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Chapter 1

I'd known Garrett for three years, or long enough that when his Tacoma rumbled into the driveway on a Saturday afternoon, I didn't need to check who it was. Long enough that he'd stopped needing to knock before coming through the side gate.
The deck boards were hot under my bare feet. I'd been in the pool for the better part of an hour and my hair dripped down my back, soaking into Noah's old white tank top. The fabric clung to my skin everywhere it touched. I'd knotted it at my waist to keep it from hanging to my knees and the frayed denim cutoffs I'd thrown on were riding low on my hips. I know what I looked like.
Noah had the grill going, smoke drifting across the deck in lazy spirals carrying the smell of fire and meat. He stood with his back to me, one hand wrapped around a beer, the other holding a pair of tongs. His shoulders were pink from the sun.
Garrett came around and sprawled in one of the patio chairs with his boots propped up on the railing. The chair creaked under his weight when he shifted. His T-shirt had some band name across the chest, the letters so faded I couldn't make them out.
"You're gonna burn them," Garrett said.
Noah didn't turn around. "They're fine."
"They're not fine. Look at the edges."
"I'm looking at the edges."
"No, you're looking at your wife.”
I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. They'd been going back and forth like this since Garrett arrived in our lives. I walked to the cooler and pulled out a Corona, twisting the cap off. The glass was cold enough that condensation formed immediately, dripping down my fingers.
Garrett's attention shifted before I'd even straightened up. I felt it the way you feel someone's eyes on you in a crowded room, that prickling awareness that lifts the hair on your arms. When I glanced over, he was looking at me instead of the grill too. His eyes flowed down from my face to where the tank top stuck to my ribs, then lower to where the knot sat just above my navel.
I took a long drink and turned toward the railing, looking out at the neighbor's yard where their sprinkler threw up arcs of water that caught the late afternoon light.
"Johnson's grass is gonna die," I said. "Third summer in a row he's overwatered it."
"Some people never learn," Garrett said behind me.
I glanced back over my shoulder. He was watching me and when our eyes met, he didn't look away. Something flickered across his face that I couldn't quite read.
"You're the one who's distracting," Noah said to me without turning around from the grill.
"I'm standing here drinking a beer."
“Exactly.”
Garrett set his bottle down on the armrest with a soft clink. The chair creaked as he pushed himself up and crossed the deck toward me. My pulse kicked up for no reason I knew of and I wrapped both hands around my beer to keep them steady.
"You were circling," he said when he reached me.
"I was walking to the cooler."
"Looked like circling to me."
I pushed at his chest with my free hand, but he didn't move. He just grinned down at me like this was normal, like this was what we did. Except my hand stayed pressed against his shirt longer and I could feel his heartbeat under my palm, fast and hard.
"When's the last time you washed that truck of yours?" I said.
His eyebrows went up. "What?"
"Your truck. It's filthy. I could write my name in the dust on the tailgate."
"Probably could." His hands came up and closed around my waist, his palms hot against the damp fabric of my tank top. "Why, you offering to wash it?"
"Not even bit."
He lifted me before I could try to stop him and my beer sloshed. I yelped and grabbed at his shoulders, my fingers digging into the worn cotton of his shirt. The railing hit the backs of my thighs and then I was sitting on it with the sun-warmed wood solid beneath me and Garrett standing between my spread legs.
My knees parted around his hips automatically, muscle memory from every other time he'd picked me up or wrestled with me or carried me off somewhere. Balance and physics and nothing more than that. Except this time his hands stayed on my waist and my thighs pressed against the outside of his hips and I could feel the heat coming off his body.
“You see that game last night?" Garrett said. His voice had gone rough around the edges.
"What game?" My fingers were curled into his shirt and I couldn't seem to make myself let go.
"The, " He paused, his brow furrowing like he was trying to remember. "I don't actually remember. There was a game though. Someone won."
Behind us, something sizzled on the grill. A burst of smoke rose up and the smell of charring meat drifted across the deck.
Noah turned around. I heard the tongs clatter against the metal grate. When I looked over Garrett's shoulder, Noah had frozen with his beer halfway to his mouth. His eyes moved from my face down to where Garrett's hands rested on my hips, then back up to meet mine.
"You're gonna fall," Noah said after a moment’s consideration of what he was looking at.
"I'm not gonna fall." My hand was curled in Garrett's shirt, knuckles pressed against his chest.
"The railing's not that stable. Remember when we had to replace that section last summer?"
"This isn't that section."
"Still." But Noah didn't move toward us, didn't tell Garrett to step back or make some joke about us acting like kids. He just took a long drink of his beer instead, his eyes never leaving his friend and his wife.
Garrett's thumbs moved against my waist in small circles along the bare skin just above my waistband where the tank top had ridden up. The touch was light and casual, the kind of thing that could mean absolutely nothing if you needed it to.
My thighs tightened around his hips. Garrett's breath caught. His hands flexed on my waist, fingers pressing in harder for just a second before he seemed to catch himself and ease up again.
"I need to replace the air filter in the Tacoma," he said.
"Okay," I said.
"Been meaning to do it for weeks."
"Mm-hmm."
"Keep forgetting to pick one up."
His thumbs were moving in those slow circles that made my stomach flip over. I took another sip of my beer because I didn't know what else to do with my hands and the cold liquid did nothing to cool the heat spreading through my chest.
The grill hissed again. Grease popped and flames jumped up through the grate. Noah cursed and grabbed the spray bottle from the side table, dousing the fire until smoke billowed up in a thick cloud.
When it cleared, he was looking at us again. He set the spray bottle down and wiped his hands on his towel, then walked toward us. Each step was slow and measured, like he was giving himself time to think about what he was going to do.
I thought he'd say something about the burgers or about dinner or about anything except what was actually happening.
Instead he stopped next to the railing and put his hand on my ankle. His palm was warm and damp from the spray bottle. His fingers wrapped all the way around, his thumb settling against the bone.
"How's your mom doing?" he asked Garrett. "She ever get her kitchen remodeled?"
Garrett blinked like he'd just been asked a question in a language he didn't speak. "What?"
"Your mom. Her kitchen."
"Oh." Garrett's hands were on my waist. "Yeah, they finished it last month. Looks good."
"She got pictures?"
"Probably. I don't check my emails much."
Noah's thumb traced a line over my anklebone in a slow back-and-forth pattern. His eyes were on Garrett, but his hand was very deliberately on my skin, his touch firm enough that I couldn't pretend not to notice.
"You should check your emails more," Noah said. "Your mom worries when you don't reply.”
"Yeah, probably."
My beer was going warm in my hand. I took another sip and nearly choked on it because Garrett's hands had slid higher, his palms settling on my ribs just below my breasts, not quite touching them, but close enough that I could feel the heat of his skin through the thin cotton.
"We should probably eat soon," I said. My voice came out thinner than I wanted, breathy in a way that made my cheeks flush.
"Burgers are off,” Noah said. His hand slid up from my ankle to my calf, his fingers spread wide.
"They look done to me."
"They're not done."
Garrett leaned in closer. Not by much, just enough that I could smell sunscreen and beer and something else underneath, something warm and male that made my pulse hammer in my throat. His eyes were half-lidded, focused on my face with an intensity that made my breath catch.
"Did you ever fix that wobble in your ceiling fan?" he asked.
"What wobble?"
"In your bedroom. You mentioned it a few weeks ago."
I had mentioned it. I couldn't remember when or why. "No. Still wobbles."
"I could take a look at it for you.”
"Now?"
"Maybe not now." His forehead was almost touching mine, close enough that I could see the stubble on his jaw and the tiny scar above his left eyebrow. "Later though. If you want."
Noah's hand had reached my knee. His thumb pressed into the soft spot on the inside and I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek to keep from making a sound. The pressure sent sparks up the inside of my thigh and I shifted on the railing, trying to ease the sudden ache between my legs.
"The Hendersons are having a party next weekend," Noah said. His voice was steady but lower than usual. "We should probably go."
"Do we have to?" I asked.
"It'd be rude not to. They invited us."
"They invite everyone on the street."
Garrett's hands flexed on my ribs. His pinky finger brushed the underside of my breast through the tank top and my breath stuttered in my chest. The touch was so light it might have been an accident, except that his hand stayed there, his finger resting against the curve.
"Sorry," he murmured, but he didn't move his hand away. "Lost my balance,” he smirked.
"You're fine." But my legs tightened around him again, pulling him closer and this time there was no pretending it was anything but deliberate.
Noah's hand slid higher on my thigh, his palm warm and rough against my skin. "I think I left my phone inside," he said. "Should probably grab it in case someone calls."
He didn't move toward the house. His hand stayed exactly where it was, his thumb drawing small circles on the inside of my thigh that made my toes curl against the deck boards.




Chapter 2

The sun was sinking lower throwing long shadows across the deck and painting everything in shades of gold and amber. The neighbor's sprinkler made its rhythmic thwick-thwick-thwick sound. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked and a car door slammed.
"Your hair's wet," Garrett said.
"I know."
"You're gonna drip down your ass.”
"Already am."
His hand came up from my ribs and caught a drop of water sliding down my neck. His thumb traced it back up to my jaw, then along my cheekbone in a touch so light I barely felt it. Almost didn't feel it. Except I felt every single point where his skin met mine, felt it like electricity running under my skin.
Noah's breathing had changed. I could hear it from where he stood beside me, slower and deeper, like he was trying to stay calm and failing. His hand was on my thigh and I could feel the tension in his fingers, the way they pressed in harder every few seconds before relaxing again.
"We’ll need more charcoal," he said. "For next time we grill."
"Okay," I said.
"Remind me to pick some up this week."
"I will."
Garrett's hand had settled on the side of my neck, his palm warm against my throat. His thumb rested against my pulse point where he could feel how fast my heart was beating, how my breath kept catching in my chest.
"I should probably head out soon," Garrett said, but his thumb moved in a slow stroke against my throat that contradicted every word.
"You just got here," Noah said.
"Stay for dinner at least."
“Okay." Garrett's eyes were locked on mine, dark and intense and full of something that made my stomach clench. "If you're sure."
"I'm sure," Noah said. His hand slid higher on my thigh, his fingers spread wide, the tips of them disappearing under the frayed edge of my cutoffs. "We want you to stay."
The air between us felt thick enough to squeeze. Garrett's hand was on my neck, his thumb tracing that slow pattern against my pulse and Noah's fingers had gone on my thigh like he was waiting for something.
"You've got chlorine in your hair," Garrett said. His voice had dropped lower, almost rough. "Can smell it."
"Pool chemicals are expensive," I said,  barely recognizing my own voice. "Noah puts too much in."
"I follow the instructions," Noah said. His hand squeezed my thigh once, then released, but he didn't move away. "You just don't rinse off long enough."
"I rinse."
"Not long enough."
Garrett's hand slid from my neck down to my shoulder, his fingers curling over the damp strap of the tank top. The touch was casual, familiar even, the way he'd touched me a hundred times before. Except this time his thumb brushed against my collarbone and I felt goosebumps spread across my chest.
"The sun's gonna set," Garrett said, but he was looking at my mouth instead of the sky.
"Probably another hour," Noah said.
"Yeah. About that."
I took another drink of my beer. The bottle was slick with condensation and when I lowered it, a drop of water fell onto my thigh like an electrical shock. Noah's thumb caught it immediately, dragging it in a slow line toward my knee.
"Did you finish that project you were working on?" I asked Garrett. My brain was scrambling for anything normal, anything that would make this feel less like standing on the edge of something I couldn't see the bottom of. "The one with the cabinets?"
"Last week." His hand was on my shoulder, his fingers absently playing with the strap of my tank top now. "Client changed their mind three times about the finish, but it's done now."
"You showed me pictures," Noah said. "Looked good."
"Yeah, turned out alright."
The conversation felt surreal. We were talking about cabinets and kitchen remodels while Garrett stood between my legs and Noah's hand rested high on my thigh and my heart hammered so hard I could feel it in my temples.
Garrett's other hand came up to my waist again, both hands on me now, spanning my ribs, his thumbs resting just below my breasts. If he moved them up even an inch, he'd be touching me in a way that friends definitely didn't touch each other.
He didn't move them up, but he didn't move them away either.
“Burgers getting cool,” Noah said, but he didn't move toward the grill. His eyes were fixed on where Garrett's hands rested on my ribs, watching the way Garrett's thumbs moved in small circles against the fabric.
"They're definitely cold by now," I said.
"Probably beyond saving." Noah's hand slid down my thigh, then back up, like he couldn't decide where it should go. "We could just order pizza. That place on Fifth is open, right?"
"Till midnight," Garrett said.
"They do that stuffed crust you like," Noah said to me.
"Yeah." I was finding it hard to focus on pizza. Garrett had shifted closer and I could feel the heat of him through his jeans, could feel the solid press of his hips against the inside of my thighs.
“Then we should get breadsticks too," Noah continued and there was something almost manic about the way he was talking about food while his hand stayed on my leg and he watched Garrett touch me, his wife. "The ones with the garlic butter."
"Sure," I said, my eyes fluttering closed.
Garrett's hands flexed on my ribs. "You cold?" he asked.
"No. Why?"
"You're shaking."
I was shaking, but now that he'd said it, I could feel the tremor running through me. "I'm fine."
"You sure?" His hands slid up my sides, ostensibly warming me, but the touch made me shake harder. "We could go inside if you're cold."
"I'm not cold."
"Okay." But his hands kept moving, slow and deliberate, thumbs tracing the line where my ribs met the underside of my breasts, not quite crossing that line, but tracing the line.
Noah made a sound low in his throat. When I looked at him, his jaw went tight and he was watching Garrett's hands like he couldn't look away. His own hand had gone on my thigh, fingers pressing in.
"I should check those burgers," he said.
"Yeah," Garrett agreed. Neither of them moved.
A bead of sweat ran down my spine despite the fact that the sun was lower now and the heat wasn't as oppressive as it had been. My skin felt too tight and every place that Garrett and Noah were touching me felt like it was on fire.
"Your neighbor's out there," Garrett said, nodding toward the fence.
I opened my eyes and followed his gaze. I could see the top of Johnson's head moving around in his yard, probably fiddling with his sprinkler system. The fence was solid, six feet of privacy boards that blocked most of the view, but if Johnson decided to climb on something or if anyone looked out from the upstairs windows of the houses behind us, they'd see me sitting on the railing with Garrett between my legs and Noah standing there with his hand on my thigh.
"He's always out there this time of day," Noah said. "Obsessed with that damn lawn."
"Gonna kill it," Garrett said.
"Definitely gonna kill it."
The mundane conversation continued while Garrett's hands inched higher and Noah's thumb started moving on my thigh. I was caught between them, barely breathing, wondering if they could hear how fast my heart was beating.
Garrett's hand slid to the small of my back, fingers splayed wide. The touch pressed me forward and I had to grab onto his shoulders to keep my balance. My beer was gone. I must have set it down at some point, but I couldn't remember where.
"You good?" Garrett asked quietly.
"Yeah." The word came out breathless.
His hand on my back pressed harder, pulling me closer to the edge of the railing, closer to him. My chest was almost touching his now and I could feel his breath on my face.
Noah stepped closer too. His free hand came up and settled on my other leg, mirroring the firs, both of my thighs now bracketed by his hands, his thumbs resting against the inside of my legs just below the hem of my shorts.
"They’re gonna get cold,” Noah said, but he was looking at me instead of the grill.
"Let them," Garrett said.
"Yeah." Noah's thumbs pressed in. "Let them freeze.”
My hands were on Garrett's shoulders, fingers digging into the muscle there. He was so close now that I could see the flecks of green in his eyes, could count his eyelashes if I wanted to.
"We should, " I started, but I didn't know how to finish. We should stop? We should go inside? We should figure out what the hell we're doing? All of those things were true, but I couldn't make myself say any of them.
"Should what?" Garrett's voice was barely above a whisper.
"I don't know."
His forehead touched mine, just resting there, his breath mixing with mine. Noah's hands tightened on my thighs and I felt him move closer, felt his chest brush against my shoulder.
"Tell me if this is too much," Garrett murmured.
"It's not." It was too much and not enough all at once and I didn't know how to explain that.
His hand on my back slid up, fingers trailing along my spine until they reached the back of my neck. My tank top was damp from the pool and his touch left a trail of heat on my skin. His other hand stayed on my ribs, thumb brushing the underside of my breast in a touch that was definitely not accidental anymore.
Noah made another sound and when I turned my head, I could see the way he was watching us. His eyes were dark, his breathing uneven and his hands had started moving on my thighs in slow strokes that were climbing higher with each pass.
"The Millers are having people over next Saturday too," Noah said suddenly. His voice was rough. "We got that invitation last week."
"Did we?" I could barely focus on his words.
"Yeah. Barbecue or something."
“You don't have to go," Garrett said. His nose brushed against mine and my breath caught.
"No," Noah agreed. "We don't."
Garrett's hand on my neck tightened and I felt him tilt my head back. His lips were so close to mine I could feel the ghost of them, could feel the question in the tiny space between us.
Noah's hands slid higher on my thighs, his fingers definitely under the hem of my shorts now, touching bare skin that no one but Noah had touched in years.
“Dinner’s gonna be ruined," I whispered.
"Don't care," Garrett said against my mouth.
"We’ll order something later," Noah said. His thumbs were tracing circles on the inside of my thighs now and I had to bite back a whimper.
“Yeah, later," Garrett agreed.
His lips brushed mine, not quite a kiss, just a whisper of contact that made every nerve in my body light up. I gasped and my hands curled in his shirt and Noah's fingers pressed harder against my thighs.
"Yeah?" Garrett asked and I knew he was asking for more than just permission for a kiss.
I should have said no. Should have laughed it off and pushed him away and climbed down from the railing and made some joke about us all losing our minds in the heat.
Instead I nodded.
Garrett's mouth was on mine and the world tilted. His lips were warm and insistent, nothing tentative about the way he kissed me. His hand tightened on the back of my neck, holding me exactly where he wanted me and I opened for him without hesitation.
I could feel Noah's presence beside us, could sense him watching, but he didn't touch me. Didn't intervene.




Chapter 3

This was insane. This was my husband's best friend kissing me while my husband stood right there and Noah wasn't stopping it. I should have been panicking, should have been pushing Garrett away, but all I could think about was how different his mouth felt from Noah's, how the stubble on his jaw scratched my chin in a way Noah's didn’t.
When Garrett finally broke the kiss, I was breathing hard. His forehead rested against mine and I could feel him trying to steady himself.
"Did you pay the water bill?" Noah asked from beside us.
It took me a second to process the words. "What?"
"The water bill. It's due this week."
"I,  yeah. I paid it online." My voice was shaking. We were talking about utilities while Garrett's hand was on my ribs and I could taste him on my lips.
"Good." Noah's voice was tight. "We don't want it getting shut off like last summer."
"That was the electric bill," I said breathlessly.
"Right. The electric bill."
Garrett's mouth found my neck. He kissed along the line of my throat, his teeth grazing my skin in a way that made my back arch. My hands were curled in his shirt, holding on like he was the only solid thing in the world.
What was Noah doing? Just standing there, watching, talking about bills and utilities while his best friend's mouth was on my throat? I could hear his breathing, heavier now, could sense the tension radiating off him, but he stayed where he was.
"We need to schedule that cleaning," Noah continued. "For the gutters."
"Okay." I could barely form words. Garrett's tongue was doing something to the spot just below my ear that made my thighs clench around his hips.
"Before the rainy season starts."
"Right. Before the rain."
Garrett's hand slid from my ribs to my stomach, his palm hot against my skin where the tank top had ridden up. His fingers spread wide, thumb brushing the underside of my breast while his other fingers dipped below my waistband. I gasped and I heard Noah shift his weight beside us.
"What time did you say your sister was calling tomorrow?" Noah asked.
"I didn't." The words came out as a gasp. Garrett had found the sensitive spot on my neck and was working it with his teeth and tongue in a way that made me forget my own name. "Afternoon sometime."
"We should be around for that."
"Yeah. We should."
This was my husband talking about my sister's phone call while his best friend bit and sucked at my throat. Noah was just watching, letting this happen and the knowledge of it sent heat flooding through me that had nothing to do with Garrett's mouth.
Garrett's hand on my stomach slid higher. His thumb grazed the bottom of my breast through the thin cotton and I bit down on my lip to keep from moaning.
"Those trees in the backyard need trimming," Noah said. His breathing was getting heavier and I could hear it now, could hear what this was doing to him even as he talked about yard work. "The branches are hitting the roof when the wind picks up."
"Mm-hmm." I couldn't focus on trees. Garrett's mouth had moved to my collarbone, kissing and biting in a way that was going to leave marks and I couldn't bring myself to care.
Garrett's hand covered my breast fully now. No more pretending, no more almost-touching. He rubbed me through the tank top, his thumb finding my nipple and circling it until it was hard and straining against the fabric. My head fell back and I heard myself make a sound I'd never made before.
Noah made a noise low in his throat. I could feel him close by, could almost feel the heat of him, but he didn't reach for me. Didn't touch.
"I think the kitchen faucet is leaking again," Noah said. His voice had gone hoarse. "Did you notice that?"
"No." I was grinding against Garrett now, small movements I couldn't control. "I didn't notice."
"Might need to get at that.”
"Okay."
Garrett pulled my tank top down. The fabric caught under my breast and then his mouth was on my bare skin, hot and wet and demanding. I cried out, my fingers digging into his shoulders hard enough to bruise.
I heard Noah's sharp intake of breath. Heard him move, maybe stepping closer, maybe shifting to see better. But he didn't touch me.
"We're out of coffee," Noah said roughly. "Need to add that to the list."
"List," I repeated mindlessly. Garrett was sucking on my nipple now, his hand kneading my other breast and I couldn't think, couldn't process what was happening except that Noah was letting it happen. Watching it happen.
"And those light bulbs for the garage."
"Light bulbs. Yes."
Garrett's hand left my breast and went to the button of my shorts. He popped it open without hesitation and the sound of my zipper being pulled down seemed impossibly loud in the humid air.
Oh god. Oh god, this was really happening. Garrett was undoing my shorts while Noah watched, while Noah stood there and didn't stop him, didn't interfere. I should have been terrified. Should have been ashamed. Instead, heat flooded through me so intense I felt dizzy with it.
"Did you call your mom back?" Noah asked and his voice was so strained it barely sounded like him.
"Not yet." I was panting now, my hips lifting to help Garrett push my shorts down. "I'll call her tomorrow."
"She wanted to know about Thanksgiving."
"I'll tell her we're coming."
Garrett's fingers found the edge of my underwear and slipped beneath it. The first touch of his skin against me made my whole body jerk. He groaned against my breast, his fingers sliding through wetness that should have embarrassed me but only made him more urgent.
"Fuck," he breathed against my skin. "You're so fucking wet."
This was Garrett touching me, Garrett's fingers sliding through my folds, learning me, while my husband stood somewhere nearby and talked about recycling schedules. The wrongness of it mixed with how good it felt until I couldn't tell one from the other.
"The recycling goes out Tuesday morning," Noah said, and I could hear how wrecked he sounded now. “I need to remember to put it at the curb Monday night."
"Monday night," I gasped. Garrett had found my clit and the first brush of his fingers against it made stars burst behind my eyelids.
"Last time we forgot and had to wait two weeks."
"Can't forget."
Garrett pushed one finger inside me and I bit down on his shoulder to keep from screaming. I heard Noah's breathing go ragged, heard fabric rustle like maybe he'd shifted again, moved closer to watch.
"The car needs an oil change too," Noah said. "It's overdue."
"I'll schedule it." My voice broke as Garrett added another finger, his thumb circling my clit in a rhythm that was pushing me toward something inevitable.
"This week sometime."
"This week. Yeah.”
Garrett's mouth came back to mine, swallowing the sounds I was making. His fingers moved faster and I could hear how wet I was, could hear the obscene sound of it. Noah could hear it too. I knew he could. He was right there, watching every movement, every sign of how much I was responding to someone who wasn't him.
What kind of husband did this? What kind of wife let it happen? But I could feel Noah's presence like a physical thing, steady and watching and somehow that made everything more intense.
Garrett's fingers curled inside me, finding the spot that made my back arch. His thumb pressed harder on my clit and I was so close, balanced right on the edge.
"The mortgage payment went through, right?" Noah asked. "I didn't check the account."
"It went through." I could barely get the words out. "Auto-pay."
"Good." His voice was thick with something I'd never heard before. "We don't want to be late on that."
"No. Can't be late."
Garrett's mouth was on my neck again and his fingers worked inside me with increasing urgency. It was too much, too much sensation, too much everything. I was going to come apart right there on the deck where anyone could see, come apart on another man's fingers while my husband watched.
"The Johnsons asked us to water their plants while they're gone next week," Noah said. "Did I tell you that?"
"You told me." My nails dug into Garrett's back. "I'll do it."
"They gave us the spare key."
"I have it."
Garrett's teeth scraped against my pulse point and his fingers moved faster and I made a sharp cry that I tried to muffle against his shoulder. Wave after wave of it, my whole body shaking, Garrett's hand working me through it while I heard Noah's sharp exhale somewhere close by.
When I could breathe again, I opened my eyes. Garrett was watching me with a look of wonder on his face, his fingers inside me still, moving gently now. I couldn't see Noah from this angle, but I could feel him there, could hear his ragged breathing.
"We should go inside," Noah said after a moment. His voice was steady despite everything. "It's getting dark out here."
"Yeah," Garrett agreed. His hand slowly withdrew from my shorts and I watched him bring his wet fingers to his mouth without any shame at all.
"Inside," Noah said again, more firmly this time. "Now."
Garrett helped me down from the railing. My legs were shaky and I had to hold onto his arm for balance. My shorts were unzipped, the denim loose around my hips and my tank top was askew with one breast partially exposed. I fumbled to pull the fabric back up, my fingers clumsy.
Noah was already walking toward the sliding glass door. He didn't look back at us, just moved with purpose and I noticed the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands were shoved deep in his pockets.
"You okay?" Garrett asked quietly. His hand was warm on my lower back, steadying me.
"I don't know." It was the most honest thing I could say. My body was humming, my skin oversensitive and my mind was racing to catch up with what had just happened. "This is crazy."
"Yeah." He didn't argue with me. His hand slid from my back to my hip, his fingers hooking in the waistband of my shorts. "Should we stop?"
I looked toward the door where Noah had disappeared inside. The house was lit up now, golden light spilling out onto the darkening deck. "I don't think he wants us to stop."
"What do you want?"
That was the question, wasn't it? What did I want? An hour ago, I'd been drinking beer and teasing them both about burned burgers. Now I was standing here with Garrett's hand on my hip and the taste of him on my lips and the echo of an orgasm pulsing through me.
"I want to go inside," I said finally. "I want to know what happens next."
Garrett's eyes darkened. "You sure?"
"No." I laughed, sharp and nervous. "But I want to anyway."




Chapter 4

He kissed me again, softer this time. His hand came up to cup my face, his thumb brushing my cheekbone. When he pulled back, he was smiling that crooked smile that had always made him look younger than he was.
"Come on then," he said and took my hand.
We walked into the house together. The air conditioning hit my overheated skin and made me shiver. Noah was in the kitchen, his back to us, doing something at the counter. Ice clinked in a glass.
"You want water?" he asked without turning around. "Or something stronger?"
"Stronger," I said. My voice came out rough.
"Bourbon okay?"
"Yeah."
Garrett's hand was in mine. He led me toward the living room and I followed because I didn't know what else to do. My body knew what it wanted, more of Garrett's hands, more of his mouth, more of everything that had just happened on the deck. But my brain was trying to process the fact that Noah had watched it all, had stood there and talked about gutters and mortgage payments while his best friend made me come.
I sat down on the couch and Garrett sat beside me. Not touching, but close enough that I could feel the heat of him. He was hard, I could see the outline of his erection pressing against his jeans and the knowledge that I'd done that to him sent another wave of heat through me.
Noah came in carrying three glasses. Bourbon, neat. He handed one to me and one to Garrett, then sat in the armchair across from us. Not on the couch. Not next to me. The distance felt deliberate.
"So," Noah said after a long moment. He took a drink, his eyes moving between me and Garrett. "That happened."
I didn't know what to say to that. I took a sip of bourbon and felt it burn down my throat.
"You mad?" Garrett asked. His voice was careful, controlled.
"No." Noah's eyes landed on me. "Are you okay?"
"Everyone keeps asking me that." I took another drink. "I'm fine. I'm good. I'm, " I broke off, not sure how to finish that sentence.
"Confused?" Noah supplied.
"Maybe." I looked at him, really looked at him. His face was flushed, his pupils dilated. The bulge in his shorts was unmistakable. "Are you okay?"
"Yeah." He shifted in his chair. "That was, " He paused, seeming to search for words. "That was really fucking hot."
Garrett made a sound next to me. When I glanced at him, he was staring at Noah with an expression I couldn't quite read.
"You liked watching," I said to Noah. It wasn't a question.
"Yeah." He didn't look away from me. "I did."
"Why?" The question came out before I could stop it.
Noah was quiet for a moment. He swirled the bourbon in his glass, watching the amber liquid catch the light. "I don't know if I can explain it."
"Try."
"Seeing you like that." He paused. "Seeing you respond to him. Seeing how much you wanted it. It was, " He shook his head. "I've thought about it before. Wondered what it would be like. But actually seeing it ..."
"You've thought about it before?" My voice came out higher than I intended.
"Not specifically this." He gestured vaguely at Garrett. "But yeah. Sometimes. The idea of you with someone else. Someone who'd appreciate you. Someone I trusted."
Garrett shifted beside me. "Man, you can't just say shit like that without warning."
"Why not?" Noah's mouth curved. "We're past the point of pretending now, aren't we?"
He wasn't wrong. We were definitely past that point.
"So what now?" I asked. My heart was pounding and I couldn't tell if it was from fear or anticipation or both.
Noah's eyes moved to Garrett, then back to me. "That's up to you."
"Don't put this all on me."
"It is on you though." His voice was gentle but firm. "You're the one who gets to decide how far this goes. What you're comfortable with. What you want."
I looked down at my glass. The bourbon was half gone already. "What if I don't know what I want?"
"Then we stop," Noah said immediately. "Right now. We forget this happened and go back to normal."
Could we though? Could we actually go back to normal after this? I didn't think so. The memory of Garrett's hands on me, his fingers inside me, the way Noah had watched, that wasn't something that would just disappear.
"I don't want to stop," I said quietly.
The air in the room changed. Thickened.
"No?" Noah's voice had gone lower.
"No." I looked up at him. "But I don't know what not stopping looks like. I don't know the rules here."
"There aren't any rules," Noah said. "Just what feels right."
Garrett's hand found mine on the couch. His fingers laced through mine and the simple touch grounded me.
"What feels right to you?" I asked Noah.
He was quiet for a long moment. His eyes stayed on where Garrett's hand held mine. "Honestly? Watching him touch you felt right. Watching you come apart felt right. The idea of him taking you upstairs and, " He broke off, his jaw tight. "That feels right too."
My breath caught. "Upstairs."
"If you want." His eyes met mine. "Only if you want."
I looked at Garrett. He was watching me with an intensity that made my stomach flip. "Do you want that?" I asked him.
"Fuck yes," he said roughly. "But only if you do. Only if you're sure."
Was I sure? No. I wasn't sure of anything except that my body was humming with need, that the orgasm on the deck had only made me want more and that the idea of Garrett taking me upstairs while Noah stayed down here and waited, or maybe didn't wait, maybe listened, maybe came up and watched, made heat pool low in my belly.
"I want it," I whispered.
Garrett's hand tightened on mine. Noah took a long drink of his bourbon and set the glass down carefully on the side table.
"Then go," Noah said. His voice was rough. "Take her upstairs."
Garrett stood, pulling me up with him. My legs were unsteady, but his arm came around my waist, holding me against his side. We moved toward the stairs and I looked back at Noah.
He was sitting in the armchair, but he'd leaned forward, elbows on his knees. His eyes were dark and locked on us.
"Noah," I said.
"It's okay," he said. "Go."
Garrett led me up the stairs. Each step felt surreal, like I was watching myself from outside my body. This was my house. These were my stairs. And I was walking up them with my husband's best friend while my husband sat downstairs and gave us permission.
We reached the landing and Garrett paused. "Your room?"
Our room. Mine and Noah's. The bed we'd shared for four years.
"Yes," I said.
He kissed me again, harder this time. His hands were everywhere, my waist, my hips, sliding up under my tank top to palm my breasts. I gasped into his mouth and pressed against him, feeling his erection hard against my stomach.
"Been wanting this for so long," he muttered against my lips. "You have no idea."
"How long?"
"Months. Maybe longer." His mouth moved to my neck. "Watching you in that bikini today, in the pool. Thought I was gonna lose my mind."
He walked me backward toward the bedroom door. My back hit it and he pressed against me, his hips pinning me in place. I could feel every inch of him, could feel how badly he wanted this.
"Open it," he said against my throat.
I reached behind me and turned the handle. The door swung open and we stumbled into the bedroom. My bedroom. The one I shared with Noah.
Garrett's hands went to the knot in my tank top. He pulled it loose and dragged the damp fabric up and over my head, tossing it aside. Then his mouth was on my bare breast, sucking hard enough to make me cry out.
My hands fumbled with his shirt, pulling it up. He released me long enough to yank it off and then his skin was against mine, hot and solid. I ran my hands over his chest, feeling muscle and the scatter of hair, so different from Noah's body that it made my head spin.
He walked me backward toward the bed. When the backs of my knees hit the mattress, I sat down hard. He stood over me, breathing hard, his hands going to his belt.
"Wait," I said.
He froze. "You want to stop?"
"No. I just, " I looked toward the door. "Is he going to come up?"
"I don't know." Garrett followed my gaze. "Do you want him to?"
Did I? The thought of Noah watching from the doorway while Garrett fucked me sent a thrill through me that I didn't want to examine too closely.
"Maybe," I admitted.
Garrett's eyes darkened. "You like the idea of him watching."
"I don't know. Maybe. This is all so new."
"Yeah." He stepped closer, his hand coming up to cup my face. "We can slow down. We can ..."
"I don't want to slow down." I reached for his belt, my fingers working the buckle. "I want you. I want this."
His breath hissed out. "Fuck, Ava."
I got his belt open and worked at the button of his jeans. He helped me, shoving them down along with his boxers and then he was naked in front of me. My eyes went to his cock, hard and thick and my mouth went dry.
"Lie back," he said roughly.
I did, scooting up the bed. He hooked his fingers in my shorts and underwear and pulled them down my legs in one smooth motion. Then I was naked too, spread out on my marriage bed while another man looked at me like I was something he'd been starving for.
"Jesus," Garrett breathed. He climbed onto the bed, his hands on my ankles, sliding up my calves to my knees. "You're so fucking beautiful."
He pushed my legs apart and settled between them. I felt his cock brush against my inner thigh and my hips lifted automatically.
"Please," I whispered.
"Not yet." His mouth found my breast again, then moved lower, kissing down my stomach. "Want to taste you first."
Oh god. His mouth moved lower and I realized what he meant. My hands curled in the sheets.
"Garrett ..."
"Let me," he murmured against my hip. "Let me make you feel good."
His mouth found me and I arched off the bed with a cry.
His tongue traced a slow line through my folds and every muscle in my body went tight. I'd expected him to dive in, to be urgent and rough like his kisses had been, but instead he was taking his time. Learning me. His hands slid under my thighs and lifted, spreading me wider, tilting me up toward his mouth.
"God," he breathed against me and his voice was shaking. "I can't believe I'm ..."
He didn't finish the sentence. Just pressed his mouth to me like he couldn't help himself, like he'd tried to stop and failed. His tongue moved tentatively at first, testing and I felt him groan against my skin.
I couldn't respond. Couldn't form words. My hands twisted in the sheets and small sounds kept escaping my throat that I couldn't control.
His tongue found my clit and my hips jerked. He pulled back immediately.
"Sorry, I, " He sounded wrecked already. "Should I, is this okay?"
"Don't stop," I managed. "Please don't stop."
He made a sound that might have been relief or desperation and put his mouth on me again. This time he was less careful, licking and sucking with increasing urgency, like now that he'd started he couldn't make himself slow down. Every time I got close to the edge, he'd accidentally change rhythm or pressure, clearly uncertain and I'd slip back from the brink.
"I don't, " he muttered against me. "Tell me what.”
"There," I gasped when his tongue hit the right spot. "Just like that."




Chapter 5

He tried to maintain it, but his movements were erratic, too eager. I was shaking with need, right on the edge but unable to quite get there and I heard myself making desperate little sounds.
And then I heard footsteps on the stairs.
My eyes flew open. Garrett froze, his mouth on me and we both went completely still.
The footsteps reached the landing. Stopped.
This was it. This was where Noah would come in and tell us to stop, tell us this was insane, that we'd all lost our minds.
But the footsteps started again. Slow. Coming down the hallway.
Garrett lifted his head, looking toward the door. His chin was wet, his eyes wild. "Should I… "
"I don't know," I whispered.
Noah appeared in the doorway.
He stood there, one hand gripping the doorframe so hard his knuckles were white. His face was flushed, his breathing visible even from across the room. He opened his mouth like he was going to say something, then closed it again. His eyes moved from my face to Garrett between my thighs and back again.
Nobody moved. Nobody spoke.
"I was just, " Noah started, then stopped. "I heard, " He stopped again, seeming to struggle for words. "Fuck. I don't know what I'm doing."
Garrett started to pull away from me, started to sit up. "Man, we should ..."
"Don't," Noah said sharply. Then, quieter, "Don't stop."
Garrett and I both stared at him.
"Are you, " Garrett's voice cracked. "Are you sure?"
"No." Noah let out a shaky laugh. "I'm not sure about anything. But I came up here instead of staying downstairs, so, " He swallowed hard. "So don't stop."
Garrett looked at me, uncertainty written all over his face. I could see him trying to decide what to do, could see him fighting with himself.
"Ava?" he asked quietly.
I nodded, not trusting my voice.
Garrett lowered his head slowly, like he was giving everyone time to change their minds. His tongue touched me tentatively and I gasped. He did it again, more firmly this time and my hips rolled toward his mouth.
Noah made a sound low in his throat. He was in the doorway, gripping the frame, but he'd taken one step into the room. Just one. Like he couldn't help himself but was terrified of coming closer.
Garrett's tongue moved faster now, less tentative but uncertain and he slid two fingers inside me experimentally. I cried out, my hands flying to his hair.
"Is that …” Garrett pulled back to ask. "Does that feel good?"
"Yes," I gasped. "Yes, don't stop."
He bent to his task again, his fingers curling inside me while his mouth worked my clit. But his rhythm kept faltering, like he couldn't quite focus, like he was too aware of Noah standing there watching.




Chapter 5

Noah had moved closer. Not much, but he wasn't in the doorway anymore. He was standing a few feet from the bed, his arms wrapped around himself like he was trying to physically hold himself back. His breathing was ragged.
"She likes, " Noah started, then stopped himself. "Sorry. I shouldn't ..."
"Tell me," Garrett said against my thigh. His voice was hoarse. "I don't know what I'm doing. Tell me what she likes."
Noah was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was strained. "More pressure. With your tongue. And your fingers, curve them up more."
Garrett adjusted, following the instructions and I moaned. It was so much better and I felt that coil of tension start to build again.
"Like that?" Garrett asked.
"Yeah," Noah breathed. "Just like that."
I could feel it building now, that wave getting ready to crash over me. My legs started to shake and Garrett must have felt it because his free hand pressed down on my lower belly, trying to hold me still. But his hand was trembling.
"I can't, " I gasped. "I'm going to ..."
"Let her," Noah said and his voice cracked on the words. "Just let her ..."
I came apart with a sharp cry, my back arching off the bed. Garrett kept his mouth on me but his movements went uncertain again, like he didn't know if he should keep going or stop. I had to push at his head when it became too much.
He lifted his face and I could see he was shaking. His eyes were wide, almost shocked, like he couldn't believe what he'd just done.
"Fuck," he whispered. "Fuck, that was ..."
He didn't finish. Just crawled up my body, his movements jerky and uncertain and kissed me. I could taste myself on his tongue and the wrongness of it, kissing him in my marriage bed while my husband watched, made my stomach clench.
Noah made a choked sound. When I turned my head to look at him, he'd moved closer without seeming to realize it. He was almost at the side of the bed now, one hand pressed against his erection through his shorts. His face was anguished.
"I shouldn't be, " Noah's voice was thick. "This is so fucked up."
"You want us to stop?" Garrett pulled back from kissing me, breathing hard.
"I don't know." Noah ran a hand through his hair. "No. Maybe. I don't know what I want."
"We can stop," I said, even though my body was screaming at me not to. "We can stop right now."
"Do you want to stop?" Noah asked me.
"I don't know either."
Garrett was hovering over me, his cock hard and pressing against my thigh through his jeans. I could feel how badly he wanted this, could feel him shaking with it.
"I should go," Garrett said, but he didn't move. "I should get up and leave right now."
"Yeah," Noah agreed. "You probably should."
Nobody moved.
"Fuck it," Garrett said suddenly and reached down to undo his jeans. His hands were fumbling, clumsy. "I can't. I can't stop."
He shoved his jeans and boxers down and his cock sprang free. I stared at it, my mouth going dry. This was real. This was actually happening.
"Jesus Christ," Noah breathed. He was staring too.
Garrett positioned himself between my legs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. But then he stopped, his whole body rigid.
"I can't do this," he said. "Not without, Noah, man, you have to tell me it's okay. You have to ..."
"It's not okay," Noah said. His voice was raw. "None of this is okay."
Garrett started to pull back.
"But don't stop," Noah added quickly. "Don't, fuck, don't stop."
Garrett looked at me, his eyes desperate. "Ava?"
"I want you to," I whispered. "I want this."
He pushed into me slowly, just the tip and we both gasped. Then he stopped again, trembling.
"I can't believe I'm doing this," he said. "I can't believe ..."
"Don't think," I told him. "Just, please ..."
He pushed in further. Slow, agonizing inches, both of us shaking. I could feel the stretch of him, feel how different he was from Noah and it made my head spin.
"Oh god," Garrett groaned when he was fully inside me. "Oh fuck, this is ..."
He stayed completely still, like he was afraid to move. Like if he moved it would make it too real.
Noah had his hand on his cock now, rubbing himself through his shorts. His jaw was clenched so tight I could see the muscle jumping.
"This is wrong," Noah said, but he didn't look away. "This is so wrong."
"I know," Garrett panted. "I know, but I can't, I can't stop."
He pulled out and thrust back in and I cried out. The sound seemed to break something in him. He started to move, shallow thrusts at first, like he was testing to see if anyone would stop him. When no one did, he went deeper, harder.
"Fuck," he gasped. "You feel so good. So fucking good."
I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him deeper and he groaned. His rhythm was uneven, desperate, like he couldn't control himself.
Noah was making sounds now too. Small, choked noises every time Garrett thrust into me. His hand was working faster on himself and I could see a wet spot forming on his shorts.
"I shouldn't be watching this," Noah said. "I should leave. I should ..."
But he stayed. His eyes were locked on where Garrett's cock was sliding in and out of me and he couldn't seem to look away.
Garrett's thrusts were getting harder, more erratic. "I'm not gonna last," he groaned. "Fuck, I'm sorry, I can't ..."
"It's okay," I gasped. "It's okay."
"Where, " He pulled back to look at me, his face desperate. "Where should I ..."
"Pull out," Noah said roughly. "Don't, you can't ..."
Garrett thrust a few more times, his movements frantic now and then he pulled out suddenly. His hand wrapped around his cock and after just two strokes he came with a groan, spilling across my stomach.
For a long moment, nobody moved. We were all breathing hard, staring at each other like we couldn't believe what had just happened.
"Oh god," Garrett said finally. "What did we just do?"
Noah's hand had stopped moving. He was just standing there, hard, staring at us with an expression I couldn't read.
"I don't know," Noah said quietly. "I have no fucking idea."
Three weeks later, I was in the kitchen making coffee when I heard the side gate creak open.
My heart jumped into my throat. I knew that sound. Knew exactly who it was.
I should have locked the gate. Should have texted Garrett and told him not to come by anymore. Should have done a lot of things.
Instead, I stayed where I was, my hands wrapped around my coffee mug and waited.
Garrett appeared at the sliding glass door. He saw me through the glass and froze. For a second, I thought he'd turn around and leave. We'd barely spoken since that night, just a few awkward text exchanges about returning a ladder he'd borrowed, about rescheduling a fishing trip that we all knew wasn't going to happen.
But he didn't leave. He raised his hand in an uncertain wave.
I walked to the door and opened it. My hand was shaking on the handle.
"Hey," he said. His voice was careful. Distant.
"Hey."
"I didn't know you'd be home. I thought, Noah said he was working from home this week."
"He got called into the office. Some emergency with a client." I stepped back. "You want coffee?"
"I should go."
"It's just coffee, Garrett."
He hesitated for a long moment, his hand on the door frame. Then he stepped inside and I saw him take a breath like he was steeling himself for something difficult.
I poured him a cup with hands that wouldn't quite steady. When I handed it to him, I made sure our fingers didn't touch.
"How've you been?" he asked.
"Fine. Good." The lie tasted bitter. "You?"
"Same."
We stood in my kitchen with our coffee cups between us like shields. The silence stretched out, heavy and uncomfortable. I could see a muscle working in his jaw.
"Noah wanted me to grab his tools," Garrett said finally. "From when I was helping with the deck repair. I left them in your garage."
"Right. Yeah. They're there."
"I'll just, " He gestured vaguely toward the door to the garage and some of his coffee sloshed over the rim of his mug onto his hand. "Shit." He set the mug down quickly and grabbed a dish towel.
"You okay?"
"Fine. Yeah. I'm fine." But he wasn't looking at me.
He wiped his hand and set the towel down, then just stood there staring at the counter. I could see his chest rising and falling too fast.
"Garrett ..."
"We can't do this," he said abruptly. "We can't just, I can't be around you like everything's normal."
"I know."
"What happened was, " He stopped. Started again. "I keep thinking I should apologize, but I don't know how to apologize for something that, " He pressed his palms against the counter, his shoulders tense. "I don't even know what I'm saying."
"Me either."




Chapter 6

He finally looked at me and I saw something raw in his expression. Something that made my stomach clench.
"I should go," he said, but he didn't move.
"You should."
Neither of us moved.
The air felt thick. Hard to breathe. I could hear the clock on the wall ticking, could hear the faint hum of the refrigerator, could hear both of us breathing too loud in the quiet kitchen.
"Do you, " He stopped. Swallowed hard. "Do you think about it?"
I should have lied. Should have told him no, that it meant nothing, that I'd forgotten it the moment he walked out the door.
"Yes," I whispered.
He made a sound like I'd hit him. His hands gripped the edge of the counter harder and I could see his knuckles going white.
"I can't stop," he said. His voice was rough. "I've tried. I've tried not to think about it, tried to just, but every fucking night I, " He broke off and shook his head. "This is so fucked up."
"I know."
"I should leave." But he didn't move. "I should get the tools and leave and maybe we shouldn't, maybe I shouldn't come around anymore. Maybe that would be better."
"Maybe."
But the thought of him not coming around, of not seeing him again, made something twist painfully in my chest.
He looked at me and this time his eyes dropped to my mouth. Just for a second. Then he looked away quickly, like he'd been caught doing something wrong.
"Ava," he said. It came out almost like a warning.
"I know."
"We can't."
"I know."
But I took a step toward him anyway. Just one. My legs felt shaky.
He saw me move and went completely still. "Don't," he said. "Please don't."
"I'm not doing anything."
"You're, " His voice cracked. "You know what you're doing."
Did I? I didn't feel like I knew anything anymore. I felt like I was standing on the edge of something dangerous and I couldn't make myself step back.
"Tell me to leave," he said. "Tell me to go and I will. Right now."
I opened my mouth. The words wouldn't come.
"Ava." He sounded desperate now. "Please. I'm trying really fucking hard here, but if you, I need you to tell me to leave."
"I can't," I whispered.
He closed his eyes. "Fuck."
A long moment passed. Neither of us moved. I could hear him breathing, harsh and uneven.
"This is wrong," he said without opening his eyes. "You know that, right? This is so wrong."
"I know."
"Noah is my best friend."
"I know."
"And you're his wife."
"I know."
"So we can't, " He opened his eyes and looked at me and I saw he was shaking. "We have to stop this before it, before we ..."
But he took a step toward me. Just one. The same distance I'd moved toward him.
We were closer now. Close enough that I could smell his cologne, could see the way his pulse was hammering in his throat.
"We should stop," I said. My voice didn't sound like mine.
"Yeah." He took another step. "We definitely should."
I could feel the heat coming off him now. Could see the war happening behind his eyes, want and guilt and shame all tangled together.
"Last time," he said and I didn't know if he was asking or telling. "This can't, it has to be the last time."
"Okay." But even as I said it, I knew it was a lie. Knew we were both lying to ourselves.
His hand came up slowly, like he was giving me time to stop him. It hovered near my face, not quite touching, trembling. Then his fingers brushed my cheek, so light I barely felt it.
I sucked in a breath and the sound seemed to break something in him.
He kissed me.
It wasn't like the kisses from before. Those had been hungry, desperate. This was almost hesitant. Like he was apologizing with his mouth, like he was saying goodbye and hello and I'm sorry all at once.
I kissed him back, my hands coming up to fist in his shirt. He made a sound low in his throat and pulled me closer and the kiss deepened.
His hands were shaking against my back. I could feel them trembling as they slid under my t-shirt, touching bare skin. He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead against mine.
"We have to stop," he breathed.
"I know."
But my hands were already pulling at his shirt and his were pushing mine up. We undressed each other with fumbling, uncertain movements, both of us breathing too hard.
When my shirt was off, he stared at my bare breasts like he was memorizing them. "I shouldn't be here," he said.
"I know."
"I should go."
"Yes."
His hands covered my breasts and we both groaned. He bent his head and took my nipple in his mouth and my knees went weak.
"Upstairs," I gasped.
"Yeah. Okay." But he didn't move. Just kept sucking and licking while his hands worked at my yoga pants.
I shoved at his jeans and we stumbled toward the stairs half-dressed. We made it three steps up before he pushed me against the wall and kissed me again, hard enough to bruise.
"This is crazy," he panted against my mouth.
"I know."
"What are we doing?"
"I don't know."
His hand slid into my underwear and his fingers found me wet and ready. He groaned like it hurt him.
"You're so, " He couldn't finish the sentence. Just stroked me while I clutched at his shoulders.
We made it up another few steps. His jeans were around his thighs now and I could see his cock straining against his boxers. I reached for him and he caught my wrist.
"If you touch me, I'll, " He swallowed hard. "I'm barely holding on here."
"Then don't hold on."
"Ava ..."
"Please. I need, " I didn't finish. Didn't know how to put into words what I needed.
We stumbled up the rest of the stairs and down the hallway. When we reached the bedroom door, he stopped.
"Your room," he said. "We can’t, not in your room again."
"Where else?"
He looked around wildly, like he was trying to find somewhere, anywhere else. But there was nowhere else and we both knew it.
"Fuck," he breathed and pushed the door open.
We fell onto the bed together, a tangle of limbs and half-removed clothing. He got my yoga pants off, then my underwear and then he was settling between my legs.
"I don't have, " He stopped. "I don't have a condom."
"It's okay."
"No, it's not. We can't ..."
"I'm on the pill."
"But ..."
"Please, Garrett. Please."
He looked torn. Anguished. His cock was pressed against my entrance and I could feel how badly he wanted this, how hard he was trying to do the right thing and failing.
"Just, " He shifted his hips and the head of his cock slipped inside me. We both gasped. "Just for a second. Just to feel ..."
He pushed in deeper. Then froze, trembling.
"Oh god," he breathed. "Oh fuck, I can't ..."
He started to pull out, but my legs wrapped around him, holding him there.
"Don't," I whispered. "Don't stop."
"We shouldn't ..."
"I know."
"This is wrong."
"I know."
But I was pulling him deeper and he was letting me and then he was fully inside me and we were both shaking with it.
He didn't move. Just stayed there, buried in me, his forehead pressed against mine.
"We're really doing this again," he said. It sounded like an accusation. Like he was blaming us both.
"Yes."
"Noah's gonna, if he finds out ..."
"He won't."
But even as I said it, I heard something. A sound from downstairs. The front door opening.
Garrett heard it too. His whole body went rigid.
"Shit," he breathed. "Shit, is that ..."
Footsteps in the hallway below. Heavy. Male. Unmistakable.
"Oh fuck," Garrett whispered. He started to pull out of me, panic clear on his face.
"Don't move," I hissed. "If we move he'll hear ..."
So we stayed frozen. Garrett inside me, both of us barely breathing, listening to Noah's footsteps coming through the house.
"Maybe he won't come up," Garrett breathed against my ear. "Maybe he'll just ..."
The footsteps started up the stairs.
Garrett's eyes met mine, wide with terror. He started to pull out again.
"It's too late," I whispered. "He'll hear us. Just, just stay still."
The footsteps reached the landing. Paused.
I could hear Noah's breathing from the hallway. Could almost feel him deciding what to do.
Then the footsteps started again. Slow. Coming toward the bedroom.
Garrett was shaking so hard I could feel it. His cock was hard inside me and I felt him twitch involuntarily.
The footsteps stopped right outside the door.
I knew Noah could hear us breathing. Could probably hear Garrett's harsh, terrified pants. Could definitely hear the sound of our bodies, the wet slide of Garrett's cock as he trembled inside me and couldn't quite stay still.
The door was ajar. Just a crack. We'd never closed it all the way.
Through that crack, I saw movement. A shadow. Noah's shadow.
He was standing right there. Right outside the door. Listening.
Garrett saw it too. I felt his whole body tense, felt him about to say something, to call out, to apologize, to explain.
But then something happened. Something I didn't expect.
Garrett's hips moved. Just. A tiny thrust he couldn't control.
I gasped before I could stop myself.
And Noah didn't move. Didn't burst through the door. Didn't yell.
He just stood there in the hallway, listening to his best friend fuck his wife.
Garrett's hips moved again. Harder this time. Like his body was betraying him, like he couldn't stop even though Noah was right there.
"I can't, " Garrett's voice was barely a whisper. "I can't stop. Oh god, I can't stop."
He started to thrust for real now, slow and deep and I could see tears in his eyes. Shame and arousal and fear all mixed together.
Through the crack in the door, I could see Noah's shadow shift. Could hear the hitch in his breathing.
Garrett's thrusts got harder. More desperate. Like he was punishing us both for what we were doing.
"I'm sorry," he whispered into my neck. "I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry."
But he didn't stop. Couldn't stop. His hips snapped against mine, driving deeper and I bit down on my lip to keep from crying out.
Noah's shadow was there. Still watching. Still listening.
And he wasn't stopping us.
Garrett's rhythm faltered when he realized Noah wasn't coming through the door. His movements became uncertain, like he was caught between stopping and continuing, between guilt and need. Each thrust was hesitant now, like he was asking permission with his body that he knew he shouldn't want and definitely shouldn't receive.
"He's right there," Garrett breathed against my neck. His voice was shaking so badly I could barely understand him. "He's right fucking there and I can't stop."
I didn't answer. Couldn't answer. My hands were on his back, feeling the tremors running through him, feeling every muscle tense with the effort of what he was doing.
Through the crack in the door, Noah's shadow shifted again. I heard fabric rustling, heard his breathing get heavier. The sound sent a jolt of something through me that I didn't want to name.
Garrett pulled back to look at my face and I saw his eyes were wet. "This is so fucked up," he whispered. "Why isn't he stopping us?"
"I don't know."
"We should stop anyway. We should, " But even as he said it, his hips thrust deeper, harder, like his body had completely disconnected from what his mouth was saying.




Chapter 7

I heard a soft thump from the hallway, like someone had put their hand against the wall for support. Noah's breathing was audible now, ragged and uneven.
Garrett heard it too. His eyes went wide with something that looked like panic and arousal mixed together in a way that shouldn't have been possible. "He's listening to us," Garrett said. "He's out there listening and he's, " He broke off with a groan as I clenched around him involuntarily.
"Don't stop," I whispered and I wasn't sure if I was talking to Garrett or to Noah or to both of them.
Garrett's forehead dropped to my shoulder and he started moving faster. His thrusts were erratic, uncontrolled, like he'd given up trying to make sense of what was happening and was just giving in to it. "I can't believe this," he kept muttering against my skin. "I can't fucking believe this is happening."
More sounds from the hallway. The distinct sound of a zipper. The rustle of fabric being moved aside.
Garrett lifted his head and stared at the door with an expression of absolute disbelief. "Is he, " He couldn't finish the question.
I turned my head and saw Noah's shadow move in a rhythmic pattern. Slow and deliberate.
"Oh my god," Garrett breathed. "He's watching and he's, " He thrust into me hard, almost violent, like the knowledge had broken something loose inside him. "Your husband is watching me fuck you and he's getting off on it."
The crude words should have shocked me. Should have made me push Garrett away, should have made me call out to Noah and demand to know what he was doing. Instead, they sent heat flooding through me so intense I felt dizzy.
Garrett's movements became more desperate. He was chasing something now, driving into me with increasing urgency and I could feel my own orgasm building in response. His hand slid between us, his fingers finding my clit and he rubbed it in rough circles that made me gasp.
"Come for me," he said and his voice was wrecked. "I need to feel you come while he watches. I need, fuck, I need him to hear what I do to you."
The wrongness of it crashed over me. The absolute insanity of what we were doing, of what Noah was allowing, of what all three of us wanted despite knowing how destructive it was. It pushed me over the edge.
I came with a cry that I couldn't muffle, my body arching up into Garrett's, my hands clutching at his back hard enough to leave marks. I heard Noah groan from the hallway, heard the wet sound of him stroking himself faster.
Garrett thrust into me three more times, each one harder than the last and then he pulled out suddenly and came across my stomach with a choked sound that was half pleasure and half anguish. His whole body was shaking as he watched his release mark my skin.
For a long moment, the only sound was all three of us breathing hard. Garrett was braced over me, his arms trembling with the effort of holding himself up. Neither of us looked toward the door.
Then we heard Noah's breathing catch, heard him make a low sound, heard the unmistakable sounds of him finishing.
Garrett's eyes met mine and I saw something like horror dawn in them. The post-orgasm clarity hitting him like a freight train. "What did we just do?" he whispered.
Before I could answer, we heard Noah's footsteps moving away from the door. Down the hallway. Down the stairs. The sound of the sliding glass door opening and closing.
Garrett rolled off me and sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands. His shoulders were shaking and I realized he was crying. Actually crying.
"He watched us," Garrett said through his hands. "He stood there and watched and he didn't stop us and I, " He made a sound like he was being strangled. "I can't do this. I can't fucking do this anymore."
He stood up and started pulling his clothes on with jerky, frantic movements. His hands were shaking so badly he could barely manage his zipper.
"Garrett, wait ..."
"For what?" He looked at me and his face was blotchy and wet. "What are we waiting for, Ava? For this to get even more fucked up than it already is? For Noah to, " He stopped and shook his head. "I have to go. I have to get out of here before he comes back up and we have to actually talk about what just happened."
"We can't just ..."
"Watch me." He grabbed his shirt from the floor and pulled it on inside out. He didn't seem to notice or care. "I'm leaving. I'm going home. And I'm not coming back. Not for a while. Maybe not ever. This has to stop."
He walked to the door, then stopped with his hand on the frame. For a second, I thought he was going to turn around. Going to say something that would make this make sense.
Instead, he just shook his head and left.
I heard him taking the stairs two at a time, heard the front door open and slam shut, heard his truck start up in the driveway.
Then silence.
I lay there in the bed I shared with Noah, covered in another man's release and tried to understand what had just happened. Tried to understand why Noah had stood there and listened. Why he'd touched himself while his best friend fucked his wife. Why he hadn't stopped it.
Why none of us seemed capable of stopping it, no matter how wrong it was.
I heard the sliding glass door open downstairs. Noah's footsteps coming through the house. Coming up the stairs.
I pulled the sheet over myself and waited, my heart hammering.
Noah appeared in the doorway. He looked at me for a long moment, his face unreadable. His hair was disheveled. His shirt was untucked. His zipper was partially undone.
"He left," Noah said finally. His voice was flat.
"Yes."
"Good." He turned and walked toward the bathroom. "I'm going to take a shower."
"Noah ..."
"Don't." He stopped but didn't look at me. "Just don't. Not right now."
He went into the bathroom and closed the door. A moment later, I heard the shower turn on.
I lay there alone and listened to the water run, wondering how much longer we could all keep pretending that eventually one of us would find a way to stop this before it destroyed everything.
Two months passed. Two months of Garrett not coming by, of awkward group texts that went unanswered, of Noah working longer hours and coming home smelling like bourbon. Two months of me lying awake at night in our bed remembering the sound of Noah's breathing in the hallway, the feeling of Garrett inside me while my husband listened.
I thought the distance would help. Thought maybe we'd all come to our senses.
Then Noah came home one evening and said Garrett wanted to come by for a barbecue on Saturday.
"Just him?" I asked. I was at the stove, stirring pasta that suddenly felt like too much effort to keep moving.
"He mentioned bringing a friend. Michelle, I think he said. Someone from the hardware store who's been helping him with his deck project." Noah set his briefcase down and loosened his tie. "Seemed casual. Just a Saturday afternoon thing."
The spoon clattered against the pot. "Oh. Okay."
"That okay with you?"
I should have said no. Should have made up some excuse about being busy or not feeling well. Instead, I heard myself say, "Sure. Yeah. That's fine."
Noah walked to the fridge and pulled out a beer. "Good. I'll text him."
Saturday afternoon, I changed my outfit twice before settling on cutoff shorts and a tank top. Nothing special. Nothing that looked like I was trying too hard. I put on mascara, then wiped most of it off because it felt like too much.
Noah was getting the grill ready when I came outside. He glanced up at me and something flickered across his face that I couldn't read.
"You look nice," he said.
"It's just shorts."
"Still." He turned back to arranging the charcoal with more precision than the task required.
I heard Garrett's truck pull up out front around two. Voices. His and then a woman's laugh. Light and easy.
My stomach clenched.
They came through the side gate and I got my first look at Michelle. She was petite, brunette, wearing denim shorts and a simple white t-shirt. She had a tool belt slung over her shoulder and was laughing at something Garrett had just said.
"Hey," Garrett called out. His eyes found mine, held for just a second, then moved to Noah. "This is Michelle. She's been helping me figure out why my deck keeps sagging on one side."
"It's the support beams," Michelle said, setting the tool belt down on the patio table. "He used the wrong kind. I keep telling him to read the instructions before he starts projects."
"Instructions are just suggestions," Garrett said.
"Instructions are how you don't die when your deck collapses," Michelle countered, but she was smiling.
She turned to us and stuck out her hand. "Sorry, I'm Michelle. I work at Crawford's Hardware on Fifth. This one's been coming in twice a week for the past month asking questions."
I shook her hand. "Ava. Nice to meet you."
"You too! Garrett's mentioned you guys. Said you were the ones who actually know how to grill without burning everything."
Noah laughed. "That's a low bar."
"You haven't seen his attempts," Michelle said. "Last weekend he tried to cook steaks and they came out looking like hockey pucks. I told him to stick to sandwiches."
The afternoon was easier than I expected. Michelle was funny and sharp and had no problem giving Garrett grief about his various home improvement failures. She told stories about customers at the hardware store, asked us about the neighborhood, complimented the deck that Noah had actually built correctly.
She wasn't flirting with Garrett. Wasn't touching him or looking at him with any particular significance. Just seemed like someone who'd become friends with a customer and got invited to a barbecue.
But I watched the way Garrett was around her. Relaxed in a way I hadn't seen him in months. Making jokes. Not watching me out of the corner of his eye every few seconds. Not tensing up every time Noah spoke.
At one point, Michelle went inside to use the bathroom and the three of us were alone on the deck.
"She seems nice," Noah said.
"Yeah, she is." Garrett took a drink of his beer. "She's good people. Really knows her stuff too. Fixed my deck problem in like five minutes."
"Just friends?" I asked and hated how my voice sounded.
Garrett looked at me. "Yeah. Just friends. Why?"
"No reason."
But something had shifted in his expression. A awareness creeping back in. His shoulders tensed.
Michelle came back out before anyone could say anything else and the easy atmosphere returned. We ate burgers and Michelle told more hardware store stories and everything felt almost normal.
When they left a few hours later, Michelle hugged me at the door. "This was really fun," she said. "We should do it sometime."
"Yeah, definitely."
Garrett wasn't quite meeting my eyes. He shook Noah's hand, waved at me and followed Michelle to his truck.
I closed the door and leaned against it.
Noah was standing in the middle of the living room, his hands in his pockets. "She's good for him," he said.
"What do you mean?"
"Did you see how he was? How calm? Like maybe he's finally, " Noah stopped. "Like maybe having a normal friend is helping."
"She's just helping him with his deck."
"Still. It's normal. It's what he needs."
I didn't answer.




Chapter 8

Noah walked to the window and looked out at the street where Garrett's truck was pulling away. "This is good," he said quietly. "This is what should happen. Him having a life that doesn't, " He stopped again.
"Doesn't what?"
"Doesn't involve us. Not like that, anyway."
The words hung there.
"Yeah," I said finally. "That's probably good."
But I felt something dark and ugly coiling in my chest as I watched them drive away. Something I didn't want to name or examine too closely.
Three weeks later, Garrett came by to return tools he'd borrowed from Noah. I was the only one home.
He stood on the porch, the toolbox in his hands and looked at me through the screen door.
"Noah's at work," I said.
"I know. He told me I could swing by and grab some other stuff he said I could borrow. The saw and the level." Garrett shifted his weight. "Michelle and I are working on building planters for her balcony."
"Oh. You and Michelle."
"Yeah, she's actually pretty into woodworking. Has all these ideas for projects." He was talking too fast, filling the silence. "Anyway, Noah said the stuff was in the garage?"
"Right. Yeah." I pushed the screen door open. "Come in, I'll show you."
He hesitated and I saw him actually consider just asking me to bring the tools out to him. But then he stepped inside.
We walked through the house toward the garage. The air felt thick between us.
"So you and Michelle are hanging out a lot," I said.
"Some. She's cool. Easy to be around."
"That's good."
"Yeah." He stopped in the hallway. "It is good. It's really good."
We stood there looking at each other.
"I've been doing better," he said. "These past few weeks. Having something normal to focus on, someone who doesn't, " He gestured vaguely between us. "It helps."
"I'm glad."
"Are you?" The question came out sharper than he probably intended. "Because you don't sound glad."
"I am. I want you to be happy. To have normal things."
"But?"
"No but."
"There's always a but with us."
I didn't have an answer for that.
He took a step closer. "I haven't been thinking about it as much," he said. "About you. About what we, " He stopped. "Michelle keeps me busy. Keeps my mind occupied with normal stuff. Projects and hardware and things that make sense."
"That's really good, Garrett."
"So why do I feel like shit about it?" His voice had gone rough. "Why do I feel guilty for having a normal friendship with a normal person?"
"Because nothing about this situation is normal."
"Maybe it could be. Maybe if I just, " He ran his hand through his hair. "Michelle invited me to her sister's wedding next month. As her plus-one. Just as friends, but still. And I said yes."
My stomach dropped. "Oh."
"It's in Portland. We'd be gone the whole weekend."
"That sounds nice."
"Does it?" He was looking at me intently now. "Does it actually sound nice to you?"
"Why wouldn't it?"
"Because every time I think about going away with her, all I can think about is coming back and, " He stopped himself. Shook his head. "I need to go to that wedding. Need to get away and have a normal weekend with a normal person and maybe start to feel like a normal person again."
"Then you should go."
"But I don't know if I can handle a whole weekend of not, " He broke off and pressed his palms against his eyes. "Fuck. I'm doing it again. I'm making it worse."
"Garrett ..."
"Just show me where the tools are. I'll grab them and leave and, " He dropped his hands. "I just need to leave."
I led him to the garage. He found the saw and level, loaded them into his arms with jerky movements.
At the door, he stopped.
"I'm going to that wedding," he said without turning around. "And I'm going to have a good time. And when I come back, I'm going to, " He paused. "I don't know what I'm going to do when I come back."
Then he was gone.
I stood in my garage surrounded by Noah's tools and tried to understand the sick feeling in my stomach. Tried to understand why the thought of Garrett spending a weekend in Portland with Michelle made me want to break something.
This was good. This was what should happen. Garrett moving on, having normal friendships, getting distance from whatever this thing between us was.
So why did it feel like losing something I'd never actually had?
That night, Noah came home to find me making dinner with aggressive efficiency, chopping vegetables with more force than necessary.
"You okay?" he asked, setting his briefcase down.
"Fine."
"You seem tense."
"I'm not tense."
He walked to the fridge and got a beer. When he turned back, his eyes traveled over me slowly. "Garrett came by?"
I stopped chopping. "How did you know?"
"I told him to. To get those tools." Noah took a long drink. "How'd that go?"
"Fine. He got what he needed and left."
"That's it?"
"What else would there be?"
Noah didn't answer. Just stood there watching me with that unreadable expression.
"He's going to a wedding with Michelle," I said finally. "In Portland. Next month."
"I know. He told me."
"You know?"
"He asked me if I thought it was a good idea. If he should go." Noah's eyes were on my face. "I told him yes."
The knife clattered onto the cutting board. "Why would you tell him that?"
"Because it is a good idea. It's exactly what he needs."
"Is it what you need?" The question came out before I could stop it.
Noah was quiet for a long moment. "I don't know what I need anymore, Ava. All I know is watching him try to be normal and failing because of us, " He stopped. "He deserves a chance to actually succeed at it."
"So you're okay with him going away with her for a weekend."
"She's not his girlfriend. She's his friend. They're going to a wedding."
"And after the wedding?"
"I don't know. Maybe nothing. Maybe something. Does it matter?"
"Doesn't it?"
Noah set his beer down hard enough that some sloshed out. "What do you want me to say? That I want him to stay miserable? That I want him to keep coming here and, " He stopped himself. "He's trying to move on. We should let him."
"Are you moving on?"
The question hung between us.
"I don't know how to move on from something we never even defined," Noah said finally. "But yeah. Maybe. Maybe we all should try."
He walked out of the kitchen and I heard him go upstairs.
I stood there with my half-chopped vegetables and tried to picture Garrett in Portland at a wedding with Michelle. Tried to picture him laughing and dancing and having a normal weekend. Tried to picture him coming back and actually being okay.
And I couldn't.
The weekend of the wedding came and went without any messages from Garrett. No texts, no calls. Not even a photo of the venue or a dumb joke about the open bar. I checked my phone more times than I wanted to count, not even sure what I was hoping for. Something. Anything to know that he was thinking of me the way I was thinking about him.
Saturday morning I told Noah I was going to the farmer's market. He was on the couch with his laptop, already deep into some client file. He made a sound that meant okay without looking up. I drove to the market and walked the stalls for an hour without buying anything, then sat in my car in the parking lot and stared at a contact list I didn't know how to use.
I drove home with nothing but a bunch of radishes I hadn't meant to pick up.
Noah didn't ask where the rest of the groceries were.
Sunday was worse. I had nothing to occupy me, nothing to fill the hours. I cleaned things that weren't dirty. I rearranged the spice cabinet twice. At one point I found myself standing in the hallway outside our bedroom door, one hand resting against the frame, remembering the sound of Noah's shadow moving in the light that crept under the gap.
I walked away and made myself a cup of tea I didn't drink.
When Garrett texted Monday afternoon, back, good trip, tell Noah I'll return the saw next weekend, I read it three times before setting my phone face-down on the counter. The message was nothing. It was exactly the kind of message you sent to someone you were trying to be normal with. Cheerful, brief, practically punctuated.
I hated how much it affected me.
Noah saw the notification from across the kitchen. He didn't say anything, just watched me set the phone down. Then he opened the fridge and stared into it for a while.
"Good that he had a good time," he said eventually.
"Yeah."
"You going to text him back?"
"Probably later."
Noah closed the fridge without taking anything out. "You should. He's trying."
The word trying landed strangely. Like it was pointed. Like it meant something more than its surface.
"So am I," I said.
"I know." Noah leaned against the counter. He looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep. "I know you are."
We didn't talk about it anymore. We ate dinner and watched a show neither of us paid attention to and went to bed at ten-thirty like two people who'd made a mutual agreement to be ordinary.
I lay awake beside him listening to him breathe.
Garrett came by the following Saturday. I knew he was coming because Noah had mentioned it, casual and deliberate, the same way he'd mentioned everything lately, like he was handling something breakable and needed to set it down gently. Garrett's bringing the saw back Saturday. You'll probably be here, right?
I said I would. Then spent three days pretending I hadn't thought about it.
He came through the side gate at noon. I was on the deck with a book I'd been reading the same paragraph of for twenty minutes. I heard the gate, heard his footsteps on the boards and made myself keep my eyes on the page.
"Hey." His voice was careful. Positioned.
"Hey." I looked up. He looked the same. Sun on his face, T-shirt with some band across it, boots. He looked completely normal and for a second that made something pull tight behind my sternum.
"Noah inside?"
"Garage. Reorganizing."
He nodded. Shifted the saw in his grip. Made no move to go around me to the garage door.
"How was Portland?" I asked.
"Good. Yeah, it was good." He leaned against the railing, the same railing, I noticed and I watched him notice it too. He shifted away, putting his weight elsewhere. "Nice venue. Her sister seems happy."
"That's good."
"Michelle was fun to travel with. Easy."
"You mentioned easy before. When you were talking about her."
He looked at me. "Did I?"
"Yeah." I turned a page I hadn't read. "You said she was easy to be around."
A beat. "She is."
"Good." I smoothed the page with my thumb. "I'm glad it was good, Garrett. I really am."
He was quiet for long enough that I finally put the book down. He was staring at the neighbor's fence, jaw working, like he was running through several different things he could say and discarding all of them.
"We had a good time," he said eventually. "And I kept waiting for it to fix something, you know? Like getting some distance and being normal for a couple days would, " He stopped. "And it was good. Genuinely. But I got back Sunday night and I was sitting in my truck in my driveway and all I could think about was ..."
He stopped himself so hard I almost heard it.
"You don't have to say it," I said quietly.
"I know." He finally looked at me. "But I think I need to. Because I've been trying to outrun it and it keeps being there when I stop running."
The afternoon felt very still. Like the whole neighborhood had paused.
"You felt it too," he said. "In the kitchen that day. In the hallway. Even at the barbecue when Michelle was there, you felt it when I talked about the wedding."
"I don't know what you want me to say."
"I don't want you to say anything in particular." He rubbed the back of his neck. "I just want to know if I'm the only one losing my mind or if ..."
"You're not the only one."




Chapter 9

The words came out quiet, but they hit the air like something solid.
He closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, he looked less like a man bracing for impact and more like one who'd just gotten hit and was figuring out where it hurt.
"Okay," he said.
"Okay," I agreed.
Neither of us said anything else for a moment. From the garage I could hear Noah moving things, the scrape of metal on concrete.
"Does he know?" Garrett asked.
"Know what specifically?"
"That it hasn't stopped. For you. That you're still ..."
"I don't know what he knows." I looked down at my book. "He knows things without me saying them, sometimes. You know how he is."
"Yeah." Garrett said it slowly, like he was thinking about what that meant.
The garage door opened. Noah came out wiping his hands on a rag, already talking before he'd fully registered us, "I think I found two things I've been looking for since the spring, both of them right there on the, " He stopped. Looked at Garrett. Then at me. Then back. "Hey. You made it."
"Yeah." Garrett's voice had gone flat and normal. "Brought the saw."
"Good, good." Noah crossed the deck and clapped him once on the shoulder, that easy physical shorthand between men who've known each other long enough to communicate in gestures. "Beer?"
"Sure."
Noah went inside. Garrett and I looked at each other for a second in the space Noah had left behind and I saw everything that hadn't been said sitting there between us, patient and immovable.
"He knows," Garrett said quietly, before Noah could come back. "Doesn't he. He's always known."
Noah came back out with three beers before either of us could say anything else. He handed one to Garrett, one to me and dropped into the patio chair like a man who'd earned it. The chair creaked under him the same way it always did.
"Found my good level in there," he said. "The one I thought I left at my dad's place two Christmases ago."
"That's where it's been this whole time?" I asked.
"Behind the paint cans. Don't ask me how." He took a long drink. "You need a level for the planters, right? The ones you and Michelle are building?"
Garrett's eyes moved to me for just a second before going back to Noah. "Yeah, actually. That'd be helpful."
"Take it. I've got the cheap one for anything I actually need."
They talked about the planters for a while. Wood types, drainage holes, whether cedar was worth the extra cost. I sat with my beer and my unread book and watched Garrett slowly become the version of himself he wore around Noah, easier, looser, the tension in his shoulders dropping by degrees. It happened every time. Like Noah was a frequency Garrett's body knew how to tune to.
I wondered if Garrett knew he did it.
I wondered if Noah knew.
The afternoon stretched out the way summer afternoons do, slow and golden and too warm. The neighbor's sprinkler came on. A dog barked somewhere down the street. All the same sounds as that first day, the day with the pool and the grill and the railing and I felt the memory of it press against the present like a thumb against a bruise.
"You ever think about putting a pergola back here?" Garrett asked Noah.
"Constantly. Can't justify the cost right now."
"I could help you build one. Cost of materials, save on labor."
"You offering?"
"Might be." Garrett glanced around the deck, assessing. "Need to know what you're working with first. Joists, footings, how the existing structure's attached."
"I've got the plans from when we built the deck. Inside somewhere."
"Pull them out sometime and we'll take a look."
This was how it went. This was how it had always gone, before everything, the two of them finding projects to exist inside, reasons to be in the same space, tasks that gave shape to the time they spent together. I used to love it. Used to feel settled by it, the easy competence of them, the way they moved around each other without friction.
Now I sat on the outside of it and tried to figure out when I'd stopped being part of the pattern and started being the thing disrupting it.
Noah went inside around four to start thinking about dinner. Garrett and I were left alone and this time neither of us pretended to be looking at something else.
"You didn't answer," he said quietly. "Before Noah came back out. I said he knows and you didn't answer."
"I heard you."
"I know you heard me."
I picked at the label on my beer bottle. It was already half-peeled, the paper damp from condensation. "What do you want me to say, Garrett? That yes, my husband probably knows on some level that I can't stop thinking about you? That he's known since he stood in that hallway and didn't stop us?"
Garrett was quiet.
"Because I think that's true," I said. "I think he's known and I think he's made his choice about what to do with that knowledge and I don't know what that says about any of us."
"What choice? He hasn't done anything."
"Exactly."
Garrett turned his beer in his hands, staring at the label. "That night," he said slowly. "In the hallway. He could have walked in. He could have said something, done something and he didn't. I've been telling myself he just froze. That he didn't know how to handle it."
"Maybe."
"But you don't think that."
I didn't answer, which was its own kind of answer.
"Noah doesn't freeze," Garrett said, like he was working something out. "That's not, he's not someone who freezes."
"No."
He exhaled slowly. "So he chose to stand there."
"Yes."
"And before that, on the deck. He chose to touch you and not stop me from touching you and, " He stopped. "He's been choosing this whole time."
"I think so."
"Then why won't he talk about it?" The frustration in his voice was sharp, sudden. "Why are we all just walking around pretending everything's normal when it's not, when it hasn't been since, " He stopped himself. Pressed his lips together. "We need to talk about it. All three of us."
"I know."
"So when?"
"I don't know."
"Ava."
"I don't know, Garrett. I don't know how to start that conversation. I don't know what language to use for what this is. I don't even know what this is."
He was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice had come down from the edge. "Do you want to know what it is?"
The question sat there between us, simple and enormous.
"Yes," I said. "And that terrifies me."
He nodded slowly, like I'd confirmed something he'd already suspected. He finished his beer and set the bottle down on the railing, careful and deliberate.
"I'm going to go help Noah with dinner," he said.
"Okay."
"And then I'm going to go home." He stood and for a second he just looked at me with an expression I couldn't categorize. Not longing exactly. Something quieter. Something that had been there a long time and had finally stopped trying to hide itself. "And at some point, the three of us are going to sit down and actually say the things we keep not saying. Because I can't keep doing the version of this where we all pretend."
He went inside before I could respond.
I stayed on the deck and listened to the sounds of them moving around the kitchen, Noah's voice, then Garrett's, then both of them laughing at something I couldn't hear. The ordinary music of it. The way it had always sounded.
I pressed my thumbnail into the damp cardboard of the beer label and thought about what it would mean to say the things out loud. To put words to what had happened on that deck, in that bedroom, in that hallway. To sit across from my husband and his best friend and name the thing that had been living in our house, uninvited and familiar, for months.
The thought made me want to get up and go inside and act normal for the rest of the evening. Pour wine, set the table, talk about the pergola and the level and cedar versus pine.
But I also thought about lying awake at ten-thirty while Noah breathed beside me, both of us staring at the ceiling in the dark and I knew that the performing of normal had its own cost. That we'd been paying it for a while now. That you could only pretend so long before the pretending became the damage.
The sliding glass door opened. Noah leaned out.
"Pasta okay?" he asked.
"Sure."
"Garrett's doing the garlic bread. God help us."
"He burns it every time."
"Every single time." Noah looked at me for a moment. Just a moment and something moved across his face, not quite a question, not quite an answer. Then he pulled the door back open. "Come inside when you're ready."
He went back in. Through the glass I could see him move to the stove, could see Garrett at the counter with a loaf of bread and a stick of butter, could see the two of them occupying the space the way they always had.
I sat with my empty bottle and the peeled-off label stuck to my palm and I didn't go inside yet.
I stayed out there until the smell of burning bread drifted through the screen.
"Told you," I said when I came in and Garrett turned from the oven with a spatula and an expression of wounded dignity that made Noah laugh from across the kitchen.
"It's not burned. It's caramelized."
"It's black on the bottom."
"The bottom doesn't count."
We ate at the kitchen table with the windows open and the ceiling fan turning slow overhead. Garrett and Noah argued about the pergola dimensions and whether a pitched roof was worth the added complexity. I ate my pasta and drank my wine and let their voices wash over me and for stretches of minutes at a time I could almost forget the weight of what was sitting beneath the surface of the evening.
Almost.
I watched Garrett reach across the table for the bread basket. Watched his forearm, the muscle moving under his skin, the way his hand closed around the basket handle. Watched him pass it to Noah without looking, because they'd been sitting at tables together long enough that the small courtesies had become automatic.
I looked at Noah. He was talking about roof pitch angles and didn't seem to be watching me watch Garrett.
But then he reached under the table and put his hand on my knee.
Not moving. Just there. His palm warm and still, fingers loosely curled. Like he was steadying something. Like he knew.
I set my fork down quietly and put my hand over his.
Garrett glanced over at us, caught the movement and looked away.
We finished dinner and cleaned up the way we always did, Garrett washing because he'd cooked the bread, me drying, Noah putting things away because he was the only one who remembered where anything actually went. The radio was on low, some station Noah had found that played older stuff, seventies, early eighties, songs I half-recognized from childhood without knowing their names.
At some point Garrett's hip bumped mine at the sink. Accident or not, he didn't move away and neither did I and for thirty seconds we stood there with our arms occasionally touching while the water ran and Noah's footsteps moved back and forth behind us.
"I should head out," Garrett said when the last pan was dried.
"Stay for another beer," Noah said.
"I've got an early thing tomorrow."
"You never have early things."
"I might start." But Garrett was smiling when he said it, the real smile, the one that reached his eyes. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. "Dinner was good. Thanks."
"Thank Ava. I just boiled water."
"Ava." Garrett looked at me. "Dinner was good."
"You're welcome."
He held my gaze for a second longer than necessary. Then he nodded at Noah, that particular nod, the one that meant something between them I'd never fully translated, and went out through the sliding glass door rather than the front, the way he always did, the way he had for three years.
I listened to his boots on the deck boards, the gate latch clicking open and then shut.
Noah stood at the counter with his hands wrapped around a glass of water, not drinking it. The radio played something slow and half-familiar.
"He's not going to be able to keep doing this," Noah said.
I turned from the sink. "Doing what?"
"Coming here. Pretending everything's contained." He looked down at the glass. "It's not fair to him."
"Is it fair to anyone?"




Chapter 10

Noah didn't answer right away. He set the glass down and moved to the table, pulling out a chair and sitting heavily, like the evening had worn him down to something more honest. I came and sat across from him, the way we sat when we were actually talking, when it was the two of us and no performance required.
"I've been thinking," he said.
"Okay."
"About what this is. What it's been." He rubbed his jaw. "I keep trying to put it in a category and it won't go. Every time I think I've found the right frame for it, something doesn't fit."
"I know."
"I'm not angry." He looked up at me. "I want to be clear about that. I'm not angry at you, I'm not angry at him. What I felt watching you, " He stopped. Started again. "What I felt wasn't anger."
"I know."
"But I also don't know what it was. What it is. And I need to figure that out before I can, " He pressed his palms flat on the table. "I need to understand what I want before I can say it out loud. Does that make sense?"
"Yes."
"Do you know what you want?"
The question landed softly. He wasn't asking it like an accusation. He was asking it the way he asked about paint colors or vacation destinations, like my answer mattered and he'd actually listen to it.
"I want things that don't go together," I said.
"Like what?"
I looked at the table. At my hands. At the grain of the wood between us that we'd picked out together at a salvage yard four years ago, the summer before we got married. "I want you. I want what we are. I want this house and this table and the way you put things away in the right place because I never remember where anything goes."
Noah was quiet. Waiting.
"And I want, " I stopped. Said it anyway. "I want him. Not instead of you. Not in place of anything. But I want him and I don't know what to do with that and I've been trying to talk myself out of it for months and it's not working."
The ceiling fan turned. The radio played.
"Okay," Noah said.
"Okay?"
"I'm not saying okay like it's simple. I'm saying okay like I hear you." He looked at me steadily. "Like I've been waiting for you to say that out loud so I could stop pretending I didn't already know it."
Something loosened in my chest. Something I hadn't realized I'd been holding.
"What do you want?" I asked.
He was quiet for a long time. The kind of quiet that had texture to it, that meant he was actually going through something and not just arranging words.
"I want to watch you be wanted," he said finally. "That's the part I keep coming back to. Not the, " He gestured vaguely. "Not the mechanics of it. The way you looked on that deck. The way you looked when you didn't know I was watching, before you knew I was there. I've never, " He stopped. His voice had gone rough. "I've never seen you look like that."
"Like what?"
"Like everything in you was alive at the same time."
I didn't have anything to say to that. It sat between us and I let it.
"That probably sounds terrible," he said.
"It doesn't."
"It should."
"Maybe." I reached across the table and touched the back of his hand and he turned it over and held mine. "Noah. What are we talking about? What are we actually saying?"
He looked at our hands. "I think we're saying that Garrett was right."
"About what?"
"About needing to stop pretending." His thumb moved over my knuckles. "About the three of us needing to actually talk."
"And say what?"
He lifted his eyes to mine. "I don't know yet. But I think we need to find out."
Outside, somewhere down the block, a car alarm went off and then went silent. The neighbor's porch light came on, throwing a yellow rectangle across our backyard that the fence cut off at an angle.
"Are you scared?" I asked.
"Yeah," Noah said. "You?"
"Yeah."
He kept hold of my hand. "We should call him tomorrow. Ask him to come over. All three of us, no tools to return, no excuse. Just, " He exhaled. "Just the conversation."
"He'll know what it's about."
"He already knows what it's about." Noah's mouth curved at the corner. "He's been waiting for us to catch up."
I thought about Garrett sitting in his truck in his driveway on Sunday night, coming home from Portland, the thing he'd been trying to outrun there waiting for him. I thought about the way he'd looked at me on the deck this afternoon. Patient and immovable.
"Okay," I said.
Noah squeezed my hand once, then let go. He stood and took his glass to the sink. Rinsed it. Set it in the drying rack with the careful economy of motion he always used, the same motion every time.
"Come to bed," he said.
I followed him upstairs. We brushed our teeth side by side in the bathroom mirror, did all the small ordinary things. When we got into bed he reached over and turned off the lamp on his side and I turned off mine and the room went dark.
He didn't reach for me. Didn't not reach for me. Just lay there beside me in the dark, his breathing slowing toward something like rest.
I stared at the ceiling fan and thought about what I'd said out loud and what it had cost and whether the cost had been worth it. Thought about the word tomorrow and what it would require of all three of us.
Thought about Garrett's voice: He's always known.
And then Noah's hand found mine in the dark between us and held on and I closed my eyes.
I called Garrett in the morning while Noah was in the shower.
He picked up on the second ring, which meant he'd been awake for a while. Garrett slept hard and late when nothing was pulling him out of it. Second ring meant he'd been waiting.
"Hey," he said.
"Hey." I was standing at the kitchen window with my coffee, watching a bird work at something in the grass. "Noah and I talked last night. After you left."
A pause. "Okay."
"We want you to come over. Not to return anything or fix anything. Just to, " I stopped. "Just to talk. All three of us."
The pause this time was longer. I heard him exhale slowly. "When?"
"Tonight, if you can. Or whenever you're ready. We're not going anywhere."
"Tonight's fine." His voice was careful, stripped of inflection. "What time?"
"Seven?"
"Okay."
"Garrett ..."
"I'll be there at seven, Ava."
He hung up. Not rudely. Just with the efficiency of someone who'd gotten the information they needed and didn't trust themselves to keep talking.
I stood at the window until the bird found what it was looking for and flew away.
Noah came downstairs in his work clothes, hair damp. He poured coffee and looked at me across the kitchen. "You called him?"
"He'll be here at seven."
Noah nodded. He stood there for a moment like he might say something else, then just drank his coffee and looked out the window at the same patch of grass I'd been watching.
"I'm working from home today," he said.
"Okay."
"I don't think I could concentrate in the office."
"No," I agreed. "Probably not."
He went upstairs to set up at the desk in the spare room. I heard him on calls on and off through the day, his voice drifting down through the ceiling in that measured professional tone he used with clients. Competent and contained. I'd always found it reassuring, that voice. The sound of him being capable.
Today it made me feel very alone in the rooms beneath him.
I cleaned things again. More slowly this time, without the aggression of the previous weekend. I wiped down the counters and straightened the living room and changed the sheets on the bed, then stood in the bedroom doorway looking at the fresh linen and wondered what I thought I was doing.
I left the door open when I went back downstairs.
Around two Noah came down for lunch and we made sandwiches without much conversation. He sat at the kitchen table and I leaned against the counter and we ate and looked at each other occasionally with the look of two people who have agreed to do something frightening and are now waiting for it.
"Are you nervous?" he asked.
"Yes. You?"
"Been nervous since this morning." He picked at the edge of his sandwich. "I keep trying to figure out how to start it. What the first sentence is."
"I don't think there is a right first sentence."
"No, probably not." He ate for a moment. "I keep thinking we should have done this months ago. Before it got, " He gestured vaguely.
"Before it got what it is."
"Yeah."
"I don't think we could have," I said. "I don't think any of us knew what we were saying yes to until we were already in it."
Noah looked at me. "Do we know now?"
I didn't have a clean answer for that. "I think we know enough to try."
He finished his sandwich and went back upstairs and I washed both our plates and watched the afternoon light move across the kitchen floor.
By six-thirty I'd changed my shirt twice and opened a bottle of wine I then felt strange about, like it was too staged, too much like setting a scene. I put out three glasses anyway and then felt like I was arranging furniture for a play.
Noah came downstairs at quarter to seven. He'd changed out of his work clothes into jeans and a faded gray henley and he looked like himself, the version of himself I'd fallen in love with, before everything got complicated, though I understood now that everything had probably always been complicated and we'd just lacked the vocabulary for it.
He saw the wine glasses on the counter. Didn't comment. Just leaned against the opposite counter and crossed his arms loosely, not closed-off, just occupying himself while we waited.
At seven exactly, we heard the truck.
I had a moment, just a moment, where I wanted to take it all back. Tell Noah never mind, call Garrett and tell him to go home, put the wine away, put the clean sheets back in the closet, return everything to the shape it had held before that afternoon on the deck. Go back to the version of things where I didn't know what I wanted and could pretend that was fine.
The gate latch clicked.
Footsteps on the deck.
A knock on the sliding glass door, which he never did, he never knocked, and the knocking was its own acknowledgment that tonight was different. That the old protocols didn't apply.
Noah pushed off from the counter and opened the door.
Garrett stood on the deck in a clean shirt, his hands empty for once, nothing to carry in or return or fix. He looked at Noah first, then past him to me. His jaw was set. His eyes were steady.
"Hey," Noah said.
"Hey."
"Come in."
He did. He stepped inside and Noah slid the door closed behind him and for a second the three of us just stood in the kitchen with the wine on the counter and the overhead light too bright and nobody said anything.
"Wine?" I asked.
"Yeah," Garrett said. "Okay."
I poured three glasses and handed them out with the careful deliberateness of someone who needed a task. We moved to the living room without discussing it, the kitchen felt too exposed, too bright. The living room was where we'd sat that first night, with the bourbon, when everything had been new and raw and we'd had the excuse of shock to hide behind.
Noah took the armchair. The same one as before. Garrett and I sat on the couch, not touching, the cushion of space between us deliberate on both sides.
We drank for a moment. The wine was something I'd opened without reading the label and it tasted like it.
"Okay," Noah said. Just that. Like marking a start.
"Okay," Garrett said.
They both looked at me.
"Don't do that," I said.
"Do what?" Noah asked.
"Look at me like I have to go first."
"You called me," Garrett said. Not accusatory. Just factual.
"And you agreed to come. That's as much a beginning as the phone call."
He conceded that with a slight tilt of his head.
"I'll go first," Noah said. He held his wine glass with both hands, elbows on his knees. "I've been thinking about what I want to say all day and I don't have it arranged properly, so I'm going to say it wrong and you can both tell me if I've got it wrong."
Garrett nodded. I nodded.
"I love you," Noah said and he was looking at me. "That's not in question. That's not something this, " he paused, ", whatever this is, has changed. I need you to know that first."
"I know that," I said.
"And you." He looked at Garrett. "You're my best friend. That's also not in question. I'm not,  I'm not sitting here angry, or betrayed, or any of the things I probably should be."
Garrett's jaw tightened. "You probably should be."
"Maybe. But I'm not." Noah looked at his glass. "What I am is, I don't have a word for it. There isn't a clean word for watching the two people you're closest to want each other and finding out that it doesn't break you the way you expected it to."
The room went very quiet.




Chapter 11

"It scared me," Noah continued. "That first day, on the deck. It scared the hell out of me. And then I went inside to get the bourbon and I stood in the kitchen for a minute and I thought, " He stopped. His throat moved. "I thought, I could end this right now. I could go back out there and I could end it."
"Why didn't you?" Garrett asked. His voice was low.
Noah looked at him directly. "Because I didn't want to."
Garrett looked at Noah for a long moment and something in his expression shifted, not softened exactly, but reorganized, like a structure that had been braced against a blow and was slowly registering that the blow hadn't landed the way it expected.
"You didn't want to," Garrett repeated.
"No." Noah set his wine glass on the side table with the same careful deliberateness he brought to everything, the same attention to small things that I had always read as steadiness and now understood was also a way of buying himself time to think. "I've been honest with myself about that, at least. Whatever else I've avoided saying out loud, I haven't let myself pretend I walked back out onto that deck by accident or that I stayed out of some kind of paralysis. I stayed because some part of me wanted to see what would happen."
Garrett looked at the floor between his feet and I watched him absorb that, watched him turning it over the way he turned over problems with his hands, looking for the place where it was supposed to fit.
"That's a hard thing to say," Garrett said finally.
"It's a harder thing to sit with," Noah said.
I had been quiet through this and both of them seemed to understand that I needed to be, that I was listening to my husband and his best friend say things I'd known and not known simultaneously, things that had been living in the house with us for months in the spaces between what we actually said to each other. I held my wine glass and I let them talk and I tried to understand what it meant that Noah had stood in the hallway by choice, that it had been a choice all along.
"I need to ask you something," Garrett said, looking at the floor, "and I need you to answer it straight, because I've been asking it to myself for months and I can't get a clean answer and maybe you can."
"Ask it," Noah said.
Garrett lifted his eyes. "Are you okay? Not with this, not with what happened, but, are you actually okay? Because I've known you for twelve years and I've watched you get through things and you have this way of deciding you're fine before you've actually checked whether you're fine and I need to know I haven't, " He stopped and his voice when he continued was rougher. "I need to know I haven't broken something that can't be fixed."
The question seemed to cost him something and Noah received it with the seriousness it deserved, sitting with it for a moment before he answered.
"I don't think you've broken anything," Noah said. "I think you've, we've, bent something, maybe. Changed the shape of it. And I don't know yet if the new shape is something we can all live in or something that collapses under its own weight, but I don't think it's broken." He paused. "That's as honest as I can be right now."
Garrett nodded slowly and some of the rigidity went out of his shoulders, though not all of it.
"There's something I need to say," I said and they both looked at me with the attentiveness of people who'd been waiting, "and it's going to sound strange given everything, but I need to say it anyway." I turned the wine glass in my hands, watching the way the light moved through the red. "I'm not sorry it happened. I've tried to be, because it seems like the correct response, the thing a reasonable person would feel given the circumstances, but every time I reach for that feeling I can't find it and I'd rather tell you both that than keep performing a remorse I don't actually have."
Neither of them said anything immediately and I kept talking because the silence felt like the kind that needed filling.
"What I am is scared," I said. "I'm scared of what wanting this says about me and I'm scared of what it means for the three of us going forward and I'm scared that we're sitting here having this conversation because we're reasonable adults who love each other and that none of that will be enough to keep this from eventually destroying something important." I looked at Noah. "And I'm scared that you're sitting in that chair being calm and honest and not angry when maybe anger would be simpler for everyone, because at least anger would be a clear signal about where the edges are."
"The edges have never been where we expected them," Noah said quietly.
"No," I agreed. "They haven't."
Garrett leaned forward and set his own glass down, resting his elbows on his knees and he looked at me with an expression that was exhausted and open in equal measure. "What do you want, Ava? Not what you're scared of, not what you think you should want, what do you actually want when you strip all the rest of it away?"
The question was the same one Noah had asked me at the kitchen table the night before and I'd answered it then in the dark and the quiet of just the two of us, but answering it now with both of them in the room, with Garrett's eyes on me and Noah watching from the armchair, was a different thing entirely. It required a different kind of courage, the kind that didn't have the cover of darkness or exhaustion or the particular intimacy of lying in bed with your husband.
"I want this not to be a secret," I said. "That's the thing I keep coming back to, more than anything else. Whatever this is, whatever we are to each other, I don't want it to live in the dark. I don't want it to be the thing we don't talk about, the thing we do and then go stand in our separate corners and feel terrible about." I looked between them. "I don't know what the alternative looks like. I don't know if there's a version of this that isn't insane on its face, but I know that the secrecy has been the worst part, worse than any of the rest of it, because the secrecy makes it feel like something shameful and I don't, " I stopped. "I don't feel ashamed. I probably should, but I don't."
Noah was watching me with an expression I recognized from years of knowing his face, the expression he wore when something landed exactly where he hadn't expected it and he was recalibrating. "You're right," he said, after a moment. "The secrecy is the part that's been eating at me too, more than I admitted."
"Because it's not who we are," Garrett said and his voice was quieter now, less braced. "The three of us. We've never been people who don't say the thing."
"We've been saying the thing sideways for months," Noah said, with a small humorless smile. "Talking about oil changes and mortgage payments."
"And gutters," I said.
"And the recycling," Garrett added and the absurdity of it moved through the room, not quite laughter but close to it, something that loosened the air.
Noah leaned back in the armchair and looked at the ceiling for a moment and I knew that posture, knew he was letting his thoughts settle into some kind of order. When he brought his gaze back down, he looked steadier, like a decision was assembling itself behind his eyes.
"I want to try something," he said. "And I want us to talk about it honestly, right now, before anyone agrees to anything, because I'm not interested in making agreements in this room that fall apart the moment one of us is alone with it." He looked at Garrett. "I want you to be part of this. Not like before, not stolen afternoons and close calls and all three of us feeling like we're doing something that has to be hidden and denied. Something that's actually acknowledged. Something with, " He searched for the word. "Something with honesty in it, even if the shape of it is unconventional. Even if it's not something we can explain to anyone else."
The room was very and outside the neighbor's porch light came on the way it always did at this hour, throwing its familiar yellow angle through the window.
Garrett sat with what Noah had said for a long time, long enough that I began to feel the edges of the silence, to wonder what was happening in the twelve years of friendship and the specific calculus of who they were to each other that was running beneath his stillness.
"You understand what you're asking," Garrett said finally and it wasn't quite a question.
"I think so," Noah said. "I've been thinking about very little else for months."
"And you," Garrett said, turning to me. "You understand what he's asking."
"Yes," I said.
Garrett looked at his hands for a long moment and then he looked up at both of us and his expression had settled into something I hadn't seen on him before, not the wanting, not the guilt, not the particular anguish of wanting something he thought he couldn't have, but something quieter and more serious beneath all of that.
"I need a few days," he said. "Not to run from it, I'm done running, I think that's been well established, but because I want to think about it when I'm not sitting here looking at both of you, because I don't trust myself to think straight when I'm sitting here looking at both of you."
"That's fair," Noah said immediately.
"I'm not saying no," Garrett said and he looked at me when he said it.
"I know," I said.
He picked up his wine glass, drank the rest of it and set it back down. Then he sat forward and pressed his palms together between his knees and looked at the two of us across the living room and for a moment he looked very much like himself, the real version of him, the one without all the weight of the past months pressing down on it.
"I'll call you," he said. "In a few days. And we'll talk again."
He stood and Noah stood too and they looked at each other for a moment with twelve years of history running beneath the surface of it before Noah reached out and Garrett took his hand and they held it a beat longer than a handshake, something passing between them that didn't need naming.
Garrett looked at me last. He didn't touch me, didn't move toward me, just looked at me with that settled, serious expression that I already knew I would be turning over in my mind for days.
"Goodnight, Ava," he said.
"Goodnight."
He went out through the sliding glass door and we listened to his boots on the deck and the gate clicking shut and then the truck starting up in the dark at the front of the house and then nothing.
Noah stood in the middle of the living room with his hands at his sides, looking at the place where Garrett had been sitting and I stayed on the couch and watched my husband in this moment that felt like the quiet at the center of something large, not the end of anything and not quite a beginning, but the precise point between them where everything was held in suspension and anything was possible.




Chapter 12

Noah picked up the wine glasses and carried them to the kitchen without saying anything and I listened to the water run while he rinsed them, that small automatic courtesy he extended to everything. I stayed on the couch for a moment longer, my hands in my lap, looking at the armchair where he'd sat all evening and the space on the coffee table where Garrett's glass had left a faint ring on the wood.
I got up and went to the kitchen doorway and leaned against the frame. Noah had his back to me, drying his hands on the dish towel and when he turned around his face was tired in the way that comes not from a long day but from a long sustained effort of honesty, the particular exhaustion of saying true things in a room where they matter.
"You okay?" I asked.
"I think so." He folded the towel and set it on the counter. "Ask me in a few days."
"I will."
He looked at me across the kitchen and the distance between us felt different from how it had felt over the past months, not the careful managed distance of two people avoiding something, but something more like the space between two people who have looked at the same difficult thing and are standing.
"Come here," he said.
I crossed the kitchen and he put his arms around me and I pressed my face into his shoulder and felt him exhale slowly, the way he did when something he'd been bracing for was finally over. His hand came up to the back of my head and we stood like that in the kitchen with the light on and the dish towel folded neatly on the counter and the wine glasses drying in the rack.
"I meant what I said," he murmured into my hair. "About not being angry."
"I know."
"But I also meant what I said about being scared."
"I know that too."
He pulled back enough to look at my face, his hands moving to cup my jaw, tilting my head up the way he'd done ten thousand times before. His eyes moved over my face with the careful attention of someone reading something they've read before and finding new things in it. "We're going to have to figure out a lot of things," he said. "Things neither of us has vocabulary for yet."
"Yes."
"And some of it is going to be uncomfortable and we're going to get things wrong and there's no version of this that doesn't require all three of us to be more honest than we're probably used to being."
"I know."
"And you want to try."
It wasn't quite a question, but I answered it like one. "Yes. You?"
"Yes," he said and kissed me.
It was not the kind of kiss that was asking for anything, or leading anywhere in particular, it was the kind that was simply making a point, a quiet insistence on the fact of us, on the four years of this specific and particular love that had not been undone by anything that had happened but had instead been revealed as something more complicated and more spacious than either of us had understood when we'd begun it. I kissed him back with the same intention, my hands against his chest, feeling his heartbeat steady beneath my palms.
We went to bed not long after and this time when he reached for me in the dark it was with a directness and an attentiveness that felt like its own kind of conversation, like he was saying something with his hands and his mouth that he hadn't found words for yet and wasn't ready to try. I understood it, or understood as much of it as I needed to and afterward we lay in the dark with his arm around me and my head on his chest and neither of us spoke for a long time.
"Do you think he'll say yes?" I asked eventually, when the question had been quiet in me long enough that it needed air.
Noah's hand moved slowly on my shoulder. "I think he wants to."
"That's not the same thing."
"No," he agreed. "But I think he'll get there."
I lay there thinking about Garrett in his house across town, in the rooms I'd never seen but could imagine, sparse, probably, knowing him, functional, the kind of place where things were kept because they were useful rather than because they were beautiful. I thought about him sitting with what had been said in our living room, turning it over the way he turned over everything, looking for the place where it was solid enough to stand on.
I thought about what Noah had offered and what it would mean if Garrett accepted it and what the shape of something like that actually looked like when you tried to build it in the real world, with real people who had histories and habits and the specific vulnerabilities that came from caring about each other across a long stretch of time.
I didn't have answers to any of it. But lying there in the dark with Noah's heartbeat under my ear, I found that the not-knowing felt different than it had before, less like standing at the edge of something with no idea of the depth and more like standing at the beginning of a path that was unclear but was, at least, a path. Something that could be walked.
I slept better than I had in months.
The few days Garrett had asked for stretched to four before he called and those four days had a particular quality to them, a suspension, a waiting that wasn't anxious exactly but was present in everything, a low hum beneath the ordinary rhythm of the week. Noah and I went about our lives. He went to the office and came home and we made dinner and talked about things that were not the conversation, because we had agreed without saying so to let it breathe, to give it the room it needed rather than filling every hour with discussion and analysis.
On the second day Michelle texted me, which surprised me enough that I read the message twice before responding. She'd found a farmers' market on the east side that apparently had excellent cut flowers and mediocre but endearing jams and had I ever been and did I want to go Saturday? Just as a question, no pressure, she knew we'd only met the once.
I stared at the message for a long time, aware of all the complicated geometry involved in being friends with the woman who was spending time with the man who was in the middle of deciding whether to upend his life for reasons she knew nothing about. It would have been simpler to make an excuse. It would have been the careful thing.
I told her I'd love to and we agreed on ten o'clock.
When I mentioned it to Noah that evening he looked at me over his dinner with an expression that took me a moment to read and when I read it I recognized it as something close to relief. "Good," he said, simply and went back to eating and I understood that he was thinking the same thing I was, that Michelle was outside the tangle of this, that she existed in a clean space adjacent to it and that there was value in that. That we were none of us well-served by a world that contracted entirely around the three of us.
On the fourth day, Thursday, my phone rang at half past eight in the evening while I was sitting at the kitchen table with a book I was actually reading this time. Noah was upstairs. The name on the screen was Garrett's.
I picked up and said his name.
"Hey." His voice was steady and I noticed immediately that the careful positioning of the past months was gone from it, the deliberate neutrality, the managed distance. He sounded like himself. Like the version of him that had existed before everything got complicated, except older somehow, more settled. "Is Noah home?"
"He's upstairs. Do you want me to get him?"
"In a minute." A brief pause. "I've been thinking for four days, the way I said I would and I want to say something to you before I say it to both of you, because some of it is specifically for you."
I closed my book. "Okay."
"I've been in love with you for a long time," he said, with the directness of someone who has rehearsed getting past the hard part quickly. "Not recently, not since the deck. For a long time. I want you to know that because I think it matters that you know the order of things, that this wasn't something that happened because of an opportunity, or because Noah gave some kind of implicit permission, or because a situation presented itself and I was weak enough to fall into it. It was there before any of that and I managed it because you were married to my best friend and some things you just manage."
I didn't say anything, because there was nothing to say yet and he wasn't finished.
"And then that afternoon happened," he continued, "and I stopped being able to manage it and everything since then has been me trying to find a way back to managing it and discovering that I can't and that the trying was making me into someone I didn't particularly want to be." He paused. "I'm done trying. I want to say yes to what Noah proposed. I want to try to figure out what this looks like when nobody is hiding anything, because I think the hiding has been the worst part and I think you said as much the other night and you were right."
My throat felt tight. "Garrett ..."
"I'm not finished," he said, not unkindly. "I want to say yes, but I also need us all to understand that I don't know how to do this. None of us do. And I think we're going to need to talk constantly, more than feels comfortable, more than probably feels necessary, because the alternative is what we've already been doing and I watched that not work for months." Another pause, shorter. "And I need to know that if it stops working, if any of us decides at any point that it's too much, we say so. We don't manage it. We say so."
"Yes," I said. "That's what I want too."
"Okay." He exhaled and I heard the length of four days in it. "Go get Noah. I want to tell him myself."
I set the phone on the table and went to the bottom of the stairs. "Noah," I called.
He appeared at the top of the stairs with the particular alertness of someone who'd been half-waiting. He looked at my face and then he came down the stairs without asking and I handed him the phone and I watched him put it to his ear.
"Hey," Noah said. Then he listened and I watched his face move through something I didn't have a full view of, something private and significant and I looked away to give him the privacy of it, turning to the window where the backyard was dark and and the neighbor's porch light had come on at its usual hour.
Behind me, Noah said: "Yeah. Me too." And then: "Saturday then." And then something quieter that I didn't catch and when I turned back he was holding the phone out to me.
I took it. "Saturday?" I said to Garrett.
"Saturday," he said. "If that works."
I thought about Michelle and the farmers' market and ten o'clock and how the morning and the evening were different things. "Saturday evening," I said. "Come for dinner."
A beat and then something in his voice that was not quite a smile but was adjacent to one. "I'll bring wine," he said. "Something better than what you opened the other night."
"That's an extremely low bar," I said.
"I know," he said. "I'll clear it easily."
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