acid and she’s got to spit them, “Like in high school. Like how he made me beg for it. How I—” She buckles, a new jolt shooting through her, pinioning her to the cheap mattress. “How I like it mean.”

Jerry smiles at Phillip with a lazy satisfaction, “Yea, you did say that too, but I meant the other thing.” He slows his pace, now using long slow strokes inside his wife, getting even more reaction from her, “Come on, tell him.” he says to her.

She looks like she’s on the verge of cumming any second, her head back and mouth open, then she focuses her eyes on Jerry, “I said that you were right.”

Jerry continues fucking her slowly, “About?” he says to her.

Holly lets out a long moan, then finally says, “That your cock ring feels amazing.”

Jerry’s rhythm slackens, but the intent in his hands does not. He keeps her legs bent back over her chest, her knees almost to her fucking ears, and drives it in, slow and deliberate, eyes locked on Holly’s face like he’s daring her not to climax. Her wrists jerk against the bindings, fingers spasming. Phillip’s own hands tingle, the urge to reach out and help, or maybe just to hold on, to ground himself, eating him alive.
 

She turns her head to the right, hair pasted to her cheek with sweat, and looks straight at Phillip. He’s not sure if she can read him, but she gives him a long, wild look, and says, “I want you to see me like this.” Her voice is wrecked, but the words come out clean. “Don’t turn away.” She grits the words through her teeth, then her mouth clamps open with another yowl as Jerry pumps harder, digging his hips to the bone.
 

A low, wretched pulse builds in Phillip’s chest. He can’t tell if it’s arousal, horror, or some compound emotion too new for language. He’s so hard it hurts, but the shame of it and the thrill are the same flavor now, inseparable. Holly’s eyes are glued to him, demanding something—what, he isn’t sure—but whatever it is, he gives it, standing there and taking her in, not turning away even when Jerry’s fist lands at the base of her calf, spreading her wide open for him, exposing her in a way nobody’s ever seen, not even Phillip in the privacy of their bed. He swallows hard. He wants to save her, wants to own her, wants to fuck her, wants to claw out his own eyes.
 

She’s coming. He can tell by the bend of her knees, the way her feet scrabble at the air, toes flexing and unflexing with each calculated push inside. Her voice is smaller now, almost a squeak as her body starts to break down under the steady battery of Jerry’s cock. She yelps, a staccato series of “oh”s, and then, with a desperate arch of her back, tips into a convulsive, shattering orgasm that rips a scream out of her raw. Jerry pins her with his weight, and the only thing Phillip can think—apart from the animal brilliance of the sound, the insane, molten beauty of his wife in this moment—was that he’d never been, and would never be, enough. But weirdly, as he watches her ride the last jagged spikes of climax, that knowledge isn’t bitter. He’s turned on, wrecked, transformed.

Jerry slows, then stops, buries his cock in her and just holds it there, sweat pouring down his face. “How many times have I made you cum now?” he asks her.

She lays there breathing with her eyes closed, and Phillip can see she’s exhausted “I stopped counting hours ago.” she finally says.

Hours? How long was he out? There’s no clock in the room, and his phone is on the other side of Pete, so he’s not reaching for that. He looks at the window and can tell it’s faintly light outside, like just before sunrise. He sways, dizzy, tries to piece together the minutes and hours he’s lost. Had they been at it all night? The thought is electric and sickening.

Jerry pulls out, cock shining, and crawls up the bed to straddle Holly’s chest. She stares up, suspicious at first, maybe expecting another taunt, but then he just lays his cock across her collarbone and feeds it into her mouth. She opens for him, lips raw but eager, and sucks him in, eyes fluttering shut. Jerry grips her hair and rocks in tiny, precise motions, never choking or forcing, just feeding. She lets him. She wants it, and that realization spikes something dark in Phillip’s gut.

On the chair, Pete starts stroking faster, eyes glazed and unblinking. He isn’t even subtle about it. The tempo of his fist is discordant with the shivery, earnest way Holly is working Jerry’s cock. Her tongue laps at the head, flicking the thick metal ring with her tongue, then she pushes forward, halfway down the shaft. Jerry’s eyes close, jaw working side to side, a pleased animal. He says “That’s it, baby,” and then, in a move so casual it seems rehearsed, jerks her head back and sprays across her lips, chin, and neck. She chokes a little, spit string of cum and saliva drools over her lips. Jerry lets go, his hand almost gentle as he smooths her hair and then rubs his cockhead over her cheek, painting the mess on. She licks at the trail, greedy, and fixes her eyes on Phillip while she cleans Jerry off with her mouth. It’s so raw it feels illegal. The sight makes Phillip’s cock twitch against his jeans, trapped, a desperate animal with no chance of getting out. He doesn’t have words for what’s happening inside him—it swells behind the bones, fills the cavity of his chest, as if every cell is trying to break through his skin.

Jerry pushes off the bed, wipes a line of sweat from his jaw, rolls his neck, then turns to Pete. “All yours, man,” he says, and walks past Phillip to the bathroom.

Pete stands, cock glistening, and walks to where Holly’s tied on the bed. He grins at her while he kneels on the bed, stroking his cock over her face. She looks up at him, her face a mess, chest rising and falling, her nipples hard points as she opens her mouth, waiting for him to cum. He strokes steadily, his breathing getting more urgent before his whole body goes rigid and he cums in her open mouth and on her face. Holly doesn’t hesitate. Not for a second. She takes Pete’s load on her tongue and lips, lets it rope her chin and the delicate hollow of her throat, then opens wider for more. Her chest is streaked in semen, in spit, in a splatter of lived-in dirtiness that stings Phillip’s throat to look at. Pete’s face is blank, not even a smile, as he kneels at the edge of the mattress, breathing hard, using a thumb to milk the last pearled beads from his cock onto the gloss of her lips. He pivots, dick still in hand, and turns to Phillip without a word, then backs off the bed, tucking himself away and grabs his clothes scattered around.

Phillip sways where he stands, his knees gone watery. He looks at Holly: face a mess, arms still splayed, hair stuck in a snarl to her cheekbone. Her legs are thrown wide, feet flat to the bed, her sex shining wet and raw and somewhere past red. Her chest rises in tiny, shuddered bursts. She licks at the corner of her lip, then, with a wild, dark-eyed warning, licks the top drop from her own breast. Her eyes burrow into his, boring a tunnel straight through the bone.

Jerry comes back in, starts dressing, “We’ll leave her like that for you Phillip, in case you want to get a little yourself.” He gives a little laugh as he slides his boots on, then him and Pete are out the door quickly.

For a second, he doesn’t move. Can’t. But she’s staring at him, daring him into the next bad idea. He stumbles to the bed. The world tilts, then stutters. Everything in him tries to say, wait, is it safe, are you okay — but his cock is rock-hard, a separate logic at work now, and with shaking hands he fumbles open his jeans, drags them low on his thighs. Her mouth is a mess, puckered and red, and the thick gleam of Jerry and Pete still trickles down her neck. She grins at him, barely—more a twitch, a dare on her lips—then says, “You gonna gawk, or actually do it?” Her voice is hoarse, but deliberate.

He fumbles, fingers numb, to the waist of his boxers. Her eyes never leave him, and that attention is a full grip around his cock, hotter than any hand. He gets the tip in first, rubbing it against the brutal, red swelling of her cunt, smearing what Jerry left behind. Holly’s breath hitches, just for a moment, and the way her leg tenses against his thigh is a live-wire. He lines himself up. For a millisecond he wonders if it’s too much, if she’s tender or raw, but Holly snaps her hips up to meet him, dragging him fully inside, no prelude, no mercy. He nearly chokes on the sensation—she’s hot, so hot he can feel the pulse of her, the clench and flutter and quake. The flavor of her, sweat and salt and a trace of beer-sourness, is everywhere. He braces on the headboard, careful not to wrench her arms or bruise her wrists, but she’s already bucking up for more, using the leverage of her splayed arms to pull against him.

He loses any sense of coordination, forgets to pace himself. He pounds into her, wild and sloppy, groaning through gritted teeth. At first it’s just friction but then it’s pressure, and then something shudders through him—not a proper orgasm, but a pre-climax that wipes out half his limbs. He tries to hold back, to make it last, but his body betrays him, and he’s already coming, in brutal hard pulses. He’s embarrassed by how fast it happens, how little control he has in this obscene, transcendent scene. The words come out as noise, something between an apology and a roar, but she meets his eyes, holds the gaze, and she looks… victorious? No, not that. Known. She looks known, and the pressure of it almost cracks him open.
 

When he finally collapses to his elbows, the world snaps back into focus: the sweat greasing his forehead, the burn in his thighs, the roar of his own pulsing heart. He lets himself drop, he’s got nothing left, but he’s careful, careful not to squish or suffocate her, careful to keep his head right next to hers, where she can hear him breathe, where he can feel the aftershocks that travel through both of them. Her forehead is glazed in sweat and cum, remnants of whatever happened to her in the last several hours.

He tries to say something—some apology, some declaration of love or at least that he wishes he wasn’t a fucking freak—but what emerges is a ragged croak, a “God, Holly,” that’s barely human. He buries his nose in her temple, the smell of her hair, and tries to steady his arms enough to untie her wrists. He fumbles, twice, before he gets the knot loose, and her arms flop down to his back, not even enough muscle left to wrap them around him. One hand traces a faint, shivering circle up his spine, the only movement she can manage. The other hangs lifeless, knuckles tapping staccato against the cheap headboard.

“Are you okay?” Holly asks him, the words hitting him deep in his soul. He couldn’t stop what happened, powerless against the school bully from the past. She endured who knows what while he was laying unconscious, yet she is worried about him.

He squeezes his eyes shut, the sting of tears threatening to burst out, “I’m so sorry Holly. This is all my fault.”

He’s choking on the words, the pulse of the whole night running in his skull, unspooling every frame like a reel of film jerked through by hand. His face caves toward her neck, lips bumping along the riot of sweat and bruise and spit. He wants to say it again, sorry, sorry, but the word is so small and pointless. Holly’s breath is shallow, her chest wrecked, but her hand keeps moving, a tremor of intent, up and down his spine. She holds onto him. It’s the only thing keeping him from slipping sideways into the dark.

She shifts, legs curling around his hips, drawing him closer, and the warmth of her is almost forgiving, if anything could be. He feels the mess leaking out around him, a slick heat on both their bellies, and the headboard shudders again with a loose, nervous tic.

“I’m so sorry,” he says, but she shakes her head against his temple, and he feels the vibration of her answer more than he hears it.

“We started this together, remember?” Holly whispers. “You planted the seed, but I’m the one that set it into motion. You wanted to see what would happen if I was with other men, and once I started, I fell in love with the idea. It’s something we share. Look what it grew into. Tonight was out of hand in a way, but I don’t regret it.”

He’s bawling now, silent, the tears streaming sideways, getting into the tiny raw cuts on her shoulder, the ones that will darken into purple fingerprints by tomorrow. He doesn’t want her to see any of it, but she pulls his chin up and wipes his face with an unsteady thumb. She is so gentle it’s like being hugged by a ghost. They stay that way for a long time, not even breathing the same as before, but phasing in and out of each other, raw and shuddering.

He helps her out of bed and into the shower, where she takes her time washing away the evidence of her time with Jerry and Pete. When she’s done, Phillip suggests that they pack up and leave, go back home, and Holly agrees. During the drive back, Holly calls Duncan and tells him they left, and thanked him for the invitation. He’s curious and confused why we left, and Holly doesn’t go into any detail, just tells him that camping wasn’t our strong point, but that we did enjoy the few days we spent there. We held hands together through most of the drive home, both quietly wondering where things go from here.


Chapter 21: New Terms

I just wanted to give an update on things to those of you who have commented and helped me in this forum. Depending on how things go moving forward, this may well be my last post, but we’ll see I guess.

It’s been almost a month since we left Caddo Lake, and once we were home and talked more about the experience, my wife wanted to put all the hot-wifing stuff on hold. I put up no argument, because I had conflicting feelings about it myself, mainly guilt and embarrassment about that final morning. I was too weak and fearful against something that could have gone very badly, but in true Holly fashion, she handled it in ways I couldn’t. Turning it into something positive in a way for her.

When she sat down with Duncan and told her what happened, he was mad about it, especially that his close friend was a part of it. His first impulse was to find Pete and knock the crap out of him, fire him possibly, but Holly didn’t want him to, and he eventually calmed down about it. We still haven’t seen Pete since that morning, so we’re not really sure how much time Duncan spends with him, but it has changed things.

She also told Duncan that she wanted them to take a break from their ‘fun’, which he was sad about, but understands. She wanted to see how her and I are after everything that’s happened over the last several weeks, then go from there. I know she’s missed him because the last few times we’ve had sex, she’s brought up his name, even teasing me about how much longer he would have lasted than I did. It’s part humiliating, but also turns me on, knowing that he’s in her mind that way. I stay positive that she will want Duncan again at some point, dip her toes back into the hot-wife life, but for now I’m content with our more active sex life and the love and times we share together, which should be the most important things in any marriage.

Thanks again to everyone, TimidHusband
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Brandi and Scott were just married today, but during the reception she overhears something about her new husband that angers her. When she confronts him about it in a roadside cafe after their wedding, he plays it off as a bad choice and unimportant, which only enrages Brandi more. She decides that she can't be in a car with him from Vermont to Arizona for their honeymoon, and decides to find her own way there, leading her to meet a variety of men willing to give her a ride. Will their marriage be over before it even starts? Or will they find a way to work it out.

Taken At Sea

Leo (27) and his wife Clara (26) have been married for 5 years when they take a vacation to a remote island in the pacific. They spend a week enjoying the cabins and the beach, but on the day they were supposed to leave, they miss their boat. Upset and faced with having no place to stay for the week, they try and find a ride from someone local, only finding one older man named Sirus that's willing to sail them back to the states.

Sirus is a solitary man living alone on the other side of the island. He agrees to take Leo and Clara home for one reason: to be closer to Clara.

Unresolved

David and Sarah, a married couple struggling with the aftermath of Sarah's affair, attend their first session of marriage counseling with Dr. Eleanor Vance. Through the session, it's revealed that both David and Sarah felt invisible and disconnected in their relationship before the affair, with David trying to fix things externally while Sarah sought attention elsewhere. Tasked with recalling specific sensory memories of each other from before the problems began, the couple uncovers proof that their foundation was once real, despite the issues that have developed.

As David and Sarah tentatively rebuild their intimacy, David struggles with intrusive sexual fantasies about Sarah and her affair partner, a large black man. Though disturbing, these thoughts also arouse him, creating a "confusing mix of anger and arousal, of jealousy and a twisted fascination." When Sarah notices David's physical reaction, she responds with understanding, eventually role-playing scenarios from his fantasies.

Pinch Hitter Pt. 1

Brad and Claire are a late twenties, married couple with an eight year old son that loves baseball. Claire takes Jacob to his practices, and the games because of Brad's long hours at work. When her son doesn't get the playing time she thinks he should, she confronts Coach Thompson about it. Coach Thompson is a large man in his fifties, grumpy and rough around the edges, who enjoys spending time with kids more than he does other adults, until Claire comes up to him with her request.

What starts as a simple question about baseball, turns into something more, that even her husband Brad finds an intriguing turn on. A mother's love knows no bounds, but where are the boundaries of her marriage?

This is the first part of the story.

Pinch Hitter Pt. 2

Now that Claire has started an intimate relationship with Fred, her husband Brad has to navigate the conflicting emotions he has. As his wife spends more time with her older lover, his nerves and resolve are tested. Can he deal with it and keep his wife's happiness first and foremost? Or will the doubts and the demons cause him to falter.

Pinch Hitter Pt. 3

After months of sharing his wife with her older lover Fred, Brad is asked by his wife Claire to give his blessing to an idea that makes him question everything. No matter how much he enjoys letting his wife have her fun, can he put aside his own feelings and pride and say yes? Or put a stop to everything?
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