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I got lucky in the wife department, I admit it. Nobody looks at Cheryl without looking twice. It hardly helps that she loves sun dresses and anything with thin straps.

It’s her personality that saved me. She gets extremely shy around new people. If anyone flirts with her, she literally hides behind me. She communicates to me in secret with a kind of morse code of hand squeezes that tell me how she’s feeling.

But I like protecting her. It gives me pride when I manage by tiny spurts to bring her out from behind her many layers. But without them she would have never settled for a guy like me, I’m sure of it.

I considered her “opening” a project, in fact. We sometimes talked about her overarching shyness affecting her ability to enjoy things, especially between us in bed. I wasn’t complaining, but she was becoming increasingly anxious about it. Plain vanilla sex was probably going to only become more of an issue the more we stumbled in the dark around it. She wanted to become more “expressive” she said. But I didn’t know how to begin, being pretty stiff and buttoned up myself. It was the blind leading the blind when it came to sex.

My brother Cade is about as opposite to me as you can find. He’s loud, careless, and brusque. He’s also physically imposing and instantly disarming to any woman he meets. They all fall prey to his charm and always did.

So when he popped up on my socials telling me he was “swinging through town” I debated whether to reply to him at all.

Cheryl and I were married two years and they hadn’t met yet. The risk for me, I thought, was how she might judge me based on my older brother’s personality. I told her things about how he bullied me, threw me around, and belittled me. But also how he had any girl he wanted, how they virtually lined up for him, how they even used me to get to him.

I felt like I was over it, but was I ready to test that theory in person? Standing up to him when he crossed lines had become a sort of Holy Grail for me, a measure of how far I’d come in my own development.

We had just settled into our new house, and Cheryl and I were still beaming with pride about it. When I told her about Cade popping up, she immediately insisted I invite him to stay in our suite downstairs instead of a hotel downtown. She didn’t seem to recall any of the reasons I might have had to be cautious with him.

“It’ll be fun!” she said. “It’ll be a chance for you to show off. Look what you’ve got, our house, our pool, our whole lifestyle…”

“… you,” I said.

She laughed and twisted away and blushed. “Me,” she said, and she ran to me and hid her face in my neck.

Cade didn’t hesitate. “Rock on, bro!” he wrote back almost instantly. “Get to squeeze that babe of yours!”

I jutted my jaw staring at my phone wondering if this was something I would live to regret. He’d seen pictures of her, I’d forgotten that part. I gritted my teeth thinking the weekend could turn into a disaster. He was staying two nights.

What I’d also forgotten was how charming he could be. In his absence, my memory had reduced him to a sneering cad. But there was a reason girls threw themselves at him. He had a look with his eyes and with his grin that made each woman feel like she was the only one he was talking to. Or so I’d been told.

We were settling into drinks at the poolside table with the sun going down, when Cheryl offered to go inside to get fresh beers. “Only if you give me a fashion catwalk stroll,” Cade said and he laughed.

I laughed too and rolled my eyes and was about to tell him to knock it off when I watched, fairly stunned, as Cheryl lifted the flaring hem of her short sundress and pulled off the flirtiest prance I’d ever seen her do, as she made her slow way up to the sliding door and inside the house. She laughed over her shoulder when she got there. She was clearly having fun with it and I didn’t mind that on the surface. I wanted her to be more expressive, to feel more free.

But I hung my jaw in silence seeing it. Cade turned to me like it was the kind of thing you can say to a woman and they’ll just do it. He wasn’t surprised at all. “She loves showing off, hey?” he said with an easy chuckle.

“Not actually, no,” I was going to say, but then it would be hard to account for what she just did. Already I was getting knocked off my game. “Yeah well, you know girls,” I said, not at all knowing who I was sounding like, because I wasn’t being me either, suddenly. “They love the attention.”

Cheryl came back with three bottles, handed me mine, and then offered Cade his.

He didn’t reach out for it though, making her stand in front of him waiting for him to take it. Then he grinned that devastating grin of his, and said, “Pour it in my mouth, hot girl.”

Cheryl rolled her eyes and slumped on one hip. But she also grinned and put her own bottle down on the table. I drank from mine unsure I was seeing what I was seeing.

Cade slumped deeper in his chair with his legs spreading wide and stretched out straight. He leaned his head back and opened his mouth like he was fully expecting my wife to pour his beer in his mouth for him.

I was again about to say something when Cheryl stepped up between his legs close enough that her hips pushed his thighs wider apart, and she began tipping his bottle forward.

“Cheryl,” I said, but she wasn’t hearing me. She was smirking down at Cade. “I’ll do it, you know.”

“I told you to,” he said.

“You think I don’t know guys like you,” she said. “But he warned me about you.”

“That so,” he grinned up at her. “What did he tell you about me? That I’m the big bad wolf?”

“Just give him his beer,” I said to Cheryl.

But she ignored me. She began to pour it from three inches above his mouth. She missed and it ran over his chin. She laughed and wiped at it with her thumb. She stepped back but Cade slid his arm around her waist, turned her around, and pulled her into his lap.

I watched like I was seeing a foreign movie without subtitles. Cade took the bottle from her but then brought it up to her mouth. “Show you how it’s done,” he said

“I can hold it myself.”

“You’ll end up pouring it all over your body like you did mine,” he said.

When she reached for it he pulled it away, teasing her. When he tipped it she yelped like she expected him to pour it over her.

“Get ready,” he said.

Unable to reach his hands, she leaned her face back and protruded her bottom lip, whereupon Cade put the rim of the bottle to her mouth and watched carefully as a few lumps of beer gurgled into her mouth until Cheryl waved him off.

She tried to swallow and wiped the back of her hand over her mouth, but then erupted with laughter and beer came out through her fingers and dribbled down her chest and into his lap.

She kicked to get up, now splashed with beer, but Cade held her tight to him with his arm around her waist. We all settled down from laughing at the mishap, but from then on, my wife remained in his lap even as he poured more small sips into both their mouths from their now-shared bottle.

I carried on as though it was natural too, not yet wishing to draw attention to how my wife was pulled into my brother’s lap, mostly because my mind was getting tangled up with what exactly one is supposed to say. He had a way of making anything seem normal.

It would be one thing if my wife was clearly struggling to free herself from him. But that’s what complicated things for me from the start. She only seemed to settle more comfortably into his lap the more he held her there, the more he otherwise ignored her.

He returned to our conversation about this or that person from school and where they were and what they became, he and I laughing lightly while Cheryl remained outside the conversation looking in, even as she sank down deeper against his chest and swung her legs casually between his thighs.

I tried to catch her gaze to check in with her and make sure she knew what she was doing. But she seemed to be going out of her way to avoid my eyes. Cade reached both arms around her waist to hoist her up a moment to allow himself to resettle in his chair more comfortably, and he let my wife back down in his lap even deeper.

She in turn threw her arm around the back of his neck to hang on like it was some ride. She took the bottle from him when he gesticulated with it enough to splash a bit out the top, and now she teased him with the rim before tipping it in his mouth when he nodded to her to indicate without words he wanted his turn now.

This playfulness between them on the one hand I enjoyed, as it answered at least one concern I had, that she would detest him like she shuddered around all men of his kind. But on the other hand, what was my wife doing, sitting comfortably on my brother’s lap in front of me like that? He was like that with the ladies, but I didn’t think my lady would fall for it so easily and quickly. She was married, for one thing.

Our conversation turned to girls we knew, which mostly took the form of Cade listing them off by the batch and me shaking my head not knowing most of them. That’s when he turned his attention to Cheryl.

“I would not have failed to get to know a girl like you back then,” he said, and he reached up and drew strands of loose hair behind her ear.

Cheryl rolled her eyes and looked away. But what she didn’t do was slap his hand where he touched her hair, or even where he rested it on her shoulder. “Because your wife is extremely hot,” he said in a voice more to himself than to me.

Cheryl turned her eyes finally to mine, and though they were darkened, she only held my gaze and said nothing.

I drank my beer. Shy, bashful and nervous Cheryl, I thought, sitting there letting this guy, albeit my brother, hold her by the waist, brush her hair back from her face, and talk about her in front of her. It made no sense.

It was my first glimpse of Cheryl loosening up in that way that I had been pushing her to. Just not in the time and place that I had anticipated, nor in the manner and with whom. I chose to let things go for now, so long as Cheryl was communicating to me nothing that indicated she was not comfortable. But I was wary about what was taking place over the table from me.

“Oh yeah, I would have dated you for sure,” he said, and he smiled at her.

“I highly doubt it,” she said and she rolled her eyes and grinned at him.

He turned to me. “Will, is Cheryl not exactly the type of girl I would have gone for?”

I laughed, being put on the spot.

“I wouldn’t have gone for you back then,” Cheryl said, and she laughed abruptly and blushed.

I froze unsure what to say, since I couldn’t say No to him, but if I said Yes, I would have been agreeing that my wife was “hot” which is not the language her and I used. I’d never said it to her directly like that.

As I sat there calculating, Cade pulled her hair from her face again. “Oh yeah, I would have,” he said lower and softer. “I would have got you in my car, I would have got you all relaxed,” he said.

Cheryl laughed and rolled her eyes. “I would have laughed in your face,” she said, and she shook her head at him.

I enjoyed the way she was bantering with him. I wanted to see how far she could go.

“I would have reached over and touched your mouth,” he said, and he did just that now, brushing his thumb over her lips.

Cheryl let him. She was staring back at him with defiance. I could tell she was plotting how to respond to him in the most devastating way.

But “You think so, do you?” was all she had.

Now he grinned and sank his thumb in between her lips. I was about to call him off, but Cheryl reached up with her free hand. Only it wasn’t to stop him, but to hold his wrist. She circled her lips around his thumb as he penetrated her mouth deeper. I caught her eyes flickering.

“I think so, yeah,” Cade said quietly. “Just like this.” He grinned widely.

“Cade,” I said.

“No, she’s enjoying it, it’s okay,” he said.

Now Cheryl’s eyes fluttered closed. Her breathing came deeper and faster. If it wasn’t my wife, I would have looked away, the moment was suddenly so private.

A few painful moments of complete silence passed like this, Cade grinning with amusement while my wife held his wrist and allowed his thumb in her mouth with her eyes closed, me across the table staring at this like it was a comet streaking the sky.

Finally he eased his thumb out of her mouth, she cleared her throat and looked down, and I drank my beer and looked away.

“Why don’t you put some music on,” he said.

I chuckled because it was all so incongruent, but Cheryl slipped down off his lap with a spring in her step and darted off to do as he said. Cade even tapped her ass in passing, but all she did was make a perfunctory attempt at sweeping her hand behind her back. I was piling amazement on top of disbelief by that point.

The strings of patio lights came on and then music filled the speakers. Cheryl came back out. She immediately came to stand beside Cade ready for him to welcome her back into his lap.

This time, she wrapped her arms around his neck and clasped her hands together. Cade pulled her by her hips and they both chuckled at how they were making too many adjustments to get comfortable on each other.

“Music meets your standards?” she said to him and she looked at me and rolled her eyes with a private grin and sipped her beer.

Cade turned to her and kissed her hair “You’ve done well,” he said to her and she snorted and looked far the other way. He turned to me. “This place looks great, look at these lights, the whole thing, Will. You really impress me, you know that? You really got it together, the house, the wife, I am proud of you.”

“Well maybe you can, like, stop kissing my wife then,” I said, and I chuckled because this wasn’t how I imagined my standing up to Cade might begin.

He snorted “Believe me, your wife doesn’t mind,” he said.

He was always like that, too confident, over-bold, so easily charismatic. He took her chin in his finger and thumb and slowly, gently, turned her face to his. “You don’t mind, do you,” he said, not making it a question. 

Cheryl seemed as caught off guard as I was. Both of us let him hold her chin facing him that close. And then he kissed her on the lips I watched him do it and said nothing, and Cheryl also let him do it, and said nothing.

It went on for so long that I had to look away. When they finally came apart, Cheryl looked up at me across the table. Her eyes were on fire. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to read it. If she showed any resistance to him I would have called him out then and there. Maybe she was thinking the same thing about me.

“Let me up, sweetheart, got to see the pope about a horse,” he laughed.

Cheryl got off his lap but fell back in his seat when he went up into our house. She wouldn’t look at me until I spoke.

“Cheryl, you okay there?”

“Mm-hmm,” she answered immediately and she shrugged with a grin at me.

“You’re sitting in his lap,” I said.

“I don’t mind actually.”

I laughed at that and looked hard to the side. It felt like a different Cheryl I was talking to. When I looked back at her, I said, “Cheryl, you were just kissing him.”

She surprised me with a kind of defiance in her expression that I was  unfamiliar with. “Weren’t you just telling me I should try to open up more?” 

I laughed and hung my jaw wide open at her. “Well yeah, I said that, but I mean,…”

“What did you mean?”

She drank from her beer keeping her eyes on me the whole time I stared back silently.

“You said he had a way with the ladies.”

“I said that, I said that many times,” I nodded.

“Well I guess he does.”

I laughed out loud at that, but she wasn’t laughing back.

“You’re saying he’s having a way with you?” I said. “Am I hearing that right?”

“Didn’t you ever wonder what that phrase means?” she said. “Having a way with the ladies?”

I snorted. “I’m pretty sure I know what it means, yeah.”

“I don’t mean what it means for him, I mean what it means for those ladies,” she said. “To be had a way with.”

I cocked my head sideways. “Meaning exactly?”

She shrugged. “It’s just your brother,” she said. “If you really want him to stop, you should just tell him.”

I rocked back in my chair and frowned at her deeply, unsure how to take what she just said.

Cade came back out loose-limbed as he shook all his limbs. “Cade is feeling it,” he said with a grin. “You feeling it?” he said to me as he took the long way around behind me. He slapped my back before coming to the edge of the pool where he dipped his toe. “Oh yeah, heated pool, bro you literally have everything.”

Cheryl slunk deep back in the chair and crossed her legs. With her eyes on mine, she said to Cade, “Why don’t you cool off and go in for a swim?”

“Are we private here?” he said, and he looked around himself. “I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”

“Private enough,” Cheryl said, her eyes still on mine. “Just tell him,” she said privately.

I heard the tinkle of a belt being opened, the zip of a fly. Cheryl’s eyes only travelled slightly sideways and over my shoulder, but she registered nothing on her face even as I heard Cade dive in.

I slowly looked over my shoulder as I took a drink of beer and noted without registering it on my face that when Cade surfaced, he was clearly naked in our pool. It was dark out now, but I could see enough.

Cheryl then threw her head back and laughed. Speaking low and quietly she said, “You’re afraid I might go in now, aren’t you.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“So you wouldn’t mind, you’re telling me?”

“Do you want to go in?”

“Are you going to stop me?”

“Cheryl, I think he’s naked in our pool,” I said in a low voice.

The pool was behind me. Cheryl moved only her eyes slowly a few inches and back to mine again.

“He is all that,” she said. She drank back her beer and shrugged. “Maybe I should go in naked too.”

I snorted. “Yeah right, I dare you,” I said.

She and I sat there staring at each other, both of us trying not to grin, me because I I had her on that, her because I could tell she was about to concede defeat. I didn’t have to tell her in words that I knew she would never in a million years do what she just threatened to do. She wouldn’t do it if it was just her and me with all the lights were completely out.

But I had been teasing her lightly the last little while. In my mind, it was the safe way to urge her to say what she wanted, to ask for what she preferred, to do things without asking first. I was making a game of it, bringing her closer to her edges, pushing her over her lines.

“You don’t think I can?” she said.

We could hear behind me Cade moaning with pleasure in the warm water, splashing as he swam lazy laps.

“Cheryl, if you...” I began, but she stood up, put her beer on the table, and proceeded to lift the thin straps of her sundress off her shoulders, one at a time.

I sat back and tucked my chin into my chest. She peeled the top of her down from her chest and then down off her hips.

She wasn’t wearing a bra. I very slowly raised my eyes from her bare chest up her neck over her face and to her eyes. This was not Cheryl.

She laid her dress carefully over a chair and then paused looking at me with her thumbs now pushed inside the waist of her gleaming white panties. She was inviting me to say “No.” She was daring me to. I had to hand it to her. I thought I had her, but she had me. I did not see it coming.

I poured my beer back into my throat with a long pull. “Cheryl,” I said more quietly and I half peered over my shoulder again.

She bent at her waist, bent at her knees, and pushed her panties partly down her hips.

I felt my heart rate pump higher. My face went hot and my stomach clenched. I tried to say “Enough, you win,” but my voice caught, my throat was dry.

She pushed them down and stepped out of them and laid them over her dress as casually as getting ready for bed, in the privacy of our bedroom with the door closed and the lights out.

But we were outside in our backyard at night with my brother swimming in our pool buck-naked. And now my wife was just as naked too.

I was conflicted. Of course I was outraged. But I was something else, too.

Seeing my shy, bashful wife strip herself naked like that, stare me down with bold defiance like she was doing, and to do so in front of a man like my brother of all people? It was stirring.

For all the things he represented to me in life, all the unattainable things he could have with a snap of his fingers, all the women who rushed to him on his glance at them, I had one thing he didn’t, and that was Cheryl. But the one thing she wasn’t was sexual.

But tonight, she was. Something changed, and now my brother was not just going to see her naked body, see the one he couldn’t get, but she was going to show him her sexuality, too, the sexuality I knew was in her, and that I had been trying to stoke higher in her.

A sideways grin crept up my face looking at her standing there like that. She probably caught it, too, and no doubt knew exactly what it meant. Among other things, she also knew it meant I wasn’t saying to stop.

She strode to the edge of the pool with a confidence I’d only suspected she might have, then she turned to me and blew me a kiss as she lifted herself high on her toes.

I twisted around enough to spot Cade on the far side of the pool with his elbows resting on the edge behind him watching her. Feast your eyes on that, I wanted to shout at him. I wanted to laugh manically in his face.

Cheryl made like no one was there as she reached her arms out, bent her knees, and arched perfectly through the surface of the water.

Cade looked at me with his arms out, his hands up, as if to ask, What’s up?

I was already too far gone with a heady mix of pride, defiance, and surreal disbelief. I nodded at him with a thumbs up and a crooked smirk. That’s my wife! I wanted to shout. Whatever I had been doing with her the last while to work on her self-expression and confidence, it all seemed to culminate in that moment. I was giddy, I was snickering. I got exactly what I wanted.

Cheryl came up and yelped and covered herself with her arms even though she couldn’t be seen, the water was up to her chin. “I can’t believe you let me just do that!” she shouted at me from the edge she backed up far away from Cade. She hung her hands from her opposing shoulders.

Cade fell forward into the water and Cheryl shrieked again and turned her body toward the wall of the pool.

“Get my towel!” she called to me.

“I don’t see no towel,” I said, still snickering

Cade came nearer to her like a shark, slow and quietly, and she began to run on the floor of the pool, but mostly slid on her feet getting nowhere. Cade splashed her in the face and she gasped with indignation before digging her hand in the water and splashing him back hard and good.

He wasn’t expecting it and he came up coughing from a mouthful of it. Now they fell into full on splashing and horse-play. But Cheryl gave as well as she got, even pushing Cade down on top of his head.

He was playing her a bit, letting himself be sunk like that, before he came up out of the water and bear-hugged her from behind enough to lift her up nearly over his head, before tossing her whole body a few feet over the water.

Cheryl laughed so hard she nearly swallowed a lungful of water. But the toss was fun. “Do it again!” she said, and this time she stepped into his interlaced hands and held onto his head until he lifted her up completely out of the water and pushed hard to make her arc through the night sky. She splashed on her back and laughed.

I thought maybe she forgot about being naked. But how would I have reminded her without sounding like a killjoy?

“Let me try!” she squealed and Cade and her were both laughing now as she tried to duck down under the water to get his foot in her hands. But she only got him halfway up him out of the water before she collapsed backward with him coming down on top of her, and their bodies rolled and swam together under the surface long enough for me to stand up and looked down into it.

They were playing down there, I could see it through the rippling surface between the reflections of all the lights, arms wrapped around each other, two entwined and naked bodies spinning together under the surface.

When they surfaced, they parted with an obvious discretion re-entering their minds and they came to different parts of the edge facing me.

“Honey, seriously, can you grab a towel from inside?”

I came back out with two, and found them this time shoulder to shoulder and chatting about something much quieter than before. I held her towel up for her but she simply hopped up and used her arms to lift herself fully out of the water before walking into the towel I held for her. She had no shyness about her body in front of Cade. Cade also hoisted himself up, also without any discretion, and I tossed the other towel to him.

We went inside silently, me picking up the bottles. Cade had already been shown the basement suite that had its own separate entrance, patio doors below the deck above. Cheryl went to our bedroom to dress. I went to the kitchen and loaded the dishwasher and thought about a late snack.

I heard Cheryl’s hairdryer in the bathroom. She was taking her time in there. Cade came up the stairs and said “knock knock” as he came through the basement door and into the kitchen. He took a stool at the counter.

“Nachos?” I said.

“Perfect.”

I got out my ingredients.

“House is amazing, when did you move in?” he asked.

I thought about it a moment. “It’ll actually be a year next month,” I said.

He whistled. “And you have the mortgage helper in the basement.”

“University isn’t far,” I said “Probably a couple students could rent it, we’re thinking in a couple months we’ll be ready for that.”

“Work must be going well for you.”

I nodded, spreading the cheese around the chips. “It’s been going unbelievably well, actually.”

“Will I am so glad to hear that. I mean I always knew you were going to be the successful one, but seeing you totally thrive like this, I mean it, you really do have everything.”

“Thanks Cade, that means a lot, it really does.”

We hadn’t had a reasonable and adult conversation like that in probably ever. But it stopped flat when Cheryl came into the kitchen. She acted like everything was normal. But her hair was styled and tied up with loose strands falling down the sides of her face. She had loop earrings on, grey eye shadow and eye liner, and a dark grey satin cami top with matching drawstring shorts.

“What?” she said, and she spun into the fridge and studied its interior. I knew to hide her blushing grinning face. When she was recovered enough, she came to the counter opposite Cade. “We watching a show?”

“He’s making nachos,” Cade said.

Cheryl turned to me and went up on her toes and wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me deep and long. I stopped what I was doing and held my arms out with oven mitts on. It’s not like she didn’t kiss me, but doing it in front of somebody, especially with that much passion, was highly odd.

She spun away just as quickly as she came to me, stepped through to the living room and called to Cade to come with her and help her find a good show to watch.

I know her. She notes who sits where, who sits first, things like that. So when she stood in front of the screen as though the remote didn’t work unless you were that close, rather than sit in the couch or a chair, I noticed that. In particular, I noticed that she let Cade sit first, then came back stepping backward to sit right beside him on the couch, as though it was all an accident.

I came out with the steaming hot tray of nachos and put it on the coffee table and pulled up a chair to the side of it and Cheryl started the show. Cade and her laughed when they both reached for the same chip. She deferred but then Cade insisted she eat it from his hand. She laughed and fed him one back.

She leaned back in the couch and pulled up her legs to sit cross-legged. Her knee came down on his leg but she didn’t notice or care. Or if she did, she didn’t show it. I noted it out the corner of my eyes, but otherwise, I sat back and relaxed.

We started chatting again about life and changes and seeing people years apart, and I lowered the volume on the show until Cheryl took the remote and muted it altogether to put some music on, the show still playing silently.

“Do you think Will has changed?” Cheryl asked Cade. She looked at him with large and innocent eyes.

Cade leaned back and squinted at me and grinned subtly. “He’s changed for sure, but we’re all still the same too, aren’t we.”

“I don’t know,” Cheryl said. “Will said you were pretty cruel to him growing up.”

I nodded at her like I couldn’t believe she’d bring that up with him.

“He’s right, I was. I’ve thought a lot about it, too, and I think I was jealous of him, I wanted to knock him down a couple pegs.” He looked at me. “I still am jealous.”

Now I felt like I had to give a little. “Don’t be so sure it’s all peaches and cream,” I said.

“Problems in paradise?” he said.

Cheryl made a sound at me and bugged her eyes out.

“Am I treading carefully enough?” Cade said, and he tucked his chin down and grimaced.

Cheryl shrugged. “We’re a married couple, what married couple doesn’t have things to work on?”

Cade looked at me like I was going to fill in the details. I looked at Cheryl, but she wasn’t looking up. I shrugged. “You change and grow, right? You try to stay compatible.” I shut my eyes regretting I had offered that much.

“Don’t ask me,” Cade said and he laughed. “I have not exactly managed long term relationships,” he said as though confiding something precious to Cheryl.

She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry,” she said, and she patted his forearm. She had twisted to face his side now, still sitting cross-legged. “It takes work for everybody.”

“But that’s what I mean,” he said. “I keep hearing about the work you have to put into it. Like what kind of work is it?”

He seemed to be genuinely asking, which was a new side for him to show. Cheryl and I looked at each other and I decided what the hell. “Well for example,” I said, meaning more to make him feel not so bad, to show him that having a long term relationship is not the end of worries. “Cheryl and I have been trying to open her up more, get her to say more about what she wants, to be more expressive, you could say.”

“Oh yeah? Meaning what exactly?” he said turning to Cheryl.

She blushed now and dropped her face.

“Well, just, things are pretty vanilla and we both would like it not to be so straight-laced, and this takes some work to get at what holds a person back, that sort of stuff,” I said.

Cheryl dropped her jaw at me and gasped. “You don’t have to tell him everything!” she said, and she threw a couch pillow at me.

“Could have fooled me, the way Cheryl stripped down and jumped in the pool,” he said.

Now Cheryl gasped again with even more embarrassment. She reached with another throw pillow to try to cover Cade’s mouth. She pulled her wrist and she came up on her knees and spilled down over his lap. She struggled and laughed and rolled on him until he held her down, and she seemed to submit to him once he got both her wrists in one hand behind her back. She pushed herself over onto her back lying across his lap, her hands now under her. She blew strands of hair up off her face.

“That,” I said, meaning the pool, “was kind of a first.”

“Kind of?” Cade said.

I chuckled. “It was definitely a first,” I nodded.

“You kind of liked it though, I saw your face, watching your wife fool around in the pool like that.”

“I wouldn’t call it liking it.”

“No? What would you call it? You were smirking and laughing.”

“Yeah, I saw you too,” Cheryl said, stretching in her body and neck to find me behind her with her upside-down face hanging over Cade’s lap. “You were loving it, watching us play in the pool.”

“I was not loving it,” I said.

Cheryl stretched backward to find me again. “Tell the truth.”

I was still getting used to how she was behaving, so free and wild compared to how she usually is with anyone around. She was barely dressed in her cami set and she was sprawled over Cade’s lap, still with her wrists held under her back.

“Tell the truth,” she said again to me.

I stared back at her silently with squinted eyes. Both her and Cade let the silence stretch, not letting me off the hook.

I cleared my throat but still they hung me there. I had no choice. “I like the way you look at her,” I finally said.

“Just the way he looks at me?” Cheryl said.

Cade remained stony silent staring at me.

“He also kissed me.”

“I know that.”

“He rubbed my lips.”

“You don’t think I saw that?”

“And in the pool, you didn’t see, but your brother here,” she reached up and mussed his hair, “got awfully handsy under the water.”

“I could tell,” I said, and I cleared my throat again and grinned. “God damn it this is suddenly very awkward.”

“Should I, like, give you guys some privacy, go downstairs?” Cade said and he chuckled.

Cheryl sat up now and knelt down on her calves under her. “No, stay. It’s important,” she said. She looked at me hard and I returned to look, her straight-faced, me grinning stupidly. “He says I need to be more expressive about what I want, to be more open about it, to not worry about what it says about me or who might judge me for it, including him.”

“He says all that?” Cade said.

I remained staring at her, remained grinning as she aired our laundry out. “He thinks we should stir things up between us, that we can now, we’re married, we should be having  a lot more fun.”

“Well I endorse that sentiment,” Cade said.

“How certain were you when you said I should do what I want on the spur of the moment without thinking?” she said to me.

I saw her hands squeeze around Cade’s thigh.

I had said it, and many times, too. She squirmed when I said it, she hid, she blushed. I knew it was the pressure point, so I continued to press it. I wanted this, I wanted her to flip, I wanted her to become whatever she was inside, this other woman I sensed was in there. I wanted to assure her that I loved her enough that she could bring that person out and it wouldn’t scare me.

She turned to Cade. “He’s been insisting to me that I should let out this person he thinks is locked up inside me.”

“And is there?” Cade said.

She turned to me. “Well William? Do you think there is?”

The question was loaded if there was one. If I said Yes, then the logical conclusion was that a healthy person should let that out. If I said No, then what was I pushing her to do all this time? To do things she didn’t want to do?

“I think there is, yeah,” I said uncertainly and weakly.

“So if I for example kiss your brother right now, you’re going to let me? Because that’s what I want to do.”

She knew what she was doing. I told her how all the girls wanted to make out with Cade. For all I knew, she was turning this into some cathartic moment for me, rather than me creating a breakdown moment for her.

Cade began to say something and we both instantly told him to shut up, which made us both laugh, before Cheryl turned to Cade, pushed her face up to his, and sank her mouth down on his mouth just like that.

Cade’s hand wrapped around her head, his fingers pushing through her hair. Cheryl pushed both her hands through his hair. Then after a long enough kiss, still holding his face in both her hands, she turned to me. “Is that okay so far?” she said.

I swallowed a big gulp of beer.

Cheryl turned toward Cade. “You’re not going to mind, I can tell that.”

“I’m not …” he began, but she covered his mouth with her mouth all over.

She turned to me. “Yes he is nice kisser,” she said.

I shrugged as if to say, Add another check to the box.

“Maybe we should call it a night,” Cade said

“My god,” I said. “You really have changed.”

He laughed. “Far be it from me to push a girl like Cheryl aside while she’s kissing me up and down and giving me an erection like mad.”

Cheryl gasped with fake surprise. “Am I giving you one?” said with exaggerated delight. She reached down in his groin and felt him before looking over her shoulder at me in the chair. “Checks out.”

I drank my beer and noted that she kept her hand there, now outlining him with her fingers and thumb. “I already saw it in the pool,” she said.

“You did, true that,” I said.

She looked at Cade in the eye so close her forehead was rocking over his. “Just so you know, I’ve never felt another man’s cock before now.”

“You lie,” he said.

“Not everyone is as promiscuous as you, you know.”

“But seriously.”

“Seriously,” she said and she fell into a kiss with him deeper and longer than before, her fingers tracing him through his shorts, running her hand up and down over him.

Now she leaned her cheek against his cheek and found me over her shoulder. “Another thing he says I should try is sucking his cock,” she said to him.

“Yeah well, what guy isn’t going to say that, am I right?”

“I tried to,” she said. But my teeth.”

“Well that’s just technique,” Cade said. “You curl your lips around, you see.”

“Oh is that how they do it?” she said turning to him feigning genuine curiosity, before she rolled her eyes and slapped his chest.

“If it’s too hard to open the jaw so wide, yeah,” he said.

She leaned her cheek back against his and found me with her eyes again over her shoulder, but she continued talking to Cade. “He would so love it if I got over that.”

“Well, yeah, I imagine you’re right about that.”

I turned my can of beer where it sat on the arm of my chair, my fingers hanging around it like the toy claw machines.

“What if I wanted to do that?” she said to me.

I smiled at my can of beer. “Do what?” I said.

She turned to Cade and whispered in his ear but loud enough for me to hear. “He’s afraid of saying it.”

“She hasn’t sucked you off before?” Cade said to me.

I couldn’t bring myself to look up at him. “No,” I said.

“You don’t suck him off?” he said to her.

“I guess that’s one of those things I was talking about,” I said.

“What about the other way around?” Cade said, but Cheryl instantly screamed with embarrassment and buried her face in his neck.

“You don’t?”

“I won’t let him!” Cheryl cried in his neck.

“She won’t let me,” I said to Cade. “She gets too embarrassed.”

“Oh you guys,” Cade said. “You’re both missing out on so much.”

We both said “We know” at the same time and she lifted her face to find me from where she hid in his neck and we shrugged at each other.

“I mean,” Cade started. “You’re both probably so hung up by now from trying so hard, you’re never going to relax and just do shit.”

“I suspect,” I said, “you’re probably right.” I finally lifted my face to find Cade. “She hasn’t got any experience aside from me, and I think you know how much I have coming into this.”

Cade looked at Cheryl and held up his finger and thumb to form a circle and look at her through it. She laughed and ducked her head down.

“It might even be a favor…” I began but Cheryl immediately flew out of Cade’s lap and threw herself into mine.

“No!” she said but she was laughing with nervousness too.

“It might be the thing to break us out of the whole rut,” I said to her.

She shook her head no with her face buried in my neck. But then she lifted it and looked back and forth between my eyes. “What are you actually saying?” she said.

“I don’t think so,” Cade said and he laughed. “I think I’m going to cut out of here.”

“You stay,” Cheryl said not taking her eyes off mine. “What are you exactly saying?”

“Just that, you know,” I shrugged. “I don’t mind saying the guy does seem to know what he’s doing with the ladies. They did come back, usually,” I said.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” Cade said.

Cheryl looked over her shoulder at him. “He does have fairly okay looks,” she said.

“There is the separate suite downstairs,” I said.

“You would let me do that?”

“Hang on a second,” Cade said, but both Cheryl and I again told him to shut up at the same time.

“Give me a break, Cade,” I added.

Cheryl smiled more deeply and kissed me warmly. “You want to let me do this? For real?”

“Do you think it might, I don’t know, change things up?”

She nodded instantly. “For sure it would,” she said.

“Well fuck then,” I said to her. “Get going before I come back to my senses.”

She kissed me again, deeper and warmer. “We’ll just be downstairs, so you don’t have to worry at all.”

“No, nothing to worry about at all.”

She rocked her forehead over mine and chuckled. “What do I do, then,” she leaned forward to whisper in my ear.  “Just take his hand and go?”

“Cade,” I said over Cheryl’s shoulder.

“Oh boy,” he said.

“Oh such a burden!” Cheryl said to him and she leaned back to reach him with a playful slap on his leg.

“This could go very badly,” he said.

Cheryl got up from my lap and curled back down into his lap. “My husband is inviting you to take me downstairs with you to do with as you please. Now are you  going to go all meek and mild too on me?”

“Will are you sure about this?”

“No I am not,” I said. “But for fuck sakes, would you just get down there now before I change my mind?”

“The man has spoken,” Cade said to Cheryl.

She nodded at him and kissed him. He got up with her clinging to him, her limbs wrapping around him. He carried her past my knees. Cheryl leaned back from him and let her hand and fingers drag over my shoulder and head before he took her away from the room and through the kitchen to the basement door.

“Last chance,” Cade said.

“Go!” both Cheryl and I cried at him at once.

I sank back in my chair when I heard the basement door close.
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