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From The Outside

Claire and I had built a life that looked, from the outside, exactly the way we'd planned it. Late twenties, no kids, two decent incomes and nobody to answer to but each other — the kind of freedom most people our age were already trading away for minivans and school districts. We'd made a quiet pact early on: before the diapers and the daycare bills, before any of that, we were going to see things. Really see them. We wanted to stand in places that made us feel small in the best possible way.

And for a while, we pulled it off beautifully. Paris in the spring, when the light does that thing to the Seine that no photograph ever quite captures. Buenos Aires on a long weekend that somehow stretched into ten days. Istanbul, where Claire had stood on a rooftop at dusk, wine in hand, watching two continents glow either side of the water, and turned to me with this expression — quietly stunned, a little undone — that I knew I'd carry with me for the rest of my life.

We weren't rich. We just had the good sense, or maybe the selfishness, to act like it when it mattered.

But that couldn't last forever, and we both knew it. The savings account wasn't going to fill itself, and the future had a way of becoming the present whether you were ready for it or not. We still wanted a couple more years before starting a family — that hadn't changed — but something else had to. The splurging, the rationalizing, the we might never come back here logic we used to justify every upgrade and every extra night — that version of us needed to grow up, just a little.

So we decided to scale back. Not stop — neither of us could have stomached that — just recalibrate.

We were still figuring out what that actually looked like when Claire appeared in the kitchen doorway one evening, laptop tucked under her arm and a look on her face that meant she'd already found something.

Claire and I met at work, the way a lot of people do — thrown together by circumstance, then surprised by what stuck. I was an associate product manager at the time, a few years in and starting to find my footing, the kind of guy who got noticed in meetings without necessarily being the loudest in the room. She was fresh out of college, new to the marketing team, and she walked into that first company happy hour like she wasn't entirely sure she wanted to be there.

We were introduced by a mutual colleague, shook hands, and that was more or less it — except it wasn't, because neither of us walked away. We stood in that same corner of the bar for two hours while the party moved around us, and by the end of the night I'd made her laugh hard enough that she'd grabbed my arm to steady herself. People who were there still bring it up. Our friend Dani claims she knew within twenty minutes. I believe her.

The thing about Claire is that she doesn't announce herself the way some beautiful women do. She's fit in the way that comes from actually loving physical activity rather than maintaining an appearance — a natural athlete who could spend a Saturday hiking a ridge trail and show up Sunday looking effortlessly put-together without seeming to try. She's 5'7" and slender, with soft shoulder-length hair the color of dark honey, warm brown eyes, and a mouth that curves into a smirk before she's even finished a thought. She has a quiet, almost understated femininity about her — the kind that tends to get overlooked by men who need things spelled out for them, which always struck me as their loss.

Her legs are extraordinary. Long, shapely, the product of years of running and cycling, and they lead to a figure that, once noticed, is very difficult to stop noticing. She keeps herself in excellent shape. Better shape than me, honestly, and she'd be the first to point it out.

I'm 5'11", with the kind of build that suggests I was athletic once and haven't entirely let it go — broad enough in the shoulders to carry a suit well, lean enough that I don't think twice about taking my shirt off, but I'll admit I'm not matching Claire's discipline in the gym. My hair is dark, worn short, and has started to make certain decisions about its future that I've chosen to take in stride. I've been told it suits me. Claire tells me that, so I choose to believe it.

We spent three weekends on it, which tells you everything about how seriously we take our vacations.

It started, as most things do with us, with a disagreement that wasn't really a disagreement. I'd pulled up a shortlist of destinations — Lisbon, the Yucatán, a couple of spots in Southeast Asia — and Claire had listened patiently, nodding in that way she does when she's already decided something and is waiting for me to catch up.

"What about Costa Rica?" she said.

I reminded her we were supposed to be scaling back.

She turned the laptop to face me. She'd already been looking.

That's Claire. By the time a conversation starts, she's usually three steps ahead of it.

We fell down the research rabbit hole together, the way we always do — laptop open on the coffee table, wine on the go, one of us reading something out loud while the other scrolled through photos. Costa Rica kept rising to the top. We both spoke enough Spanish to get by comfortably, which mattered to us; there's something about being able to talk to people — really talk to them, not just point at menus — that changes the texture of a trip entirely. And the offseason rates were almost embarrassingly reasonable compared to what we'd been spending. When I ran the numbers against our new budget, I actually laughed.

We narrowed it down to a small beach town on the Pacific coast, the kind of place that showed up on travel blogs under headings like hidden gem and before it gets discovered, which usually means it's already been discovered but hasn't been ruined yet. The photos showed a long arc of dark sand, serious surf, jungle coming right down to the tree line, and a main strip of low-key bars and surf shops that looked like they'd been there for decades.

That was the thing that sealed it for Claire.

"I want to learn to surf," she announced one evening, with the calm certainty of someone adding an item to a shopping list.

"You've never surfed," I said.

"That's why I want to learn."

I looked at her — perched cross-legged on the sofa, reading reviews of surf schools with complete absorption, a strand of hair tucked behind one ear — and thought, not for the first time, that there was something quietly fearless about her that I had never quite managed to replicate.

We booked it that night. Not first class. Not even close. A small rental a short walk from the beach, a direct flight with one budget connection, and a plan to mostly figure it out when we got there. We were excited in a different way than usual — looser, somehow. Less curated.

It felt, for the first time in a while, like an actual adventure.

The flight was uneventful, which is all you can really ask for. San José's airport was chaotic in that cheerful, Latin American way — noise and color and everyone moving at their own pace — and we joined the queue for the bus with our bags and that particular holiday looseness that kicks in the moment you clear customs.

The ride to the coast took a few hours. The bus was older but comfortable enough, and for the first stretch we watched the city thin out into farmland, farmland give way to forest, and forest begin to climb. It was when we hit the mountains that things got interesting. The road narrowed to something that felt optimistic for a single vehicle, let alone a bus, and wound along ridgelines with drops on one side that we tried not to look at directly. Claire gripped my arm at one particularly theatrical hairpin bend, peering past me at the chasm below.

"That's fine," she said. "That's completely fine."

"Totally fine," I agreed.

We both laughed, a little higher-pitched than usual.

She'd dressed practically for the journey — khaki hiking shorts, a short-sleeved button shirt in pale blue, hair pulled back loosely. Nothing about the outfit was designed to attract attention. It rarely is, with Claire. But I noticed, in the way I always quietly notice, the looks she collected without realizing it. A man a few rows ahead glanced back twice. A younger guy near the front watched her navigate the aisle when we hit a rest stop, then looked quickly away when I met his eye. She was completely oblivious to all of it, headphones in, reading something on her phone.

We were dropped near the town center as the sky was starting to color at the edges. A brief exchange with a woman at a nearby shop — Claire's Spanish considerably more fluid than mine — pointed us towards the hotel, which turned out to be a three-minute walk at most. We arrived just ahead of sundown.

It wasn't much to look at from the outside. One block from the beach, no view to speak of, a hand-painted sign above the entrance. But the room was genuinely lovely — clean and cool, with a king bed dressed in white cotton, a bathroom with both a shower and a deep tub, and a comfortable sitting area that immediately made the place feel less like a budget option and more like a considered one. There was a small pool out back, an outdoor bar beside it strung with lights, and a satellite dish bolted optimistically to the roof.

We dropped our bags and looked at each other.

"Okay," Claire said. "I'll admit it. This is good."

"Better than good," I said. "Can I buy you a drink, Mrs. Baker?"

She smiled — that full, unguarded smile that still does the same thing to me it did in that bar years ago. "You may. I genuinely need one. It has been a day."

We didn't bother changing. The beach was a short walk and the air was warm and thick with salt, and we found a small open-fronted bar just off the sand that looked like it had been there since before the tourists arrived. A handful of people at the bar, a couple sharing a table near the back. We took stools facing the water and ordered without looking at the menu.

The Pacific came in hard and heavy, each wave building for what seemed like a long time before it finally committed. The sound of it was enormous.

"Those are big waves," I said, watching a set roll through.

Claire wrapped both hands around her glass and studied them with an expression of calm assessment. "You need big waves to learn properly. Small waves teach you bad habits."

"Is that something you read, or something you know?"

"Something I read," she admitted. "But I'm choosing to believe it."

We watched the sea for a while without saying much, the way you can when the view does the talking. When our glasses were nearly empty, we caught the waiter's eye and signaled for another round. He was a young local guy, unhurried and friendly, and when he set down our drinks he didn't immediately move away.

Hector turned out to be exactly the kind of person you hope to meet on the first night somewhere new. He'd been running the bar for over twenty years, he told us, had watched the town change around him, and had opinions about all of it that he was happy to share if you showed even the slightest interest. We showed interest.

"Hector," I said, during a lull in the conversation, "do you know anyone who teaches surf lessons around here?"

He brightened immediately, the way locals do when tourists ask the right question. "Several people, yes. Good ones too." He set down the cloth he'd been using to wipe the bar. "They work off the beach, most of them. You'll see them in the morning."

"Is there someone you'd recommend?" Claire asked, leaning forward slightly. "Someone who actually knows what they're doing?"

Hector didn't hesitate. "Mateo," he said, with the quiet confidence of someone stating a fact rather than offering an opinion. "He's the best instructor on this beach. Maybe on this coast." He paused, then added, as if it settled the matter entirely: "He's also the regional surfing champion."

Claire raised her eyebrows at me.

"And where do we find him?" she asked, turning back to Hector.

He gestured down the beach to his left — a loose, unhurried wave of the hand that suggested the answer was simpler than the question. "Just along there. Ask anyone. They'll point you to him."

Claire picked up her glass and sat back, looking pleased with herself in that quiet way she has. I could already see her turning it over — the early start, the logistics, what to wear in the water.

"Well," I said, "looks like tomorrow has a plan."

She glanced at me with a small smile. "Part of a plan. Surfing will be exhausting, I imagine. We'll need the afternoon to recover." She looked back out at the waves. "And explore."

"Obviously," I said.

Hector refilled our glasses without being asked.

We stayed until the second round was finished, then called it a night. The travel had caught up with us — that particular heavy, slow-limbed tiredness that sets in once you finally stop moving — and even Claire, who normally runs on nervous energy well into the evening, had gone quiet on the walk back.

The room was cool and dark. She disappeared into the bathroom while I pulled back the sheets and sat on the edge of the bed, and by the time she came out I was already half gone, shoes kicked off, shirt untucked.

She climbed in beside me and I reached for her in the way you do after a long day apart, even when you've been together the whole time — a hand at her waist, pulling her back against me. She made a small sound that was approximately encouraging. I slid my hand up beneath the soft fabric of her shirt and cupped her breast, feeling the warm weight of it, the familiar give.

"Mmm," she said.

"Hey," I said quietly.

Nothing. Her breathing had already changed — deepened, evened out, that subtle shift that anyone who shares a bed with someone learns to recognize as a door closing gently but firmly. I left my hand where it was for a moment, more out of optimism than expectation, then accepted the situation with the quiet dignity it deserved.

Claire was asleep in under a minute. Possibly less.

I lay there in the dark listening to the ocean, which was audible even from here if you paid attention, and smiled at the ceiling.

Tomorrow, then.


The First Lesson

We were up with the light, earlier than either of us usually manages at home, the kind of easy waking that only happens when you've slept somewhere new and the air is different. Breakfast was fruit and strong coffee at a small place near the hotel, eaten outside while the town was still finding its feet.

The beach was quiet when we got there. A few joggers, a dog investigating the tideline, a couple of fishing boats already small on the horizon. We gave it an hour and explored instead — wandered the main strip, marked a few things for later investigation. A restaurant with tables practically in the sand. A small shop selling hammocks that Claire stopped at for longer than strictly necessary. A bakery that we filed away for tomorrow morning.

By the time we circled back the beach had woken up. Vendors were setting up, a volleyball net was going in, and further down the sand there were boards being carried and wetsuits being pulled on. Claire was already scanning.

A young man near the waterline pointed us without much ceremony towards a small wooden hut set back from the sand under a cluster of palms, maybe fifty yards along. We picked our way over and found a guy outside it, untangling a leash from around a longboard with the unhurried focus of someone who had done it a thousand times.

He was younger than I'd expected. Mid-twenties at most, lean and dark-skinned, with the kind of easy physical confidence that comes from spending most of your life in the water. He looked up as we approached.

"Mateo?" I asked.

"Yes." He straightened, and his English was immediate and assured. "That's me."

"We heard you're the best surf instructor on the beach," I said. "My wife is interested in lessons."

He smiled at that — a slow, genuine smile with just enough self-awareness in it to be charming rather than arrogant. "I think I am a good instructor," he said. "The best — maybe that depends who you ask."

"How do you structure the lessons?" Claire asked, stepping forward slightly. She had that focused, practical energy she gets when she's actually interested in something.

Mateo turned towards her, and his eyes made a brief, unhurried journey — down and back up — the kind of look that was just long enough to register but stopped well short of being offensive. Claire didn't flinch. She rarely does.

"First I teach you the board," he said, giving her his full attention now, "how it moves, how to read it. Then the waves — how they build, where to sit, when to go. We spend time on the sand before we ever touch the water." He paused. "A lot of instructors skip that part. I don't."

"And the cost?" she asked.

"Forty dollars a lesson. Runs between an hour and an hour and a half, depending on how you're getting on." He said it directly to her, as though I had quietly ceased to exist somewhere in the last thirty seconds.

"When can we start?" Claire asked, and the eagerness in her voice made me smile. This was her at her best — decision made, moving forward, no second-guessing.

"Now, if you want," Mateo said easily. "I have nothing this morning."

I paid him and told Claire I'd find a spot just down the beach to watch from. As I turned to go, something on the front ledge of the hut caught my eye — a small stack of business cards, bright and neatly arranged. I picked one up out of idle curiosity, tucked it into my pocket, then took Claire's bag and found a pair of beach chairs with a decent sightline.

I'd just settled in when I looked up and saw her peel off her t-shirt and step out of her shorts. She'd worn a one-piece for exactly this reason — sensible, she'd said, after reading that wipeouts in the surf could make short work of a bikini — with her hair pulled back into a high ponytail that suited her in a way she was completely unaware of. Mateo watched without making a production of it, then ducked into the hut and returned quickly with something dark folded over his arm. He said something I couldn't hear from where I sat and held it out to her. Claire turned it over in her hands a couple of times, then pulled it over her head. A rash guard — long-sleeved, deep navy, fitted — and when it settled into place it followed the line of her closely enough that the overall effect wasn't exactly what practical dressing usually achieves.

Mateo pulled a longboard down near the waterline and the lesson began.

For the next half hour I watched from my chair, drink in hand, as he walked her through the basics on dry sand. How to lie on the board, find the center, read the weight distribution. How to get to her knees, then her feet, the sequence of it, where to look. Claire was a quick study — I knew that about her — and she moved through each stage with the focused intensity she brings to anything she decides to take seriously. She laughed when she got it wrong, listened carefully when he corrected her, tried again immediately.

Mateo had the easy energy of someone entirely at home in their element. He demonstrated, repositioned, encouraged, all with that unhurried smile that seemed to be his default setting. He was perhaps an inch or two under six feet, and the water had done what years in the water does — stripped everything unnecessary away and left only what was useful. Not a heavy build, not a gym build, just the clean, functional leanness of someone who moves for a living. His dark hair reached his shoulders, salt-thickened, and he wore long board shorts that sat low on his hips. When he crouched down to adjust the position of the board, I noticed the smooth skin of his torso, and a dark trail of hair that started just below his navel and disappeared beneath the waistband of his shorts.

I looked back at Claire, who was trying the pop-up again, laughing at herself, while Mateo stood close and talked her through it.

I took a sip of my drink and settled back in the chair.

I turned the card over in my hands. It was for a photographer — local, by the look of it, the design simple and sun-faded at the edges. The name printed on it was Izzi, which I took to mean the photographer was a woman. I sat there turning it over for a moment, watching Claire attempt the pop-up again on the sand, and thought that a few decent shots of her actually surfing — if she got that far — would make for something worth keeping. I tucked the card into the pocket of my shorts and made a mental note to find the shop later in the day.

That was apparently the last coherent thought I had for a while.

"Hey." A hand on my shoulder. "Are you actually asleep right now?"

I came back slowly, blinking against the light. Claire was standing over me, damp and windswept, a stripe of wet sand across her forearm.

"I wasn't asleep," I said. "I was resting my eyes."

"You were snoring."

"That's just how I breathe on vacation."

She gave me the look that particular excuse deserves. "I'm going to do another lesson. I'm not ready to stop yet." She was already digging through her bag. "I need the suntan lotion."

She found it, shook the bottle and started spraying the uncovered areas — arms, neck, the backs of her legs — with the brisk efficiency of someone with places to be.

"What's the shirt for, exactly?" I asked, watching her.

"Rash guard. Stops you getting chafed by the board when you're paddling." She recapped the bottle and dropped it back in the bag. "Apparently it gets bad pretty quickly without one."

And then she was gone, bouncing back across the sand towards Mateo, who was already waiting at the waterline with a board tucked under one arm, watching her come.

This lesson looked different from the first. They waded out together to where the waves were coming in small and manageable, and Mateo held the board steady while Claire positioned herself. I watched him talk her through it — patient, unhurried, one hand on the rail — and then a wave would come and he'd try to send her off on it. The first few attempts ended in exactly the way you'd expect. She'd get to her knees, the board would tip, and she'd disappear into the white water, resurfacing each time already laughing.

But then something clicked. Three attempts in a row she made it to her feet — briefly, maybe two or three seconds each, but unmistakably upright, unmistakably surfing. I sat forward in my chair. She was grinning out there, I could see it even from this distance, and Mateo was too.

She kept at it, and for a while she kept improving — finding her balance faster, staying up a little longer each time. Then, the way it often goes when the body hits its limit before the mind is ready to admit it, she began to unravel. The timing went. The pop-up that had looked almost natural twenty minutes ago turned ragged and uncertain. After one last attempt she waved Mateo off herself, before he could say anything, and they walked back up the beach together.

She dropped into the chair next to me and pushed her wet hair back from her face.

"I'm completely done," she announced. "That is so much harder than it looks."

"It looked pretty hard from here," I said. "Genuinely. You were standing up."

She turned to look at me, checking for sarcasm, and seemed satisfied she wasn't going to find any. "I need another forty dollars," she said.

I was already reaching for my wallet.

Claire took the cash and headed back across the sand. I watched her hand it to Mateo, and then watched them keep talking — easy, unhurried, the way people do when neither of them is in any rush to be somewhere else. She stood with her arms loosely crossed, still in the rash guard, her ponytail starting to come loose from the water. He said something that made her laugh. Twenty minutes passed before she finally turned and made her way back.

"Well?" I said.

"I've booked another lesson tomorrow morning." She dropped into the chair beside me and pulled the band from her hair, shaking it loose. "Same time."

"Good. You were getting there."

She looked at me sideways. "You think so? Genuinely?"

"Genuinely. You were standing up, Claire. More than once." I leaned back. "You were getting tired towards the end, that was all. The basics are there."

She considered this, seemed to decide I wasn't just being kind, and nodded to herself with the quiet satisfaction of someone filing away useful information.

We stayed on the beach for another hour, saying very little, which is one of the things I love most about travelling with her. She doesn't feel the need to fill silence. We watched the waves and the other people, and eventually gathered our things and went looking for lunch.

We found ceviche at a small place a few streets back from the water — proper ceviche, sharp and cold and served in heavy bowls — and ate it slowly. By the time we got back to the hotel the day had caught up with us completely, and we both went horizontal without much discussion.

I'm not sure how long we slept. Long enough that when I opened my eyes the light through the curtains had shifted and the room felt different, that particular late-afternoon quality that makes you momentarily uncertain what day it is.

Claire was already awake. I could tell because she was lying there with her phone, which meant she'd been thinking.

"Ziplining," she said, without looking up.

"I just woke up."

"I know. But I looked it up and there's a good place fifteen minutes away. The front desk can call a taxi." She put the phone down and turned to face me. "It's not crowded in the late afternoon apparently."

I looked at her. She looked at me.

Twenty minutes later we were out the door.

It turned out to be excellent — fast and high and genuinely exhilarating in a way that made you make undignified noises, which neither of us admitted to afterwards. The jungle canopy stretched out below us in every direction, enormous and indifferent, and by the time we finished the light was starting to turn golden at the edges.

We had the taxi drop us at the beach and walked back along the waterline, shoes off, the surf pulling at our feet, the better part of a mile before we looped back towards the hotel. The sky was doing something extraordinary over the water by then, and we stopped without saying anything and just watched it for a while.

A beach bar near the hotel was the obvious conclusion. We claimed two stools facing the ocean and ordered as the last of the color drained out of the sky.

I let out a long breath. "That was a full day."

"Yes," Claire said, though her eyes were somewhere down the beach, tracking something I couldn't quite make out.

I followed her gaze but couldn't identify the object of her attention. "We should probably pace ourselves a bit," I said. "We've got six more days."

"Mm." She took a sip of her drink. Then, returning to the conversation as though rejoining it from a short trip elsewhere: "You'll be fine. Stop being an old man."

She delivered it with that sideways smile she reserves for when she knows she's got me, and I felt the same one forming on my own face before I could do anything about it.

We let it go after that and just existed for a while — cocktails, easy conversation that didn't go anywhere in particular, the last bruised colors of the sunset flattening out over the water until the sky was just dark and the sea was just sound. The second drink arrived without much discussion and went down easier than the first, and somewhere in the middle of it I felt the day lift off my shoulders.

"We need to find somewhere with a bit more life," I said, as we reached the bottom of our glasses. "Music. People. You know."

Claire set her glass down and looked at me with patient amusement. "It's seven-thirty on a Tuesday," she said. "And I'm not entirely sure this is that kind of town."

"Every town is that kind of town if you look hard enough."

She laughed — a proper one. "There's no arguing with that logic whatsoever." She pushed back from the bar and reached for her bag. "But I'm not going anywhere until I've had a shower. I've got salt in places I didn't know salt could reach."

Back at the hotel I barely had the door closed before Claire was pulling the rash guard over her head on her way to the bathroom. I followed her in, which she acknowledged without comment, and when the shower came on I stepped in behind her.

"Hi," I said.

"Hi," she said, already with her face under the water.

I put my hands on her waist and she leaned back into me for a moment, which I took as encouraging. My hands moved and she made a sound that was somewhere between appreciative and considering.

"My whole body aches," she said. "Muscles I didn't know I had."

"I can help with that."

"That's not what I meant." But she turned around, which I also took as encouraging. She looked up at me with water running down her face, half smiling, clearly aware of exactly what she was doing.

Her hand moved down my stomach and wrapped around my cock, already hard, and she gave it one slow, deliberate stroke from base to tip that made me exhale sharply against her neck. Then another. She found a rhythm — unhurried, confident, her grip just firm enough — and I braced one hand against the shower wall and tried to remember how to stand. The warm water ran down both of us and she kept her eyes on my face the whole time, which was somehow the most disorienting part of it, that cool, calm attention while her hand moved steadily up and down. I was getting close faster than I wanted to and she clearly knew it — could feel it — because she slowed slightly, drawing it out, keeping me right at the edge of things without quite letting me get there.

The thing about Claire is she has excellent timing. She knows precisely when to stop, and she exercised that knowledge with what I can only describe as surgical precision — releasing me at exactly the wrong moment, leaving me standing there breathing hard, watching her step out of the shower and reach for a towel with a smile she made no effort to conceal.

"Later," she said cheerfully, wrapping the towel around herself. "I promise."

"That was—"

"Later." She disappeared into the room.

I stood under the cold water for another minute and reconsidered several of my life choices.

The evening air was still thick and warm even with the sun long gone, and we drifted along the main strip without much of a plan, letting the town show us what it had. Most of the bars we passed looked like they were waiting for something to happen — a few locals nursing beers in the dark, ceiling fans turning slowly overhead, televisions nobody was watching. We kept moving.

Then we turned a corner and heard it before we saw it — a bass line thumping out onto the street, lights strobing faintly through an open frontage. The sign above read Diego's in sun-bleached letters, and the bar itself opened directly onto the pavement, a row of stools along the street-side counter with the dance floor visible beyond.

"This looks like it has a pulse," I said.

"Barely," Claire said, but she was already heading for a stool.

We settled in. The air conditioning from inside reached us where we sat, helped along by a pair of industrial fans angled down from the ceiling, and after the heat of the street it felt extraordinary. The margaritas arrived quickly — rocks, salt, sharp and cold — and we sat with them and took stock of the place.

It was laid out with the bar we were sitting at forming a kind of border between the street and the club proper. Further inside, a second bar ran along the back wall, and between the two a dance floor sat waiting, ringed by high tables and bar stools. To one side an elevated stage stood empty under colored lights. The music was western and loud and the kind of thing that sounds better after a couple of drinks.

The place had been mostly empty when we arrived. It was filling now, and I was noting this with mild satisfaction when I began to register the nature of the crowd coming in. Young women, almost exclusively — dressed in the kind of outfits that leave very little to interpretation. Short, tight, bright, strategic. One after another, in pairs and small groups, moving through the space with the easy familiarity of people who knew exactly where they were.

The penny dropped slowly, then all at once.

I glanced sideways at Claire. She was watching the room over the rim of her glass with an expression I couldn't immediately read. Claire is no prude — she has a pragmatic, unsentimental view of most things — but she also tends towards the conservative in unfamiliar situations, and I genuinely wasn't sure which version of her was currently doing the assessing.

She turned to me a few seconds later.

"Interesting crowd," she said, with perfect neutrality.

"Yes," I agreed, watching her carefully. "Seems to be."

Fortunately she left it at that, turning back to her drink with the air of someone filing information away rather than acting on it. We picked up where we'd left off — her surfing, the ziplining, what we wanted to do with the remaining days. She wanted to try paddleboarding. I suggested a boat trip if we could find one. The margaritas were good and the music was loud enough to talk over but not so loud you had to shout, and I was starting to relax into the evening when the stool on my other side scraped back and someone settled onto it.

He was mid-forties, broad across the shoulders, sunburned in the particular way of men who've been somewhere warm for long enough to stop noticing it. He caught my eye and nodded.

"Howdy," he said, and the single word confirmed everything about where he was from.

"Evening," I said. "How are you?"

"Can't complain." He signaled the bartender with the ease of a regular. "Just out seeing what the night has going on."

"Same," I said. I leaned in slightly, lowering my voice beneath the music. "Although we're starting to wonder if we ended up in the right place."

He glanced past me — briefly, taking in Claire, taking in the room — and smiled with the knowing patience of someone who'd had this conversation before. "It's a friendly place," he said simply. "Nothing to worry about. It's all good."

Something in the way he said it was genuinely reassuring. I felt my shoulders drop half an inch.

"Do you live here?" I asked.

He introduced himself as Luke, with the unhurried handshake of a man comfortable anywhere. He wasn't a resident, he explained — he came down four or five times a year for the fishing, had been doing it for the better part of a decade, knew the town well enough to have opinions about which restaurants had gone downhill and which bar made the best rum sour on the coast.

I asked about Diego's.

He picked up his beer, considered the room for a moment, and gave me the straightforward version. The women here were independent, he said — not affiliated with any establishment, no management, no arrangement with the bar beyond the understanding that everybody left everybody alone. They came here to meet people. Men, women, couples sometimes. Whatever the arrangement, both parties left together and sorted out the details on the way. There was a short-stay motel around the corner that handled a lot of the local trade; tourists tended to go back to their hotels.

"Weekends it's a different place entirely," Luke said. "Thursday through Saturday you've got locals, expats, tourists, the whole mix. Tonight's quiet." He said it without judgment, the way you'd describe weather. "But it'll pick up."

I'd been keeping my voice low and half-angled away from Claire, operating under the perhaps optimistic assumption that the music was covering the conversation. It was Luke's eyes that gave it away — a glance over my shoulder, brief and neutral, that told me everything.

I turned slightly. Claire had her elbow on the bar and her chin resting on her hand, watching Luke with an expression of calm, attentive interest.

She'd heard all of it.

"Same old story," she said, with the measured tone of someone choosing their words carefully. "Men exploiting women." There was judgment in it, but only just — more reflex than feeling, the kind of thing you say because it's the thing you say.

Luke received this without the slightest flicker of defensiveness. He took a sip of his beer and smiled the smile of a man who has heard this particular verdict many times and made his peace with it long ago.

"We're just a bunch of old dogs," he said comfortably. "What can I tell you."

I introduced Claire to Luke and the conversation opened up naturally from there — the bar, the town, the country in general. Luke was good company, the kind of man who has a light touch with information, offering things without pushing them. He mentioned, almost as an aside, that it wasn't unusual to see Anglo couples in here — wives, girlfriends, women who'd wandered in out of curiosity with their partners and stayed for the atmosphere. There was no expectation attached to it, he said. No pressure, no agenda. People came in, mixed, had a drink, talked to whoever was interesting. What happened after that was entirely up to the individuals involved.

"It's a social place first," he said. "Everything else is secondary."

Claire listened to this with her particular brand of thoughtful quiet — not visibly reacting, just absorbing.

Then, with the suddenness of someone who had simply decided it was time to appear, a woman materialized at Luke's side and slipped her arm through his with the ease of long familiarity. She was somewhere in that broad, indeterminate range between thirty and forty that some women occupy in a way that makes the question feel beside the point. Dark-haired, composed, dressed simply but well, with the kind of unhurried confidence that tends to make a room feel slightly smaller.

"This is Katherine," Luke said, with evident warmth.

We exchanged hellos. Katherine smiled and said little, but what she said landed precisely. She had the quality of someone who'd learned that listening was more interesting than talking.

They stayed another few minutes, the four of us chatting easily, and then Luke drained his beer and set the bottle down. "We'll leave y'all to it," he said, and without any particular ceremony he and Katherine drifted back into the darker interior of the club, where the lights didn't reach and the music was louder and whatever happened, happened.

I watched them go, then turned back to the room.

More people had filtered in while we'd been talking — not a crowd exactly, but enough to change the atmosphere, to give the dance floor a reason to exist. The action, such as it was, had migrated further inside, away from the street-side bar where we sat. Which suited us fine. We had a clear sightline into the whole place from our position on the fringe of it, close enough to watch without being in the middle of things. For a first night in an unfamiliar room, it felt like exactly the right distance.

I turned to Claire. "Do you want to go?"

She was looking into the club with an expression I recognized — that quiet, calibrating attention she gives to things she finds genuinely interesting rather than just politely so. She turned back to me and picked up her glass, finding it empty.

"Let's get another margarita," she said. "This is kind of interesting."

I hadn't expected that. I signaled the bartender, and didn't say so.

The fresh margaritas arrived and we let the conversation drift naturally into commentary — the low-stakes, half-whispered kind that couples fall into when they're watching something unfold in front of them and don't quite have a framework for it yet.

The women were all Latinas, local by the look of them, gathered in loose clusters of two and three along the edges of the room. The men were mostly Anglo — tourists, expats, a mix it was hard to untangle. The dynamic played out in a way that was almost choreographed once you knew what you were watching. A woman would peel away from her group, cross the floor with a particular kind of purposeful ease, and either a conversation would catch and hold, or it wouldn't, and she'd drift back to her friends without any visible sign of having registered the rejection. There was a pragmatic grace to it that was hard not to find compelling.

They came in every shape and size, though most were young — mid-twenties at most, a few who looked younger than that. Katherine had been an exception. The older women carried themselves differently, with a settled quality the younger ones were still working towards.

When our glasses were empty I stood, reaching for my jacket from the back of the stool. "Ready?"

"Let's get the next one on the other side of the bar," Claire said, already looking past me into the interior. "It's hard to see properly from here."

I stood very still for a moment.

This was not the Claire I had been bracing for — the one who'd had enough, who was ready to deliver a verdict on the whole evening and steer us towards somewhere with better lighting and fewer complications. The Claire currently finishing the ice in her glass and gathering her bag wanted a better view.

I wasn't sure what to do with that, so I did what she asked.

I led us deeper into the club, the music thickening around us as we moved — the bass going from something you heard to something you felt in your sternum — and found two stools at the inner bar with a clean sightline across the dance floor. A thin layer of cigarette smoke hung at head height, drifting in slow currents under the colored lights. Several of the women had migrated to the dance floor and were moving together in that unhurried, self-contained way people do when they're dancing for themselves rather than for anyone watching.

We ordered. The bartender didn't look at us twice.

I settled onto my stool and tried to arrange my face into an expression of relaxed neutrality, the way a person looks when they are absolutely not wondering what their wife is thinking or how the rest of this evening is going to go. Claire rested her elbows on the bar and looked out at the room with open, uncomplicated curiosity.

We went back to watching. This time considerably closer.

The new stools put us closer to everything, including the locals. The man who'd taken the seat beside Claire was older — fifty, maybe more — with the weathered, unhurried look of someone who'd spent most of his life in this town and felt entirely at home in it. I noticed him looking at Claire's legs within about thirty seconds of us sitting down. Her shorts had ridden up on the stool, exposing most of her thighs, and he wasn't making any particular effort to be subtle about his appreciation of this fact. I caught his eye. He met it without embarrassment, held it for a moment, then looked back at her legs anyway.

I decided to let that go.

A few minutes later, when I glanced back from scanning the room, he'd shifted on his stool so that his denim-covered leg was resting against Claire's bare thigh. The contact was minor — the kind of thing that could almost be accidental in a crowded bar, except that it clearly wasn't. Claire hadn't moved away. She was watching the dance floor and didn't appear disturbed by it in the slightest, so I made the calculation that saying something would create more of a situation than saying nothing, and returned to my drink.

The dance floor kept turning over its slow parade. Girls circling, regrouping, occasionally peeling off towards the bar or towards a man who'd caught their attention. I was watching all of this with what I hoped was a detached, anthropological interest when two women appeared directly in front of us — stopping, not passing through — and made eye contact. They were both attractive in very different ways, and they looked at me with the frank, professional appraisal of people who do this for a living. Despite everything, I grinned. I couldn't help it.

Claire saw the grin immediately.

"Hola," she said to them, turning on her stool — which startled me considerably more than the grin had startled her.

Both women responded in Spanish, and what followed was a proper conversation that I could only partially track over the bass. Claire was fluid and natural in a way that clearly surprised them — a gringa who could actually talk, who asked their names and gave hers, who leaned forward slightly to hear better and laughed at the right moments.

Their names were Lucia and Ana. Lucia was the smaller of the two — petite, dark-eyed, in a tight black miniskirt and a red tube top that left her midriff bare, small-framed and quick-looking, with a watchful energy about her. Ana was taller and fuller-figured, wearing jeans and a white shirt with the top two buttons open, the fabric pulling slightly at the chest in a way that seemed less calculated than simply inevitable. Where Lucia looked like she was always about to say something, Ana had the calm, assessing quality of someone who preferred to listen first.

I caught enough of Claire's Spanish to follow the broad strokes — she was telling them we were on vacation, that it was our first time in Costa Rica, that she'd spent the morning learning to surf. Lucia said something that made Claire laugh and gesture at me. I smiled, not entirely sure what I was agreeing to.

I almost missed it under the music — Lucia leaning in close to Claire's ear, her voice dropping to something private and amused.

"Did you learn Mateo's nickname?"

It was directed at Claire, and the angle of Lucia's body made it fairly clear it wasn't meant to travel as far as my stool. I kept my eyes on the dance floor.

"No?" Claire said, turning towards her with immediate interest.

Lucia glanced across at me — brief, evaluating — then smiled and patted Claire's hand. "I will tell you later."

Whatever that meant, Claire filed it away with visible curiosity and the conversation moved on. Lucia asked, with the straightforward pragmatism of someone who saw no reason to dress the question up, whether we'd buy them a drink. Claire said yes before I'd fully processed the request, and I flagged down the bartender. The girls' cocktails were more expensive than ours — house policy, I suspected, an arrangement between the bar and the women that benefited everyone involved — but the numbers were still modest enough that I didn't hesitate.

The four of them — three, technically, since I was operating mostly as a spectator and occasional bankroller — settled into a rhythm. More drinks arrived. I ordered another round without being asked and sat back, catching fragments of the conversation when the bass allowed it. Claire was asking questions, I could tell — leaning in, listening carefully, following up. She had the instincts of someone genuinely curious rather than prurient about it, and the girls seemed to respond to that. The replies were detailed. At one point Ana said something in a lower voice and both she and Lucia watched Claire's face as she processed it.

The alcohol was doing what alcohol does. Claire is not a heavy drinker at the best of times, and we were well past the point where she'd normally have switched to water — I knew the signs, the slight loosening in her posture, the way her laugh came a fraction more easily. It was vacation, and she was happy, so I said nothing.

What I did notice was the geography of the situation. Lucia and Ana had gradually closed the distance between them and Claire, the way people do when a conversation is going well — or when they're working towards something. A hand resting briefly on Claire's knee. Fingers touching her arm to make a point. Ana's shoulder turned inward, creating a kind of enclosure. And on the other side, the older local man was still there, still present, his leg still pressed warm against my wife's bare thigh in a contact she continued to neither acknowledge nor reject.

She was surrounded, in a low-key, almost comfortable way, and she appeared entirely unbothered by it.

I watched this and turned something over in my mind. The girls had clocked us within moments of approaching — had assessed the situation with the quick professional intelligence of people who do this every night. And the conclusion they seemed to have landed on was that Claire was the more interesting prospect. The questions they asked her, the way they touched her rather than performing for me, the private exchange about Mateo's nickname — it was a strategy, I realized. They thought we might be a certain kind of couple. They thought Claire might be open to a certain kind of evening. And they'd correctly identified that she was the door worth knocking on.

I took a sip of my drink and said nothing, and watched my wife laugh at something Lucia whispered in her ear.

"Do you girls like to dance?" Claire asked, her Spanish looser and warmer than it had been an hour ago.

"Of course," Lucia said, already sliding off her stool. She looked at Claire with a grin. "You?"

Claire was on her feet before the question finished. She looked back at me with an expression that was half-invitation, half-challenge. I shook my head and reached for my drink, and something in her eyes said she'd expected exactly that — that she wasn't entirely displeased about it.

I watched them go.

The three of them found a spot near the middle of the floor and started slowly, finding the rhythm of the music together, Claire a half-beat behind the other two at first and then settling in. The colored lights moved across them. Claire's legs looked extraordinary — long and lightly tanned, the shorts doing nothing to conceal how well she moved — and I was not the only person in the bar who had noticed this. I clocked two men at a nearby table tracking her with undisguised interest, and a third at the bar who'd stopped pretending to look anywhere else.

Then Lucia decided to make things more interesting.

She turned to Ana first, fingers finding the next button on her white shirt and slipping it open with the casual expertise of someone who'd done it a hundred times in a hundred bars. The shirt fell open wider, and the lacy black bra beneath it caught the light. A few nearby men made their appreciation audible.

Then Lucia turned to Claire.

She got her fingers under the hem of Claire's top and lifted — slowly, deliberately — exposing the flat plane of her stomach and the dip of her navel. There were cheers from somewhere to the left. Claire laughed and pulled it back down, swatting at Lucia's hand without any real conviction. Lucia gave it thirty seconds. Then she did it again, this time getting the fabric higher — high enough that the situation had a clear trajectory. Claire grabbed it back down with a laugh that was loud enough to hear over the music, and this time she pointed at Lucia with a look that was more amused than genuinely firm. Lucia raised both hands in theatrical surrender and went back to dancing.

They stayed on the floor a little longer, the three of them moving together in that loose, warm way that tequila and good music and the right kind of evening produces. Lucia and Ana had repositioned themselves on either side of Claire, close enough that it was less dancing beside someone and more dancing around them. Whatever was being said between the three of them was lost under the bass, but Claire was leaning in to hear it, and her expression when she pulled back was complicated in a way I couldn't fully read from where I sat.

I became aware at some point that I was gripping my glass harder than necessary.

Then Claire looked over at me from the dance floor — found me immediately, the way she always does in a crowd — and something passed across her face. A decision, maybe. She said something to the girls and they moved back towards the bar together.

They resumed their positions — Lucia and Ana pressing close on either side of Claire, voices low, heads tilted together. I caught almost nothing of what was being said. Claire was listening with her head slightly bowed, the way she does when she's taking something seriously, and whatever it was had put a particular expression on her face that I wasn't sure I'd seen before.

I was very aware of the blood in my body and where it was going.

Then Claire straightened, patted Lucia's hand, and turned to me.

"Baby, let's go. I'm tired."

Lucia and Ana's faces fell in a way that was almost comical. Mine probably did too.

Claire was already at my ear. "Give them something," she murmured.

I found two twenties and handed one to each of them. Both accepted with genuine warmth, and the goodbyes were real — kisses on cheeks, Lucia squeezing Claire's hand and saying something quiet that made her smile and shake her head slightly.

The night air outside hit us warm and thick. Claire leaned into me on the walk back, her weight comfortable against my side, and I shortened the route back to the hotel in every way I could without actually breaking into a run.

The door had barely closed behind us before I turned her towards me and kissed her — hard, with several hours of accumulated intention behind it.

She pulled back just enough to look up at me, her eyes slightly unfocused, her smile slow and knowing.

"Are you horny?" she said, in the particular voice she reserves for when she already knows the answer.

Her hand found me through my shorts and squeezed.

Rather than answer I pulled her top over her head and had the rest of her clothes off in seconds, and she let it happen with the loose, easy compliance of someone exactly drunk enough to find everything funny and everything good. I pushed her back onto the bed and she landed with a laugh that turned into something else when she looked up at me.

I got undressed without taking my eyes off her. She lay there watching me do it, hair fanned out, that slow smile on her face — not performing, just present, just waiting.

Foreplay crossed my mind briefly. I dismissed it. I wanted inside her and she could see that, and the slight shift in her expression told me she wasn't going to argue the point.

I moved over her, pushed her thighs apart with my knee, and pressed the head of my cock against her pussy. She was so wet that when I pushed forward I slid all the way inside her in one long stroke that pulled a sound out of both of us simultaneously.

"Oh baby—" She arched up into me. "Oh yes—"

"God." I held myself there for a second, feeling her around me. "You're so wet."

"Mmm."

I started to move, slow and deep. "Did those girls turn you on?"

She made a sound that was approximately an answer. I slowed down enough to make the question feel like a requirement.

"Everything turned me on," she breathed. "All of it."

"Everything." I picked the pace back up, watching her face. "Tell me."

"That place—" She lost the sentence for a moment as I thrust harder. "It's so naughty. Oh baby, that feels — yes, like that—" She grabbed at my hips, pulling me deeper. "Everything was just so open. So much about sex."

I needed to know something. I slowed again, which earned me a noise of protest.

"Do you want to be with a girl?" I asked. "Lucia. Ana."

She focused on me, or tried to. "No." A small laugh. "That was just play."

"Play."

"For you," she said, sliding her hands up my back. "To get you going." The laugh again, softer. "Can't I be naughty once in a while?"

I looked down at her. "So what actually turned you on? If not the girls."

She considered this — genuinely, I could see her turning it over even through the alcohol and the heat of it — and when she answered it was with only the briefest hesitation, like someone deciding to say a thing they've already been thinking.

"The energy of that place," she said. "The sex everywhere, just out in the open, nobody pretending." She shifted beneath me, tilting her hips, taking me deeper. "And the men looking at me." A beat. "All of them."

I didn't answer that. I started moving again, harder this time, my cock sliding in and out of her wet pussy in a rhythm that made her grab the sheets, and she stopped trying to talk entirely.

"Every man in that place wanted you," I told her, still moving inside her.

"That's not true," she said, though the smile suggested she wasn't entirely displeased by the idea. "But in that place — nobody hides it. That's what's different."

"Like the man next to you," I said, the words coming out before I'd fully decided to say them. "With his leg pressed against yours."

She looked up at me. "You saw that."

"I saw that."

"Yes," she said simply. "Like him."

I kept my eyes on her face. "That's all he did?"

A beat — just a fraction too long.

"He put his hand on my ass," she said. "Just for a second."

I stopped moving entirely.

"What?"

"His hand," she repeated, perfectly calm, watching my face with those dark eyes. "On my ass. Briefly."

I was still inside her and I felt myself get harder at the exact moment my brain was trying to process outrage, which was a deeply confusing combination of responses. I stared at her.

"You're serious."

"Yes."

"Claire—" I started, with absolutely no idea how the sentence was going to end.

"Stop talking," she said, and wrapped her legs around me and pulled me back into motion, her hips rising to meet mine. "Stop talking and make love to me." Her voice dropped to something urgent and low. "Please."

I stopped talking. My cock drove back into her wet pussy and she gasped and dug her fingers into my back and neither of us said another word for a long time after that.

It was more taking than lovemaking. I went hard and fast, chasing my own climax with a single-mindedness that had nothing gentle about it, the image of that man's hand on her ass burning somewhere behind my eyes. I came hard, buried deep inside her, and held myself there while it moved through me.

We lay tangled together for a few minutes, breathing. Her hand found mine in the dark and held it, which was such a Claire thing to do that it cut right through everything else.

But I was still hard. Or hard again. The line between the two wasn't entirely clear.

I moved back over her and she opened for me without hesitation, and when I pushed my cock back inside her I could feel the wet heat of her, slicker now, full of my cum, and the sound it made as I began to thrust — that soft, obscene slicking sound — sent something hot up my spine. She made a low noise into the pillow and I started to move with more purpose.

I got her going again slowly, finding a rhythm, feeling her hips begin to answer mine. Then I pulled out, put my hand on her hip, and she understood immediately — rose onto her hands and knees without being asked, arching her back, her ass rising towards me in the dim light.

I pushed back inside her and looked down at her, and something shifted.

It wasn't a thought exactly. More like a wave — heat and power and something darker underneath it — and for a moment Claire ceased to be my wife, my partner, the woman I'd fallen asleep beside a thousand times. She became something simpler and more primal than that. Something I wanted to use.

I gripped her hips harder and drove into her.

"You like this cock inside you," I said. It wasn't really a question.

"Yes—" Her voice was muffled in the pillow, breathless. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."

"You liked being naughty tonight." I thrust harder, watching myself disappear into her with each stroke. "Playing at being one of the bar girls."

"Yes," she whimpered. "Yes, baby — for you. All for you."

I held her hips and took what I wanted, and she gave it without reservation, and the room filled with the sounds of wet skin and the headboard and her voice climbing higher until she came with a long, shuddering cry that she buried in the pillow.

It wasn't the first time we'd been like this — vocal, aggressive, the politeness of everyday life stripped completely away. But it was always the exception, something that needed the right conditions to surface. Tonight those conditions had aligned perfectly — the warm tropical air, the strangeness of Diego's, the alcohol loosening everything that usually kept us measured. The combination had lit something in both of us that we were still burning through.

I was still moving inside her, slower now, deliberately, making her feel every stroke.

"That hand on your ass," I said, low against her ear. "Was that for me? Did you let him do it for me?"

She pushed back against me instead of answering, trying to set her own rhythm, and I gripped her hips and held her still.

"Answer me."

"Oh baby—" A frustrated, breathless sound. "It feels so good, just — don't stop—"

I slapped her ass. Not hard. Hard enough.

She gasped.

"Answer me."

"No," she whispered.

"No what?"

"It wasn't — it was just once. Just a second." Her voice had dropped to something soft and loaded. "It didn't mean anything."

I knew she was playing. I knew the difference between Claire in genuine distress and Claire enjoying herself enormously, and this was unambiguously the latter. That knowledge made it possible to keep going, to push further than I normally would.

"For you then," I said, building the pace again. "Tell me it was for you."

A long pause, filled with the sound of skin and her unsteady breathing.

"Mmmm." The sound came from somewhere low in her throat, deliberate, designed to do exactly what it did to me. "Maybe."

I drove into her hard and she cried out into the pillow and we stopped talking after that.

The air conditioning was losing the argument. I was sweating freely, and when I looked down at Claire I could see the sheen on her skin, the way the low light caught the curve of her back and the swell of her ass beneath my hands. The bed had been announcing itself to the neighboring rooms for some time — a rhythmic, percussive squeaking that we were well past caring about — and every thrust produced a wet, obscene sound from her pussy, slick and swollen and full of me.

My head was spinning. Alcohol and heat and something more animal than either.

"You going to be naughty for me again?" I managed, barely recognizing my own voice. "Like tonight?"

"If you want me to." Fast. Almost too fast.

I slowed my hips. "Do you want to? Tell me you want to be bad."

A pause. The sheets twisted in her fists.

"If you want me to," she said again, and I couldn't tell anymore where the performance ended and the truth began, and I wasn't sure it mattered.

"Say fuck me, baby," I told her, my cock buried deep and still. "That's how bad girls talk."

A breath. Then, quietly: "Fuck me, baby."

"Louder." I pulled back and drove forward hard, and she lurched against the headboard.

"Fuck me, baby—" Louder this time, her voice breaking at the edges.

"Again." I slapped her ass and gripped it hard, feeling the flesh give under my fingers.

"Fuck me, baby," she started repeating, her voice ragged and escalating, all pretense of softness gone. "Fuck me — fuck me good — don't stop—" Her ass pushed back hard against me with each word, driving my cock deeper than I'd been, deeper than she usually took me, and I held her hips and let her set the pace and watched her come apart.

When I reached forward and found her nipples — small and hard between my fingers, pinched tight — she detonated.

"Oh God — oh — oh baby don't stop — don't — keep — fu—" The words dissolved into something that wasn't language anymore, just sound, primal and unguarded, loud enough that whatever the neighboring rooms had been wondering about was no longer in question. I felt her pussy clench around my cock in long, rolling contractions, gripping and releasing, gripping and releasing, her whole body shaking with it.

I drove into her through all of it, chasing my own finish, but I was spent — wrung out completely — and eventually I slowed and stopped, my breath coming in ragged gasps, sweat dripping from my chest onto the small of her back.

For almost a minute afterward her body kept firing — sudden involuntary spasms moving through her like aftershocks, her breath catching each time. I stroked her back and waited, and gradually the tremors slowed and stilled.

Then I folded forward and let myself collapse on top of her, pressing her into the mattress, still buried inside her, both of us slick with sweat and completely finished.

Neither of us spoke for a while.

"Do you love me?" she asked eventually, her voice small and clear in the dark.

"I adore you," I said, and kissed the side of her neck.

A pause. Then, with the giggle that always manages to undo me completely: "Do you really think I was a bad girl?"

"Absolutely," I said. "Without question."

She laughed softly. "Was that okay?"

"I think," I said, "that I like you naughty."

"Mmmm." A long, satisfied exhale. "Okay then."

I rolled off her onto my back. The wet spot was enormous and unavoidable and I landed squarely in the middle of it, which at that particular moment I could not have cared less about. Claire curled against my side, her breathing already beginning to slow and deepen.

Within minutes we were both gone.

The Morning After

We woke just after eight to the kind of tropical light that comes in hard around the edges of curtains and makes no apologies. Claire stirred beside me, squinting, and I watched her conduct the internal inventory that follows a night of too many margaritas. She seemed to arrive at a verdict of cautiously acceptable. Better than I'd feared, honestly.

Her lesson was in an hour. We moved.

Breakfast was quick — fruit, eggs, strong coffee that did the necessary work — and neither of us made any reference to the night before. Not yet. It sat between us in a not-unpleasant way, like something we'd both agreed without discussion to leave in its wrapping for now.

Back in the room, Claire went straight to her bag and pulled out the one-piece.

"I don't think so," I said.

She turned around slowly, swimsuit in hand, with the expression of someone who isn't sure they heard correctly. "What?"

"Not that one."

"Which one then?"

I leaned against the doorframe and kept my face neutral. "My favorite."

She stared at me for a moment, running the calculation. Her favorite for sunbathing was a black string bikini that I had bought for her two summers ago with entirely transparent motives. She held it up occasionally, looked at it, and usually put it back in favor of something more practical.

"That one is for sunbathing," she said carefully. "Not surfing. The top will come off in the waves — it's just two triangles, there's nothing holding it on."

"You'll have the rash guard over it," I said. "It'll be fine."

She considered this with the deliberate patience of someone deciding whether to engage with an argument on its own terms. "I suppose that's true," she said slowly. Then: "What has gotten into you?"

I tried to look innocent, which I'm told I'm not very good at. "It's what naughty girls wear to surf."

A long pause.

She looked at me. Then at the bag. Then back at me, with an expression that mixed exasperation and amusement in proportions I couldn't quite determine.

Claire held my gaze for a moment longer, then without a word reached into her suitcase and pulled out the bikini.

I watched her put it on. The bottom sat low on her hips, a deep crimson that made her skin look warmer and her legs look even longer than they are — which is saying something. The back covered what was strictly necessary and no more, the thin strings over her hips pulling the eye along the line of her waist and down. Her stomach was flat and smooth above it, and the small triangles of the top did their modest best over her breasts, the color catching against her brown hair and eyes in a way that made the whole thing look less like a swimsuit and more like a deliberate statement.

"Good thing you shave," I said.

She looked down at herself with genuine concern. "It really might come off in the water."

"You'll have the rash guard."

She pressed her lips together in the expression that means she knows she's lost the argument and is choosing to move on gracefully. She pulled her beach cover over her head, stepped into her sandals, and headed for the door without further comment. I followed, trying not to look too pleased with myself.

Mateo was at his stand when we arrived, unhurried as always, untangling a leash from around the fin of a longboard. He looked up as we approached and a slow smile spread across his face.

"Did you think about surfing all night?" he asked, and there was something in the gleam of it that suggested the question had more than one possible answer.

Claire laughed and said something self-deprecating about her sore muscles. She kept the cover on while she set down her bag, adjusted her sandals, checked her hair. I could see her putting off the moment. Mateo waited with the patient ease of someone in no rush.

When she finally reached down and pulled the cover over her head, the effect was immediate.

Mateo stopped what he was doing. Not for long — a second, maybe two — but it was a complete and total stop, the leash going slack in his hands, his eyes making a slow, involuntary journey across her body before he caught himself and reassembled his expression into something more professionally appropriate. Claire was looking down, adjusting the strap of her sandal, and missed all of it. I did not.

The beach wasn't crowded at this hour, but it was occupied — a handful of older local men along the tree line, a couple of vendors setting up nearby. The stares were unconcealed and unhurried, the frank appreciation of men who see no particular reason to pretend otherwise.

I pulled my chair closer than yesterday and sat down.

The difference from the day before was striking enough that even I felt it, and I'd seen her get dressed twenty minutes ago. Yesterday she'd looked fresh and sporty — the one-piece, the ponytail, the girl-next-door ease of someone dressed for activity. Today, with her hair loose around her shoulders and the crimson bikini doing what it was doing in the morning light, she looked like something entirely different. The innocence was gone. What was there instead was harder to look away from.

Mateo handed her the rash guard. She pulled it over her head and it settled into place, and he turned to retrieve the board, and I settled back in my chair with my coffee and decided this had been an excellent idea.

Mateo started her on the beach again, refreshing the basics before taking her back into the water. I noticed immediately that his instruction had become more hands-on than the day before — a touch on her arm to correct her position, a hand at the small of her back to adjust her alignment, fingers briefly at her knee when he wanted her to shift her weight. Each contact was just long enough to be purposeful and just brief enough to be deniable. Claire accepted it with the focused concentration of someone genuinely trying to learn, apparently unbothered.

Her movements on the board had worked the bikini bottoms progressively upward until they were performing closer to the function of a thong than a swimsuit. The two older men along the tree line had noticed this development with considerable interest.

Then Mateo took her into the water.

They worked the small breaks the way they had the day before — he'd hold the board steady, read the incoming sets, and launch her onto a wave when the timing was right. She fell more than she rode, but every few attempts she'd find it, her body remembering what it had learned yesterday, and she'd stay up for a satisfying stretch before the wave finally finished with her.

On her third fall she surfaced and immediately reached underwater, adjusting the bottoms before wading back to Mateo. A few minutes later one side came untied entirely, and I watched her fumble hurriedly with the string while water moved around her hips. Mateo stood close, watching with a smile that he made no effort to conceal. The two older men on the beach had by this point relocated their chairs to a position directly in front of the action, with the unabashed single-mindedness of men who know what they want to watch and see no reason to be coy about it.

Claire rode the next good wave all the way to the beach and pulled up right in front of them. They applauded, unhurried and appreciative. She gave them an embarrassed smile, then looked back at me with an expression that contained several things simultaneously, none of them entirely charitable. Then she turned, picked up the board, and walked it back out to Mateo.

The walk back was something to behold. Whether she was aware of the audience or performing for it, the result was the same — her hips moving with a deliberateness that I was fairly certain was not strictly necessary for the purpose of transporting a surfboard across shallow water. The two older men tracked every step. I did too.

A few minutes later came the nastiest fall yet. She went sideways off the board and came up sputtering, and I could see immediately from her expression and the angle of her hands beneath the surface that the bottoms had lost the battle again. She was fumbling with the tie on one side when another wave came through and knocked her off balance entirely. Mateo was there instantly — his hands at her waist, pulling her upright, steadying her while she found her feet. They were very close. The water around them had receded to somewhere below her hips, and I found myself doing the calculation of exactly what his sightline would have offered in that moment.

For some reason I couldn't fully examine, I found myself hoping he'd seen everything.

She retied the suit with Mateo still close, then pushed her wet hair back from her face and said something to him that made him laugh. Then, apparently unwilling to end the session on a fall, she rode two more waves — conservative, controlled, clearly focused. The second one carried her all the way in, a long clean ride that she finished standing, and she stepped off the board in the shallows with quiet satisfaction and picked it up.

She walked back to where I was sitting, dropped into the chair beside me, and pushed the wet hair out of her face. Her chest was rising and falling, her skin flushed and salted, the rash guard clinging to every line of her. I was very aware of the fact that I was hard, had been for some time, and that this awareness was tangled up with something I couldn't quite organize into coherent thought — just a heat, a churning excitement, a door that seemed to have opened in the night and now wouldn't close. The fact that this was new — that Claire, careful and measured Claire, had never once shown any inclination toward any of this in four years of marriage — made it more potent, not less.

"Did you enjoy that?" she asked, fixing me with a look that suggested she already knew the answer.

"I certainly did," I said, surprising myself with my own candor. "I think everyone else did too."

She gave me an unreadable look, then stood and walked the short distance to Mateo's hut without responding. I assumed she was booking the next lesson. She pulled the rash guard over her head as she went, dropping it over the rail of the hut, and stood talking to him in the bikini — the full effect of it, close up, in the morning light.

She stayed for nearly thirty minutes.

I watched from my chair and turned it over in my mind. She was flirting — that much was clear, the particular body language unmistakable even at this distance. A hand on her own waist, her weight shifting to one hip, her head tilting when he spoke. She was letting him look, I realized. Giving him the proximity that the lesson had denied him. And she knew I was watching, which meant part of this was for me — a deliberate provocation, a little punishment for the bikini suggestion, for my boldness a few minutes ago.

If that was the intention, it wasn't landing as punishment.

Mateo, for his part, was not remotely intimidated by any of it. He was young but he wasn't naive, and he made no pretense of politeness about where his eyes went during their conversation. He looked at her body the way a man looks at something he's genuinely interested in — openly, unhurriedly, without apology. Claire seemed unbothered. If anything she seemed to find it amusing.

Eventually she came back, dropped into the chair beside me, and said nothing about any of it. We lay in the sun for a while in companionable silence, and sometime before noon gathered our things and headed back to the room.

"I need to rest," she announced as soon as the door closed. "Last night and the surfing. It's all catching up."

"Lunch first?"

"After, maybe. Right now I just want to rinse off and get horizontal." She was already pulling the rash guard off over her head.

"I'll go explore a bit then," I said. She had that particular quality of tiredness around her eyes that I knew well enough not to argue with.

She was in the shower before I'd finished putting my shoes on.

Outside, the midday heat was serious and the street was quiet in the way of beach towns between the morning activity and the afternoon revival. I walked without much direction, following the line of the beach, until I put my hand in my pocket and found the photographer's card.

I'd grabbed it from the dresser that morning on instinct. Now I turned it over and found the address printed on the back in small, clean type. A street vendor a few yards away pointed me in the right direction without breaking from his arrangement of coconuts, and I covered the distance in under ten minutes.

The studio occupied a narrow shopfront on a side street a block from the water. A hand-lettered sign in the window read Esmerelda Caldera — Fotografía, and the door stood open to whatever breeze was available. I stepped inside.

It was a small room, simply furnished, with the spare, functional quality of a working space rather than a showroom. But the walls told a different story. Blown-up photographs covered nearly every surface — large, confident prints that stopped me just inside the doorway.

"Hello?" I called into the empty room.

Footsteps from the back, and then a woman appeared through a beaded curtain, drying her hands on a cloth. Thirties, medium height, with the coloring and bone structure of someone whose family had been in this country for generations. She had an attractive, open face and a certain quality in her eyes — a brightness, a directness — that suggested she'd been quite something in her younger years and hadn't entirely left it behind.

She looked me over with frank curiosity as she came to the counter.

"Can I help you?"

"I hope so," I said. "I'm here on vacation with my wife. She's been taking surfing lessons down the beach and I picked up one of your cards at the instructor's hut. I thought I'd come and have a look." I set the card on the counter between us. "I assumed from the card that you photographed people surfing."

Her eyes moved to the card. "From Mateo's hut?"

"That's right."

Something in her expression shifted — not quite a smile, not quite something else. "Yes," she said. "Surfing, other water sports, weddings, parties, commercial work." She came around the end of the counter slightly. "Would you like to see some examples?"

The way she moved when I nodded — the immediate animation of it, the energy — made me suspect that walk-in enquiries weren't exactly overwhelming her calendar. She turned a large monitor on the end of the counter so we could both see it and reached for the mouse, and within a few clicks the screen filled with surfing photographs. They were good — genuinely good. Large waves caught at their precise peak, surfers frozen in positions that looked almost architectural, the light on the water doing extraordinary things.

"These are excellent," I said, and meant it.

"Thank you." She was already navigating to another folder.

"Do you have any of beginners?" I laughed. "For reference purposes."

She glanced sideways at me with a small, warm smile. "Of course," she said. "Many of those."

A few clicks and the screen switched to a different world entirely. A man in his forties, somewhere between determination and panic, arms windmilling on a board while his instructor stood knee-deep in the water beside him looking philosophical about the whole situation. She scrolled through several more in the same vein — tourists at various stages of losing arguments with the ocean, their bodies doing things that no amount of encouragement was going to improve.

The contrast with the previous photographs — those clean, almost elegant images of accomplished surfers moving through serious water — was so complete it was almost funny.

"They don't look very inspiring, do they," I said, and then heard how that landed. "The subjects, I mean. Not the photography itself."

She looked at me with a smile that suggested she'd heard some version of this before. "I can't make someone a better surfer with my camera."

"Fair point." I straightened up from the counter. "Well, thank you. I appreciate your time."

"Perhaps something else might interest you." She said it quickly but without desperation — the practiced pivot of someone who knows how to keep a customer in the room a little longer. She was already reaching for the mouse.

I didn't want to be rude, so I gave her the benefit of the doubt and leaned back against the counter as she scrolled through a broader portfolio. Ziplining. Deep sea fishing. Off-road tours, dusty and exhilarating-looking. Golf, which I've never understood the appeal of photographing. I was forming my exit strategy when the image changed and I stopped thinking about leaving entirely.

A young woman, local by her look, lying on the beach at the waterline — her body angled so that her legs trailed into the shallow surf, her dark hair spread behind her on the wet sand. She was slender and long-limbed, in a small bikini that the water had done nothing to help stay in place, and she was looking directly into the camera with an expression of complete, unhurried ease.

The resemblance to Claire was striking enough that it took me a moment to register I was looking at someone else entirely.

Esmerelda had stopped scrolling. She was watching me, not the screen.

"Does this one interest you?" she asked, with a smile that knew the answer.

I hadn't walked in here thinking about anything like this. The idea hadn't been anywhere near my mind when I'd pocketed that card. But standing there looking at the photograph, Claire's face superimposed over the image almost involuntarily, I felt my cock begin to swell and my mouth go dry in a way that made forming words briefly complicated.

"Maybe," I managed.

"Ahh." Her eyes lit up with the particular satisfaction of someone who has found the right key for the right lock. "It makes a beautiful gift. Something personal, something lasting." She folded her hands on the counter. "Your wife will love it. And so will you, I think, for a long time."

"How does it work exactly?" I asked. "Logistically."

She settled into it comfortably, the way people do when talking about something they're genuinely good at. There were several beaches within a short drive, she explained — quieter ones, away from the town's main strip, the kind that didn't appear in the guidebooks. The light was the critical thing. Early morning or late afternoon, when it came in low and warm and did things to skin and water that midday light simply couldn't manage. Two hours was generally enough for a proper session, sometimes less if the location and the subject were cooperative.

"And your wife," she said, "does she photograph well?"

"Very," I said.

She smiled. "They usually do, when they're comfortable. That is my job — to make them comfortable."

We talked for another fifteen minutes. She answered everything I asked with patient professionalism, and I asked quite a lot. What I couldn't bring myself to ask directly was the thing that was sitting most prominently in my mind — how much of her body, exactly, how far did these photographs typically go — and Izzi, to her credit or perhaps her strategy, didn't volunteer it either. She let the photograph on the screen do that work for her, and it did it effectively.

By the time we'd finished talking, the arrangement was made. Izzi — Esmerelda was a mouthful, she said, and waved it away — would collect us from the hotel at four that afternoon and drive us to a beach she had in mind. She told me to make sure Claire brought whatever swimsuits she wanted options with, and to wear whatever makeup she liked, if any.

"The late afternoon light will be perfect today," Izzi said, walking me to the door. "You will be pleased."

I stepped back out into the heat of the street and stood there for a moment, turning the whole thing over.

I was already trying to figure out how to present this to Claire.


Turning Over The Idea

I walked back through town without any particular direction, turning the photography session over in my mind and trying to construct a version of it that would land well with Claire. The challenge wasn't whether she'd be interested — I thought she might be, especially in her current mood — it was the framing. Lead with the gift angle. Don't mention the photograph on Izzi's screen that had made my mouth go dry.

I was still working on this when I found myself standing in front of Diego's.

They were just opening the street-side bar for the day, a young guy unhooking the front panels and folding them back to let the air through. The interior beyond was dim and quiet, the dance floor empty, the whole place looking entirely different without the music and the bodies and the colored lights. I sat down on a stool and waited.

The bartender came back with a cold beer without being asked, which I took as a good sign about the establishment. He was young — mid-twenties, compact and quick-moving — and since I was the only customer in the place he seemed happy enough to talk.

We covered a reasonable amount of ground over the next twenty minutes. The local football team and their ongoing disappointments. The fishing, which was apparently excellent if you knew where to go and who to go with. The bar itself — Rodrigo, he told me his name was, wiping down the counter with the unhurried efficiency of someone with time to fill — explained that high season transformed the place entirely. More people, more noise, more of everything.

I asked, mostly out of curiosity, whether he ever took advantage of the situation himself — the steady supply of attractive women in his workplace.

He laughed at that, a genuine one. Getting pretty girls in Costa Rica, he explained, was not a problem that particularly afflicted the local men. The bar was not his primary hunting ground.

I took a sip of my beer and kept my voice casual. "There was a man sitting next to my wife last night. Older, local, very quiet. Sat along the street side." I gestured towards where he'd been. "Do you know who I mean?"

Rodrigo didn't need more than that. Something in his expression shifted — not quite a smile, not quite something else.

"Señor Tejeda," he said. "Yes. He is a regular."

"He didn't talk to anyone the whole time we were here. Didn't approach any of the girls."

"No." Rodrigo set a fresh beer in front of me without being asked, taking away the old one. "I have never seen him leave with a girl. Not once." He paused, choosing his words with a certain delicacy. "I think they stay away from him. The girls."

"Why's that?"

He glanced towards the door, then back at me, and lowered his voice slightly in the way of someone sharing information they're not entirely sure they should be sharing. "He is quiet, yes. But also — strange. In a way that is difficult to explain." He tapped the side of his head once, lightly. "The girls have instincts about these things."

I thought about the leg pressed against Claire's thigh. The hand on her ass that she'd told me about in the dark.

"I see," I said.

I decided I'd pushed that particular thread far enough. Rodrigo had been generous with what he knew, but there wasn't much there — just the outline of an unpleasant man that the bar tolerated without enthusiasm. We drifted back to easier subjects, and I was finishing my second beer and thinking about heading back when Rodrigo, unprompted, returned to it.

He'd been wiping down the far end of the counter and came back towards me with the cloth over his shoulder and a look on his face like something had been sitting at the back of his mind and he'd decided to let it out.

"That man," he said. "Tejeda. I know the owner doesn't like him."

"No?"

"He calls him the pig farmer from the hills." He said it without particular malice, just reporting. "He thinks he is bad for business. The wrong kind of atmosphere, you know?" He made a small gesture with his hand that encompassed the bar, the dance floor, the whole careful ecosystem of the place. "Some people you don't want setting the mood."

I nodded, finished my beer, and left Rodrigo a decent tip.



Claire was still asleep when I got back, exactly as I'd left her — one arm across the pillow, hair loose, the sheet pulled up to her waist. I sat on the couch in the dim room and waited, turning the afternoon over in my mind, occasionally glancing at her. After about thirty minutes she began to surface, the slow, reluctant kind of waking that follows genuine exhaustion. Her eyes opened, found the ceiling, then found me sitting across the room watching her.

The puzzled look that crossed her face was entirely reasonable given the circumstances.

"What are you doing?" she asked, her voice still thick with sleep.

"Just watching you," I said. The grin arrived before I could do anything about it. "Thinking about how lucky I am."

She looked at me for a moment with the serious expression of someone assessing whether they're being teased.

"You are lucky," she said finally, and the giggle that followed it was completely unguarded. "Don't you forget it."

I took a breath and told her about Izzi.

I walked her through all of it — finding the card in my pocket, the initial idea about surfing photographs, the portfolio on the monitor, the moment the scroll had stopped on that image of the girl at the waterline. I told her I'd thought of her immediately. That I'd sat there with a dry mouth trying to figure out how to make it happen.

Claire listened from the bed, propped up on one elbow, with the particular quality of attention she gives things she hasn't made up her mind about yet.

"Just the three of us?" she said when I finished. "You, me, and the photographer?"

"She's a woman. Local, professional. Her studio's full of good work, Claire, genuinely good work."

"And this was your idea."

"It was my idea."

She was quiet for a moment. I could see her turning it over — the privacy of it, the logistics, the question of what exactly she was being asked to do.

Then something shifted in her expression and she sat up.

"Okay," she said. "Tell me about the beach."

After that it moved quickly, the way decisions do once Claire commits to them. Within ten minutes we were sitting together on the bed going through her suits, talking about poses, holding things up to the light from the window. She loved the idea of being at the waterline the way the girl in the photograph had been — the surf coming in around her, the wet sand. She was animated in a way that told me the idea had landed somewhere real.

"I'm not getting naked," she said, in the tone of someone establishing a parameter rather than expressing reluctance.

"Nobody said anything about naked."

"I'm just being clear."

"Noted."

She held up the crimson bikini from the morning, then set it aside and picked up another — a black one, smaller, that I hadn't seen her wear in some time. She considered it.

"Where do I change?" she asked, looking up. "If it's a beach without people."

I opened my mouth and closed it again. "She said it was quiet," I offered. "Private."

Claire looked at me with the expression she reserves for answers that don't quite reach the level of answers.

"I'll ask her when she picks us up," I said.

Izzi was already outside the hotel when we came down, leaning against a small SUV with the engine running and the air conditioning doing its best against the afternoon heat. She greeted us warmly, shook Claire's hand with the directness of someone used to putting strangers at ease quickly, and we climbed in. I could see her equipment stacked in the back — a proper camera bag, a reflector folded flat, a small case that rattled when we went over bumps.

The drive took less than twenty minutes, winding away from town along a road that narrowed gradually until it was barely a track through the vegetation. When we came out the other side onto the beach both Claire and I were quiet for a moment, taking it in. Clean pale sand, rock outcroppings rising from the water at intervals, the kind of untouched setting that makes you feel like you've found something that isn't on any map. A group of kids played at the far end, distant enough to be irrelevant. Otherwise we had it to ourselves.

The light was good — the sun out and warm, a few clouds scattered across the sky doing nothing to obstruct it.

We helped Izzi unload and talked through the general shape of the session, and then she waved us off to let her set up while Claire used the car's side mirror to do some final adjustments. She'd worn the crimson bikini — my choice, and she'd put it on without comment, which I chose to interpret as generosity.

When Izzi was ready she brought Claire down to the waterline and positioned her where the incoming waves would roll in gently around her — exactly the image that had stopped me in the studio. For the next fifteen minutes she moved around her subject with quiet, efficient confidence, directing with small gestures and the occasional word, and Claire responded to it naturally. Standing, then kneeling, then lying with the surf breaking softly around her shoulders. I watched from a short distance and could see from Claire's expression that she was genuinely enjoying herself — not performing enjoyment, actually having it.

"Perhaps the rocks next," Izzi said, lowering her camera. "Would you like to change first?"

Claire glanced at me.

"Not yet," I said.

We moved thirty yards to the nearest outcropping and Izzi resumed. The setting was extraordinary — the rocks giving the photographs a different quality entirely, something more textured and dramatic — and Claire looked fantastic against them, the crimson of the bikini vivid against the dark stone and the white of the breaking water. I found myself genuinely hoping Izzi was as good as her studio suggested, because if she was, we were going to walk away with something remarkable.

After another twenty minutes Izzi lowered her camera and looked at the sky with the practiced eye of someone who reads light the way sailors read weather.

"The sun will be perfect in about thirty minutes," she said. "If you want to change now, we have time for another full set, and you can always change back after."

"The yellow one," I said to Claire, thinking of a bikini I'd always been particularly fond of — smaller than the crimson, a bright canary yellow that did extraordinary things for her coloring.

"Okay," Claire said, in the easy, buoyant voice that told me the afternoon had put her in exactly the right mood. She turned and headed back towards the car to retrieve it.

Izzi watched her go, then turned to me.

"Will you want nudes?" she asked, with the straightforward calm of someone asking whether I'd like one copy or two.

The directness of it knocked me sideways for a moment. I'd been turning the question over in my own mind since the studio, trying to find a way to raise it, and here she'd simply asked it the way you'd ask about a filter or a focal length.

"Uhhh—" I recovered imperfectly. "I don't know. Is it — I mean, is that something people normally do? I'm not sure Claire would want to."

Izzi regarded me with the patient amusement of someone who has heard this particular response many times. "Many women decide they want to once they have started," she said. "Once they are comfortable, once they can see how the photographs are going." She paused. "I think your wife will agree."

"You think so?"

"She is very beautiful." She said it simply, without flattery, the way you'd state a fact about the light or the tide. "Beautiful women usually want a record of it." A slight smile. "There is a twenty percent additional charge, of course."

I glanced towards the SUV. Claire had the rear door open and was attempting to change behind it with the pragmatic modesty of someone making the best of limited options — one leg visible, one hand gripping the door frame.

"If she wants to," I said quietly. "It would have to be her decision."

Izzi nodded, already raising her camera to check the settings. The subject was closed, filed away, available if needed.

Claire came back across the sand in the yellow bikini, and the late afternoon light caught her immediately and did everything I'd hoped it would — the bright canary color against her skin, her hair loose, the easy confidence she'd developed over the course of the session giving her movement a naturalness that no amount of direction could have produced artificially. Izzi saw it too. She was already moving into position.

The next set went quickly, similar compositions to before but transformed by the different suit and the shifting quality of the light, which was beginning its slow turn towards gold. When Izzi finally lowered the camera she looked at the sky and then at her watch.

"The best light is coming," she said. "Ten minutes, perhaps. Enough time to change if you want."

I looked at Claire. "The red one," I said. "Back to my favorite."

She gave me a small, uncomplicated nod and headed back to the car.

Izzi positioned her at the waterline as the sun began its approach to the rocks — Claire lying facing us, the surf breaking in soft sheets around her knees, the light coming in low and warm from behind the outcropping and doing something extraordinary to the whole scene. I moved around to get Izzi's perspective and knew immediately that whatever came out of the camera in the next few minutes was going to be worth every penny of it.

The two of them had found a rhythm over the course of the afternoon — Izzi directing with quiet economy, a word here, a small gesture there, and Claire responding with an ease that surprised even me. I stayed close enough to be useful, calling out occasionally, and watched my wife move through the poses with the unselfconscious confidence of someone who had stopped thinking about what she looked like and started simply being there.

The light held. The waves came in. Izzi's shutter clicked steadily.

"We have just a few minutes left," Izzi said, lowering her camera. "The light is going."

I knew exactly what she meant. Claire, still at the waterline, looked between us with an expression of mild confusion.

I stood there for a moment weighing it up. We had more than enough already — the afternoon had exceeded anything I'd realistically hoped for when I'd walked into that studio. I could let it go. Be sensible. Take what we had and be grateful for it.

"Honey," I said, and my voice came out less steady than I'd intended. "Maybe — maybe you should take your suit off."

Claire looked at me for a long moment.

"I knew that was coming," she said, with a slow roll of her eyes that contained more resignation than surprise.

I opened my mouth to make the case and found I didn't have one ready — not a convincing one, anyway. I was still assembling the words when Izzi stepped forward, unhurried, and spoke directly to Claire with the calm authority of someone who has navigated this exact moment before.

"Claire," she said simply. "I think later you will be disappointed if you don't. Your body is beautiful. These photographs — they will be a gift to your husband, yes, but also to yourself. Something to keep." She paused. "You will not regret it."

The beach went quiet except for the water.

Claire stood twenty feet away and looked at us both for several seconds — not performing reluctance, genuinely considering. Her expression was unreadable. Then her hands moved behind her back.

In less than ten seconds she had unclasped the top and let it fall, then pushed the bottoms down and stepped out of them. She straightened up and stood there in the last of the golden light, completely bare, the tan lines mapping the edges of where the sun had and hadn't reached, her smooth pussy on full display, her body utterly still.

I stopped breathing, more or less.

Izzi moved immediately and without ceremony — this was the professional part, no room for sentiment or awkwardness — positioning Claire with quiet instruction, turning her gently, finding the angles. She had her lie on her front first, and I watched the camera find the curve of Claire's ass, the long line of her legs, the last of the sunlight lying across her skin like something poured. Then Izzi turned her over, and the lens took in her breasts, the small pink nipples, the flat plane of her stomach, the smooth bare mound between her thighs.

I stood completely still and watched my wife be beautiful for the camera, and felt something move through me that I didn't have a name for — not quite arousal, not quite pride, something larger and stranger than either.

Then it was over. Izzi lowered the camera and the light was gone and the moment closed behind it like water.

I crossed the sand to Claire without thinking about it, her suit already in my hand. She reached for it and I held her steady as she stepped back into the bottoms and I helped her with the clasp of the top, my fingers clumsy and slow.

Izzi was already packing her equipment, but she paused and looked at Claire with genuine warmth.

"You are very beautiful," she said. "The pictures — you will like them very much. I am certain."

I'd half expected the walk back to the car to be quiet — that particular silence that follows something intimate and slightly transgressive, when nobody quite knows how to re-enter normal conversation. Instead Claire was talking before we'd finished packing the equipment, the animation coming back into her quickly and naturally, her hands moving as she described what she'd enjoyed about it. The poses Izzi had suggested. The way the rocks had felt against the light. The moment she'd stopped thinking about what she was doing and just done it.

Izzi listened and smiled and said the things a photographer says when a session has gone well and everyone knows it. The proofs would be ready the following day, she told us on the drive back — she'd process them overnight. Both of us told her we couldn't wait, which was an understatement in my case.

She dropped us outside the hotel and we stood on the pavement watching the SUV pull away.

"That made the trip," I said. "Genuinely. Whatever else happens this week, that made it."

Claire considered this, still flushed from the afternoon, salt-dried and glowing in the early evening light. "It was fun," she said, with the slightly understated smile she uses when she's admitting something she didn't expect to admit.

"It was extraordinary," I said. "Fun doesn't cover it."

She laughed and pushed through the hotel door ahead of me.

She went straight to the shower to rinse the sand and salt away while I changed, and then we headed out into the warm evening without much of a plan. We ended up walking the beach first — shoes off, waterline, the sky going dark above the water — and found a restaurant almost by accident, a place with open sides and candles on the tables and the sound of the ocean doing the work that background music usually does.

We ordered. The wine arrived. I watched Claire across the table looking relaxed and sun-warmed and privately pleased with herself in a way that suited her enormously.

"So," I said, feeling playful. "What bikini tomorrow?"

She didn't even pause. "One piece," she said, picking up her wine glass. "No more shows."

I let it go. One piece it was. I picked up my menu and said nothing, which took slightly more effort than I'd have liked to admit.

The truth was she was probably right to pump the brakes. A lot had happened in a short space of time — Diego's, the man's hand on her ass, the bed squeaking loud enough to inform the neighboring rooms, the beach this afternoon, Claire standing bare in the last of the golden light while a stranger's camera found every angle of her. By any reasonable measure, we had covered significant ground for a Tuesday and Wednesday in what was supposed to be a budget holiday.

I drank some wine. I looked at the menu. I lasted perhaps four minutes.

"I heard Lucia say something to you at the bar," I said, keeping my voice casual. "About Mateo having a nickname. What was it?"

Claire looked up from her glass. "Did she? I don't really remember."

She remembered. The slight arrangement of her expression told me she remembered perfectly and had made a decision about how much to volunteer.

"Claire."

"Hmm?"

"What did she tell you?"

She held out for another moment — just long enough to be theatrical about it — then set her glass down.

"El Domador," she said, with the careful neutrality of someone delivering a piece of information while affecting no responsibility for it.

I turned it over. "What does that mean?"

"The trainer."

I nodded slowly. On the surface it made complete sense — a surf instructor, someone who teaches, who trains. Logical enough. But there had been something in the way Lucia had dropped her voice, the sideways glance she'd sent in my direction before deciding to save it for later. That hadn't felt like a conversation about surf pedagogy.

And then there was the root of the word itself, sitting at the back of my mind and not quite staying there. Domar. To tame. To break. To dominate.

"Hmmm," I said, and reached for my phone.

Claire picked up her wine glass and looked at the middle distance with the composed, slightly too-innocent expression of someone actively trying not to smile. I watched her not smiling while I pulled up a translation site.

I looked up from my phone. "It doesn't mean trainer," I said. "It means tamer. The tamer." I set the phone down on the table and looked at her. "What exactly do you suppose he tames?"

Claire had just lifted her wine glass and the timing of my question was unfortunate for her — she inhaled at the wrong moment and came out of it coughing, one hand pressed to her chest, eyes watering. It took several seconds to resolve itself into a laugh, and when the laugh came it was unguarded and genuine and loud enough that the couple at the next table glanced over.

"The rumor," she said, when she'd recovered sufficient breath to form words, "is that he is very well endowed."

I let that sit on the table between us for a moment.

"And to think," I said, with great care, "that you were lying almost completely naked approximately three feet away from him this morning while he held your surfboard."

"I know!" The laugh came back, harder this time, her hand over her mouth, her shoulders shaking. "I know, I know—"

"With your bikini falling off."

"Stop it—" She was laughing properly now, the full version, the one that takes over her whole face and makes her eyes crinkle at the corners and renders her briefly useless. "Stop, that's not—" Another wave of it. "Oh God."

I watched her laugh and felt the grin spread across my own face and decided this was one of the better dinners we'd had in a long time.

We decided, without much debate, that an early night was the right call. The day had been full in every sense of the word, and there was something appealing about the idea of sleep that didn't require negotiation. We settled the bill, walked back along the beach in comfortable quiet, and were in bed before ten.

The sleep was deep and total, the kind that only happens when the body has genuinely earned it — salt air and sun and physical tiredness and the particular satisfaction of a day that had delivered more than expected. When the light came through the curtains the next morning I surfaced slowly and lay still for a moment, aware of feeling unusually good.

The Morning After

Claire was already awake beside me. I could tell by the quality of her stillness — that particular alertness she has when she's been awake for a few minutes and is thinking about something. I turned towards her and she was looking at the ceiling with a small, private expression that I recognized but couldn't immediately read.

Then she moved.

She rolled towards me and kissed me — not the tentative, half-asleep kind, but the deliberate kind, the kind with clear intention behind it. Her hands moved down my stomach and wrapped around my cock, already hardening, and she stroked it slowly and firmly until I was fully hard, her thumb tracing the head with a precision that made me close my eyes.

I reached for her and she allowed it briefly, then took my wrists and pressed them back against the pillow with a quiet authority that was less a request than a statement. I left them there.

She took her time. Her hands moved where she wanted them, her mouth finding my neck, my chest, working downward with a deliberateness that made it very clear she was running the morning. When she finally pressed my head down between her thighs she did it with both hands and held me exactly where she wanted me.

I pressed my mouth against her pussy and she was already wet, warm and soft against my tongue, and I worked into her slowly — long strokes first, feeling her open up, then shorter and more focused as I found the spot that made her breath catch. She tasted clean and faintly salt-sweet and I took my time about it, alternating between her entrance and her clit, circling, pressing, reading the tension in her thighs for direction. Her fingers tightened in my hair each time I got it right. I slid one finger inside her while my tongue worked her clit and felt her pussy clench around it, slick and tight, her hips pushing up against my face.

"There," she said quietly. "Don't stop."

I didn't stop. I kept my tongue moving in steady circles against her clit while I worked a second finger inside her, feeling her stretch around them, her wetness coating my hand. Her thighs pressed against my head and her breathing went ragged and I held the rhythm until she pulled me up by the hair with both hands, urgent now, the patience entirely gone.

I moved over her and pressed the head of my cock against her pussy, already soaked, and pushed forward and sank inside her in one long stroke that dragged a sound out of both of us. She was extraordinarily wet — the work of my tongue and her own arousal — and the feeling of her wrapped around me was almost immediately overwhelming. I held myself still for a moment, jaw tight, trying to get on top of it.

"Move," she said.

I started slowly, long deep strokes, trying to keep my head. She felt too good. The warmth of her, the way she gripped me on every withdrawal, the wet sound of it in the quiet morning room. I watched her face — her eyes half closed, her mouth open — and tried to think about something else entirely, which was not a strategy that was working.

She lifted her hips to meet each thrust, changing the angle, taking me deeper, and made a low sound in her throat that went straight through any remaining attempt at self-control. I tried to slow down and she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me into her harder, her hands at my hips, setting a pace I couldn't argue with.

"I'm not going to last," I said through my teeth, not proud of it.

"I know," she said, and the way she said it — warm, certain, almost amused — was somehow the final thing.

I drove into her hard and fast and she arched up and cried out and I felt myself go over the edge completely, my cock throbbing deep inside her as I came in long, shuddering pulses, burying myself to the hilt and holding there while it moved through me in waves. She held me tight with her legs until the last of it had passed.

I collapsed forward onto my elbows above her, breathing hard.

She ran her fingers slowly up my back and said nothing for a moment.

"Good morning," she said eventually, into my shoulder.

"I'm sorry that was—"

"Don't apologize." A small laugh. "It was a good morning."

I rolled off her and she settled against my chest, and I lay there with my fingers moving slowly through her hair while the ceiling fan turned overhead and the town outside began its day.

"Are you surfing this morning?" I asked, still flat on my back.

"He's booked until noon. I have a lesson then." She looked up at me from my chest with the particular smile she uses when she already knows the answer to the question she's about to ask. "Can we go shopping?"

I looked at the ceiling. "Yes," I said.

The weather had made the decision easy. We'd been fortunate so far — the rainy season had been holding its breath politely for most of the week — but this morning the sky had come in low and grey and the light had that flat, directionless quality that makes a beach feel purposeless. Wandering the town made considerably more sense.

We spent the morning drifting in and out of shops along the main streets — the small, cluttered kind that exist in every tourist town, packed with things that are cheap enough to justify buying for other people. Claire browsed slowly and thoroughly, the way she does, picking things up and setting them down and occasionally finding something that made it into the basket. A small ceramic piece for her mother. A bracelet for a friend from work. I carried the bag and offered opinions when asked, which was not frequently.

We passed Diego's somewhere around mid-morning. In the daylight, with the front panels folded back and the whole interior visible and empty, it looked entirely different — the dance floor just a scuffed rectangle of tile, the lights dark overhead, the bar unmanned. Without the music and the bodies and the particular electricity of a Saturday night crowd it had the deflated quality of a theatre seen from the stage in the afternoon. We both looked at it for a moment without stopping.

"Hard to believe," Claire said.

"Different animal entirely," I agreed.

We kept walking.

Back at the hotel before noon, Claire changed into her one-piece — delivering on the promise she'd made at dinner — and I made a rapid reassessment of how I wanted to spend the next hour and a half. The appeal of sitting on a grey beach watching a surf lesson in a drizzle, with nothing to look at, was limited.

"I'm going to wander," I told her in the lobby. "I'll come and find you after."

She kissed me on the cheek and headed for the beach looking entirely unbothered, and I turned in the other direction.

I ended up at Diego's, inevitably. Rodrigo was behind the bar, unsurprised to see me, and we picked up roughly where we'd left off. This time I steered well clear of the subject of Señor Tejeda and we talked about easier things — the football, the fishing, a local festival that was apparently coming up in a few weeks. The beers were cold and the afternoon moved at its own pace and I lost track of time in the comfortable way you do when there's nowhere particular to be.

When I finally checked my phone I was overdue. I settled the tab, said goodbye to Rodrigo, and walked back to the hotel at a pace that was faster than my previous visits had required.

The room was empty.

I stood in the doorway for a moment, then checked the bathroom, then stood in the doorway again. Her bag was there, her sandals, the clothes she'd been wearing that morning folded over the chair. Just no Claire.

I headed back out and down to the beach. The drizzle that had been threatening all morning had made good on its promise — a light, warm rain that had cleared the sand almost entirely. A few umbrellas at the far end, a dog trotting along the waterline. No surf lesson in progress, no boards out, no sign of Mateo's hut being open for business.

And no Claire.

Mateo's hut was shut, the board rack out front empty, no sign of activity. I stood there for a moment in the light rain, deciding I'd probably just missed her — she'd finished, gone back to the hotel by a different route, was probably already in the shower. I turned to head back.

That's when the door opened.

Claire came out first, her cover-up bundled in one hand, her hair damp and loose from the water. Mateo followed a step behind her, still talking, and the two of them stood close together in the narrow shelter of the hut's overhang. I was far enough down the beach that neither of them had clocked me, and some instinct — I couldn't have named it — made me step sideways behind the nearest palm and stay there.

I watched.

They talked for a minute, maybe two. Close, easy, the body language of people who have spent the better part of three mornings in the water together. Then Mateo's arm moved — a smooth, unhurried arc — and circled her waist, drawing her towards him with the quiet confidence of someone who has made a calculation and decided it's correct.

Claire's hands came up and found his shoulders and she pushed. Not hard, not dramatically, but clearly and without hesitation. She stepped back out of his reach, said something I couldn't hear, and turned away. Her gaze dropped to the sand as she walked and she moved quickly, the cover-up still in her hand, heading up the beach in my direction.

Behind her, Mateo straightened. Then he saw me.

He held my gaze for exactly one second, then turned and stepped back into the hut and pulled the door.

I came out from behind the palm and walked towards Claire at a normal pace, as though I'd just arrived, which technically I had.

"Hey there," I said, when we were ten yards apart.

She looked up sharply, startled, and then the surprise rearranged itself into a smile — quick, warm, and carrying just the faintest trace of something else that was gone before I could examine it.

"Where have you been?" she asked, landing somewhere between delight and accusation. "It was my best day and you missed the whole thing."

I swallowed approximately seven comments and kissed her instead.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart. Lost track of time completely." I fell into step beside her and took her cover-up from her hand. "How many waves did you ride?"

She held out on me for about three seconds — just long enough to make the point — before the desire to report her own progress won out.

"Almost all of them," she said, and the satisfaction in her voice was completely unguarded. "I feel like something clicked today. My balance was just — there. Rode at least half all the way in." She paused, then added, with studied casualness: "Mateo thinks I'm ready for heavier surf."

"That's brilliant," I said. "Really."

She glanced at me sideways, looking for sarcasm, found none, and smiled to herself.

We walked towards the hotel and I kept my eyes on the path ahead and said nothing about what I'd seen, and the rain came down soft and warm around us.

As soon as we were in the room Claire stripped without ceremony and headed for the bathroom. I sat on the edge of the bed and listened to the shower come on and thought about Mateo's arm circling her waist. The door closing behind him. The one second of eye contact before he disappeared.

After a few minutes I got up and followed her in.

"What are you after?" she laughed, her face already under the water.

I didn't answer right away. I stepped in behind her and took her in my arms and turned her so her back was against my chest, and buried my face in her wet hair. My hands moved over her slowly — her breasts first, feeling their weight, thumbing the nipples until they stiffened under my touch, then down over the flat of her stomach and lower. When I slid a finger between her legs I found her warm and slick in a way that had nothing to do with the shower water.

"Mmm," I said quietly, into her hair. "Someone's wet."

"You're making me that way," she said, and shifted her hips until my cock, already hard, was nestled in the cleft of her ass. She pressed back against me deliberately.

I kissed her neck and let my hands keep moving, taking my time, and waited until the silence between us had a particular quality before I spoke.

"You sure it wasn't from you and Mateo in the hut?" I said it softly, almost conversationally, my finger still circling her entrance.

Her body changed. Not dramatically — just a subtle tightening, a stillness that hadn't been there a moment before.

"We didn't do anything," she said.

"What were you doing in there?"

"Talking, mostly." She said it carefully, which left a significant amount of space around the word mostly.

I moved my finger up to her clit and circled it slowly. "What else?"

Silence. The shower ran around us. I kept my finger moving, patient, and waited.

"Honey." Her voice came out smaller than usual. "I'm sorry. I've been bad. I'm really sorry."

My heart was going faster than I wanted it to. I kept my voice level. "Tell me what happened."

A long pause. I could feel her deciding — the particular quality of hesitation that precedes something real rather than something manage.

"I saw him naked," she said finally. The words came out with effort, like she was lifting something heavy. "I saw his — I saw his penis."

I held very still.

"What did he see of you?" I asked. The obvious question. The one that had been sitting in the room since she started talking.

Nothing.

"Claire." My finger stilled against her. "What did he see?"

"I — he didn't see anything," she said, the words coming out unsteadily. "But he touched me. A little. And we kissed."

She must have been too caught up in the confession to notice, but my cock was fully hard against her lower back, which said everything about where my head actually was regardless of what my voice was doing. I kept it steady.

"I don't want to play twenty questions," I said. "Tell me what happened. All of it."

"Okay." A breath. "Okay. It's — it's hard to explain."

"Claire."

"Okay." Another breath, longer. "When we were in the water today — you weren't there, and he was getting closer than usual. Getting close when he was helping me, and I could feel him against my leg sometimes, and — between that and what Lucia said about him — I got curious. I know that's not an excuse. I was just — curious. That's all it was."

She stopped. I waited.

"When we finished it was drizzling and we went into the hut and I don't know how it happened, it just — it felt different in there, with the rain, and I knew it was wrong, I knew it immediately, I just—" Her voice wavered. "I feel so guilty. I'm so sorry."

"Keep going," I said quietly.

She took a moment to collect herself. My finger had stilled against her clit but I hadn't moved it away, and I felt the small involuntary movement of her hips as she registered that.

"His suit was — I could see he was getting hard. It was obvious. And I was looking, and he caught me looking." A pause. Long enough that I thought she might stop there. "He asked if I wanted to see it."

The shower ran. The rain tapped softly against the bathroom window.

I said nothing.

She waited several seconds, and then, in a voice just above a whisper:

"And I suppose I said yes."

"He didn't see you?" I asked. It was hard to believe — hard to imagine Mateo accepting that particular arrangement without pushing back.

"I said no." She steadied her voice. "He wanted to. But I said no."

"And he accepted that?"

"Eventually," she said. "Yes."

I noticed the word. Eventually. I let it sit.

"He took everything off?" I asked.

"His bottoms." A pause. "Just his suit."

"And then?"

My fingertip found her entrance and dipped just inside, not enough to satisfy, just enough to remind her it was there. She drew a short breath.

She went quiet again, and when she glanced back at me over her shoulder her expression was complicated — guilt, yes, but something else running underneath it that she wasn't mAnaging to conceal entirely.

"He took my hand," she said carefully. "And put it on him."

I needed to hear her say it plainly. "On his cock?"

She nodded. "Yes." Barely a whisper.

"And his hands? What was he doing?"

The question came out faster and more urgent than I intended. I felt her register the shift.

"Touching my breasts," she answered, so quietly I had to concentrate to hear it above the shower. Then, after a steadying breath: "But through the suit. Just through the suit."

"Did he try to do more?" I asked. The patience in my voice was thinning and I couldn't entirely help it. "Did he try to fuck you?"

"He wanted to." Her voice was firmer now, a thread of something definite running through it. "I wouldn't let him. I wouldn't do more than — I stopped it."

And then I felt her hand reach back and find my cock.

Her fingers wrapped around it slowly, deliberately, and she began stroking it with the same unhurried rhythm she'd used in the shower two nights ago — base to tip, steady and sure, her thumb moving across the head on each upstroke. The message was unambiguous.

I wanted to stop the interrogation. Every nerve ending I had was voting to stop the interrogation. I kept going anyway, my jaw tight, my finger pressing deeper into her slick heat.

"Claire." My voice came out harder than I'd used with her in years. "Tell me exactly what happened. All of it. Now."

The hand stroking my cock faltered and stopped. She pressed her face forward into the shower stream for a moment, and when she turned back her expression had moved past guilt into something more open and raw.

"Please don't be mad," she said. "Please. I — I masturbated him. I stroked his cock. Not for long, but I did it and I'm sorry and I know that—"

"Did he finish?" I cut in. "Did he come?"

"No." Emphatic. Immediate.

"Did you put him in your mouth?"

"No!" Just as fast, just as certain.

I was quiet for a moment, assembling the full picture deliberately, letting each piece settle into place.

"So let me make sure I understand this," I said, my finger still moving slowly inside her wet pussy even as I spoke, which I was aware was not the posture of a man who was purely angry. "You got turned on in the water because his cock kept pressing against you, and you'd been thinking about what Lucia told us, and when the lesson finished you followed him into the hut. You told him you wanted to see it. He pulled his suit down. You wouldn't show him anything, but when he put your hand on his cock you wrapped your hand around it and started stroking him. While he had his hands on your tits."

She said nothing. Which was its own answer.

"What else, Claire?"

A pause. Her hands came up and covered her face, and her voice came through her fingers muffled and small.

"We kissed," she said. "We kissed some."

"How long?"

"I don't know."

"How long, Claire?"

A miserable sound. "Maybe — ten minutes. I don't know exactly."

I let the silence do some work.

"Was it worth it?" I asked, my voice dropping to something quieter and more dangerous. "Was he as big as advertised?"

A very long pause.

"Yes," she whispered. "He's big."

Something moved through me — hot and complicated and not remotely close to what it should have been. My cock was harder than it had been all morning, her hand still loosely wrapped around it, and I felt the blood moving through me like a current.

"Sounds like El Domador lived up to his name," I said quietly.

I reached up and pinched her nipple — sharp, deliberate — and felt her gasp and press back against me all at once.

"Ow—" She flinched forward from the pinch, then caught herself, and when she turned her head to look at me her expression had shifted entirely — the guilt still there but underneath it something more vulnerable, more genuinely uncertain.

"Am I in terrible trouble?" she asked. "Do you hate me?"

I took a breath and thought about how to say what I actually meant.

"I'm not angry that it happened," I said, and meant it. "That's not what this is. You've always been so measured about everything — so careful — and part of me is genuinely surprised. But there's another part that finds this different version of you more interesting than I know how to explain right now." I paused. "What would make me very angry — genuinely, seriously angry — is if you hadn't told me. If I'd found out some other way. Do you understand the difference?"

She was quiet for a moment, absorbing it.

"I was going to tell you," she said. "You just caught me off guard. I hadn't figured out how yet."

"Okay," I said. I believed her. "Is there anything else you need to tell me? Anything you've left out?"

She hesitated — just a fraction of a second, but it was there.

"I told him," she said carefully, "that we might be at the bar later. Tonight."

The shower ran. I stood with that for a moment, turning it over, feeling the full weight of what she'd just said and what it meant and what she'd been thinking when she said it to him.

Then she turned around to face me fully, water running down her body, and looked up at me with an expression that was equal parts contrition and want.

"Let's make love," she said softly.

Every nerve ending I had voted yes. She was warm and wet and pressed against me and I was harder than I could remember being in recent memory, and I could feel from the heat of her, the slight part of her lips, that she was every bit as aroused as I was. It would have been the easiest thing in the world.

But she needed to sit with this for a while longer. I could feel that clearly, the way you sometimes can. And beneath the desire there was something else working in the back of my mind — a quiet, insistent voice pointing out that if I let this resolve itself now, in the shower, in the comfortable warmth of forgiveness and familiar skin, the afternoon would become something ordinary.

And the afternoon didn't have to be ordinary.

"Later, sweetheart," I said.

I kissed her once, deliberately, then released her and stepped out of the shower, reaching for a towel, and didn't look back at whatever expression that left on her face.

She appeared from the bathroom a few minutes later with one towel wrapped around her body and another turbaned around her hair, and climbed onto the bed beside me without a word. I was on top of the covers in my boxers with the television on, not really watching it. She curled her legs beneath her and sat there quietly for a while, which with Claire usually means something is being organised internally before it comes out.

"I'm sorry," she said finally. Quietly. Meaning it.

I muted the TV and looked at her. She looked smaller than usual somehow, sitting there in her towel with her face clean and her hair wrapped up, the careful composure she normally carries with her set aside for the moment.

"Claire. I'm not angry. I told you that and I meant it."

"I know, but—" She stopped. Then: "Please make love to me. I want us to — I just want to feel like everything's okay. I want you to tell me you love me."

There was something genuinely tender about the request that made it harder to hold the line than I'd expected. I reached over and put my hand against the side of her face.

"I love you," I said. "That part's not even a question. And we will. Later." I held her gaze until I saw something in it settle. "Okay?"

She held on for a moment, then exhaled slowly and nodded, and leaned over to put her head against my shoulder. I put my arm around her and turned the sound back on and we lay there together while the afternoon moved through the room.



Izzi's studio looked different in the late afternoon light — warmer, the photographs on the walls catching the sun at a lower angle and giving them a depth I hadn't fully registered on my first visit. Izzi herself seemed to read our energy the moment we came through the door, and she turned the monitor towards us without preamble.

The first photograph stopped me completely.

She'd found the light in a way that the best photographers make look inevitable but almost certainly isn't — a warmth across the sand, the water catching it, the whole frame glowing in a way that felt more like memory than documentation. And within that light, Claire. The lens had found something in her that I saw every day and somehow never quite managed to articulate — a quality that sat exactly at the boundary between innocence and sensuality, neither one overtaking the other, both entirely present. She looked like herself and also like something more distilled than herself.

I went through six photographs before I realized I hadn't looked at Claire once.

When I turned to her she was leaning close to the screen, her fingertips at her lips, her expression saying everything that needed saying.

"They're perfect," I said to Izzi. The word felt inadequate but it was the truest one I had.

Izzi beamed — the full, unguarded kind.

"Izzi." Claire straightened up and turned to the photographer with shining eyes. "I love them. They're so good. They're genuinely so good."

We kept going through the rest of the portfolio, the commentary flowing easily between us until we reached the nudes and the talking stopped.

I felt my cock thicken as they came up on the screen, the beach rushing back at me in full — the last of the golden light, Claire standing bare in the surf, the quiet matter-of-fact courage of her reaching behind her back and unclasping the top. Izzi had done something remarkable with all of it. The photographs had the quality of things that were always supposed to exist, that had simply been waiting to be taken. Claire's body in the late light, the wet sand, the rocks dark behind her — composed and luminous and completely unself-conscious in a way that the real moment, with its nerves and negotiation, hadn't quite managed to be.

I stopped on one image and couldn't move past it.

The clarity was extraordinary — close enough that a single drop of water was visible, hanging from the tip of Claire's nipple with the precision of something placed there rather than found. The light caught it in a way that made it look like a small jewel. I stared at it for a long time without saying anything.

When we'd been through all of them I paid without discussion, and Izzi pressed a flash drive into my hand with a warmth that felt like she understood what she was giving us.







What Next?

We found the restaurant I'd spotted earlier at the quieter end of the beach — a simple open-sided place with a good breeze off the water and almost nobody in it at this hour. We took a table outside and ordered drinks and sat with the evening coming in around us.

I noticed what Claire was wearing. Khaki shorts to the knee, a loose sleeveless shirt, nothing that asked for attention. Her hair pulled back. The studied non-effort of someone who has consciously decided not to perform.

I noticed something else too — a quality of preoccupation in how she held her glass, how her eyes moved to the water and stayed there. Something was being assembled.

She waited until the drinks arrived.

"Honey." She turned to face me with an expression that was careful and earnest in equal measure. "The last few days have been — weird. Crazy. It's not us. It's not who we are." A pause. "Can we just go back to normal? Please?"

I looked at her across the table and understood that the question was bigger than Mateo. It gathered up Diego's and Lucia and Ana and Señor Tejeda's hand on her ass and the beach this afternoon and the flash drive sitting in my pocket. All of it. She was asking me to help her put it back in a box and close the lid and return to the version of us that existed before this week.

And she wasn't wrong that it was unusual. None of it was consistent with who we were at home, in our actual lives. I knew that.

What surprised me — what I was still turning over as I looked at her — was how little of it I wanted to put back in the box. Diego's had been fascinating. The photoshoot had produced something we'd keep for the rest of our lives. Even the Mateo situation, which by any reasonable measure should have bothered me considerably more than it did, had felt less like a threat and more like a window — a sudden illuminating view into parts of Claire I hadn't known existed, parts that intrigued me far more than they alarmed me.

But she was sitting across from me with a pleading expression and genuine anxiety in her eyes, and she was my wife, and she needed to hear something real.

"Of course," I said. "I love you. I want you happy. The last thing I want is for you to feel unsettled." I reached across and covered her hand with mine. "Whatever you need."

The smile that broke across her face was worth considerably more than the words that produced it. I refilled her glass with the chardonnay — a Chilean white we'd found on the menu by accident and were now very glad about — and sat back as the last of the evening light softened over the water.

A comfortable quiet settled between us. The kind I usually enjoy. But I could see something still moving behind her eyes, some remaining piece of business that hadn't been resolved by my reassurance. She was working up to it. I waited.

"It wasn't all me, you know," she said finally, looking at her glass rather than at me. "You kept pushing."

I arranged my face into an expression of genuine puzzlement. "I pushed? How exactly?"

I knew precisely how. I had been expecting this conversation since approximately the moment it became relevant, and I had prepared accordingly. But there was value in making her say it.

She looked up and gave me the look that particular performance deserves. "How? How?" She ticked it off with a patience that suggested she'd been rehearsing. "The bikini for the surf lesson. That man in the bar — which you clearly saw and said nothing about. And then the photographs on the beach." She paused for effect. "Nude photographs, by the way."

"As I recall," I said pleasantly, "you let that man put his hand on your ass without mentioning it to me until we were in bed. That one was all you."

The guilty look arrived on schedule. She looked back down at her glass.

"You know what I mean," she said quietly.

"I do know what you mean," I said, and dropped the pretense. "And you're right. I pushed. Some of it was deliberate." I held her gaze when she looked up. "The difference is that I don't feel bad about any of it. I enjoyed it. All of it. I'm glad it happened."

She stared at me. "But you said — just now you said you wanted to go back to normal."

"No, sweetheart." I picked up my glass. "You said you wanted to go back to normal. I said I wanted you to be happy. Those aren't the same thing."

She opened her mouth and closed it again.

"I agreed because I love you and I meant it," I said. "But if you're asking whether I personally wish the last few days had been different — whether I'd rather we'd stayed home and watched television — then honestly, no. I've had the most interesting week I can remember in a long time."

"I think we've had quite enough fun," she said, with the tone of someone closing a meeting. Then, after a beat, the corners of her mouth betraying her: "We've done more crazy things in the last four days than in our entire marriage."

She wasn't wrong. I chose not to point out that I found this more appealing than alarming.

Her nerves were doing what nerves do to a glass of wine, and I found myself pouring the last of the bottle before the dinner plates had been cleared. We ate well — proper food, unhurried, dessert that neither of us needed but both enjoyed, after-dinner drinks that extended things pleasantly into the evening. By the time we settled the bill the town had found its nighttime rhythm around us and the air had cooled to something approaching comfortable.

We walked back along the beach road with my arm around her shoulders, saying little, listening to the water. It was the kind of evening that makes silence feel like a choice rather than an absence.

"Are you jealous?" she asked, from nowhere.

I looked down at her. "Jealous of whom?"

"You know."

"I'm the one who takes you home," I said. "Every night. I'm the one who gets to be married to you. What exactly would I be jealous of?"

She considered this, and I felt the small shift in her posture that told me it had landed the right way. The smile came a few seconds later, quiet and private, directed at the pavement in front of her.

We crossed towards the hotel and I thought about what I actually wanted from the rest of the evening, which was not to go upstairs and call it a night. I wanted Diego's. I wanted the music and the low lights and Claire in that environment again, her guard down, the version of her that had existed in that bar two nights ago and surprised us both. But I'd learned enough about the current state of her mood to know that suggesting it directly would send her in the opposite direction.

An outdoor bar across the street from the hotel was doing reasonable business — half full, a good cross-breeze, the kind of low-key energy that serves as a reasonable middle ground. We stopped in. The drinks came. We sat close together on a pair of stools and watched the street move past.

She didn't want to go upstairs, I could feel that much. The way she held her drink, the way her eyes kept moving. She'd wound herself up with her own anxieties about the last few days and somewhere underneath the sensibility and the self-correction was a woman who wasn't actually ready to let the evening end.

I waited.

"Can we walk around some?" she asked, when our glasses were nearly empty. She kept her voice casual, as though the thought had just arrived.

I looked at her. She looked at me with an expression of studied innocence that she has never been as good at as she thinks she is.

"Sure," I said. "Let's walk."

I nodded and we finished our drinks and stepped back out into the night. The streets were mostly quiet at this hour — shuttered shops, a few restaurants still lit at the edges, the occasional group of people moving between somewhere and somewhere else. We walked without declared destination, which is how the best walks usually go.

It took twenty minutes, and I won't pretend it felt accidental.

We drifted the way you drift in a dream towards the thing you were already thinking about, and eventually there we were — standing on the opposite pavement from Diego's, which on a Thursday night was an entirely different proposition from the Tuesday we'd first stumbled across it. The music was audible from across the street. The front bar was full, the interior beyond it moving with bodies and light, the whole place radiating a heat and energy that bore almost no resemblance to the quiet, half-empty room we'd sat in two nights ago.

Claire stopped walking.

"Do you want to go in?" she asked, studying the front of the place with an expression of careful neutrality.

"No, honey," I said.

She turned to look at me with genuine surprise.

"You're not dressed for it," I added.

The surprise shifted into something more alert. A beat of silence. Then: "I can change."

She said it quickly. Too quickly to have taken long to decide.

"If you want to," I said, aiming for indifferent and apparently not quite getting there.

She gave me a look of complete transparency. "I know exactly what you're doing and you're not as subtle as you think you are." A short laugh. "Quit looking so pleased with yourself."

I laughed, which she took as sufficient confession, and we turned back towards the hotel with a distinctly different quality of purpose in our steps than we'd left it with.

Upstairs, Claire went straight to her bag and began going through it with efficient speed. I sat on the edge of the bed and watched.

"Okay," she said, straightening up in the outfit she'd been wearing, sandals in hand. "Let's go."

"Not like that," I said.

She stopped. Looked down at herself, then back at me, and the realization of where this was going moved across her face in real time.

"Like what then?" she asked, with the tone of someone who already knows.

"The yellow sundress," I said. "You look incredible in it."

She considered this for a moment. "I do like that dress," she admitted, and turned back to her bag without further argument.

She found it, shook it out, and then reached back and unclipped her bra and stepped out of her underwear in the unselfconscious way she does when we're alone — down to nothing in a few seconds, standing in the middle of the room in the warm lamplight while she looked for the dress.

"Hold on," I said.

She turned with the dress in her hand. "What now?"

I held her gaze. "No bra. No panties."

The room went quiet. She stood there looking at me with an expression I couldn't immediately categorize — not quite surprise, not quite resistance, something more complicated than either. I felt the familiar uncertainty of not knowing if I'd gone a step too far, whether the evening's goodwill had a limit I'd just found.

She didn't move for a long moment.

Then, without a word, she reached behind her and unclasped the bra and let it fall from her shoulders, her small perfect breasts bare in the lamplight. She bent and stepped out of her underwear, straightened up, and pulled the yellow sundress over her head in one clean movement. It settled around her, falling to mid-thigh, the fabric light enough that it moved when she moved.

She went to the mirror.

I watched her conduct a careful inspection — turning slightly, checking the fall of the dress, the way the loose top draped across her chest. Her nipples were small enough that braless wasn't obvious at rest, though I had some hopes about how the night air might change that calculation. She took her time about it, tilting her head, smoothing the fabric once over her hips.

When she turned back her expression had rearranged itself into something that was trying to be disapproving and not entirely succeeding.

"You've gotten very pushy all of a sudden," she said.

I moved behind her and put my arms around her waist and felt the warmth of her through the thin fabric, the knowledge of nothing underneath it doing what that knowledge does.

"It's just us," I said into her hair. "And I think I've been getting to know a side of you that you've been hiding."

"Oh, you think so?" She said it lightly, but I caught the flicker of something in her eyes in the mirror's reflection — a small, private amusement, a spark she wasn't quite bothering to conceal.

Then she stepped forward out of my arms, picked up her sandals from the floor, and walked to the door without looking back.

The place was transformed from Tuesday. We heard it half a block away — a wall of bass and voices — and when we pushed through to the street-side bar the crowd was three deep in places. Thursday had delivered on Luke's promise. We worked our way along the bar looking for space and eventually gave up on finding stools, settling for a standing position at the far end where there was just enough room to exist comfortably.

Señor Tejeda was in his spot. Same stool, same stillness, the same quality of watching everything and being part of nothing. I had begun to think of him as a feature of the room rather than a person in it, like the fans on the ceiling or the second bar along the back wall.

Claire scanned the room for Lucia and Ana, didn't find them, and turned her attention to the crowd instead. There were more Anglo women tonight — older than Claire by a decade at least, the kind of tanned, relaxed wives who accompany their husbands on fishing holidays and make the best of the evenings. They occupied the bar in pairs and small groups, dressed for a warmer version of a night out back home, clearly enjoying themselves without any particular agenda.

On the elevated stage, a girl was dancing in a bikini — young, dark-haired, unselfconscious, moving well — and most of the male attention in the room was directed her way. The overall energy was easy and positive, the particular looseness of a Thursday crowd that has already decided it's going to have a good time.

Our drinks arrived. I watched Claire watch the room.

"What time were you and Mateo planning to meet?" I asked, keeping my voice completely pleasant.

She turned and looked at me with an expression of calm amusement, entirely refusing the bait. "Eleven," she said simply, and took a sip of her drink.

I checked my watch. Just after nine.

I found myself genuinely curious about what was going through Mateo's mind right now, wherever he was. He'd spent the morning in a small wooden hut in the rain with his hand on my wife's breasts while she stroked his cock, and then she'd kissed him for ten minutes and walked out the door. He was twenty-something, young and confident and apparently very well equipped, and he'd been left in a state of considerable unresolved interest by a married woman who had then told him casually that she might see him later.

Was he getting ready right now? Expecting that tonight the situation would resolve itself in the way he'd been imagining all afternoon — that somehow, if the circumstances were right, if the evening went where evenings at Diego's tended to go, he'd find a way to get what the hut had promised him?

I took a sip of my drink and looked at my wife standing next to me in her yellow sundress with nothing underneath it, and thought that Mateo's evening had the potential to go in several very different directions.

I turned away for what felt like seconds — flagging the bartender, checking on the drink — and when I looked back Lucia had materialized at Claire's side the way she had the first night, appearing from nowhere with the silent efficiency of someone who knows how to move through a crowd. She was in another tight miniskirt, a low-cut top that left very little of her breasts to imagination, and she and Claire were already deep in conversation, both of them looking each other up and down in the way women do when they're genuinely admiring each other's choices rather than performing the admiration.

Claire caught my eye and made the small gesture that means drink, please.

I got Lucia a cocktail — the expensive kind, house arrangement, same as before — and carried it the few steps to where they were standing.

"Lucia," I said, handing it over. "Good to see you."

"And you." She took the glass with a warm smile and the natural ease of someone entirely comfortable accepting things. "You came back."

"We came back," I agreed.

"Where's Ana tonight?" Claire asked.

Lucia's smile shifted into something more conspiratorial and impressed. "She will be here later. Last night was very good for her. Very long." She raised her eyebrows. "She didn't get home until four this afternoon."

Claire's eyes widened. "What happened?"

"An American couple. Man and woman." Lucia sipped her drink with the satisfaction of someone delivering a story they know is good. "She went back to their hotel and she didn't leave until this afternoon."

"Both of them?" Claire asked, quickly and without self-consciousness, leaning forward slightly. Then: "They took her back to their hotel together?"

"It was a very good night for her," Lucia confirmed, with the serene certainty of someone for whom this information falls well within the range of normal.

Claire absorbed this with parted lips and an expression that was doing its best to be merely curious.

"What did they pay her—" She stopped herself mid-sentence, blinked, and shook her head with a short laugh. "Sorry. Never mind. I don't know why I asked that. It's all just — it's a lot to take in."

Lucia waved it off without offense.

"And you?" I asked, turning to Lucia. "Good week?"

Her expression shifted — a small, philosophical shrug, the particular resignation of someone reporting bad weather. "Not good," she said. "I have been unlucky. Some weeks are like this." She looked between the two of us with a slow, meaningful smile. "Perhaps you and your wife will help change that."

I laughed out loud at Lucia, who received it with perfect good humor and not the slightest indication that she intended to change her approach. Relentless was the word. She had identified us as a prospect on night one and had apparently decided to maintain the position indefinitely, which I found more admirable than anything else.

Claire fell back into conversation with her and I took the opportunity to look around the room properly. Thursday had brought out a different crowd — fuller, louder, more international, the energy several degrees higher than Tuesday's tentative warmth. I was still scanning when I noticed a table open up along the near wall, and I put my hand on Claire's arm without interrupting her and tipped my head towards it. We moved as a unit and claimed it before anyone else could form the intention.

"Much better," I said, settling in.

The table gave us the room. More drinks arrived, the conversation picked up again, and after a while Lucia pulled Claire towards the dance floor with the persuasive efficiency she applied to everything, and the two of them disappeared into the crowd.

I minded the table and watched the room.

The floor was dark and packed enough that Claire was only findable by the yellow of her dress — a moving point of brightness in the general motion of bodies. They stayed out long enough that I finished one drink and made meaningful progress on a second. In their absence I watched several things unfold with quiet interest: a girl leaving with a man who'd been at the bar since we arrived; another couple — clearly married, clearly tourists — negotiating something with a dark-haired woman at a nearby table that concluded with all three of them heading for the door together. The whole ecosystem of the place operating as it always did, openly and without apology.

I watched Señor Tejeda too, inevitably. Same stool, same stillness, same slow progress through his beer. The room moved and shifted around him and he remained fixed at the center of it, unmoved by any of it. I found myself wondering, not for the first time, what went on behind those eyes. Whether he thought about Claire. Whether the brief geography of his hand against her, the warm skin of her, had registered in whatever internal landscape he occupied.

The yellow dress reappeared through the crowd.

They came back flushed and breathless, both of them damp at the temples, Lucia's hair beginning to escape whatever had been holding it. They dropped into their chairs with the particular satisfaction of people who have genuinely exerted themselves.

"Ana!" Claire's voice lifted above the music before I'd even seen her coming — and there was Ana, threading through the crowd towards our table looking considerably fresher than someone who had allegedly been otherwise engaged until four that afternoon had any right to look.

She'd dressed for the occasion — a dark miniskirt and a low-cut top that did full justice to her figure, the kind of outfit that left the important questions answered before anyone had to ask them. She pulled out a chair and sat, and Lucia leaned immediately towards her and launched into a rapid burst of Spanish that I could follow only in the broadest outline.

Whatever was being said, Ana's expression moved through amusement, a brief moment of what might have been pride, and something more private that she folded away before it became visible.

Then they switched to English, and Claire leaned in with her elbows on the table and the undisguised attention of someone who has been waiting for this part, and the three of them settled into a conversation that I suspected covered the previous night in considerably more detail than the summary version Lucia had offered at the bar.

I sipped my drink and let them get on with it.

They drained their glasses and headed back to the floor, and I was alone at the table again with my drink and the room.

Ten minutes, maybe a little more. I watched the usual patterns — the circling, the negotiating, the departures. A man at the far end of the bar who'd been working up to something for the better part of an hour finally made his move and was rewarded. A group of older tourists near the stage who were having the time of their lives without quite understanding what kind of establishment they'd wandered into. The girl on the stage had been replaced by music and a shifting light show that moved across the dance floor in slow sweeps.

Lucia and Ana came back without Claire.

They sat down and resumed their conversation in Spanish, easy and unhurried, giving no indication that anything required explanation. I assumed bathroom and went back to watching the room.

It was the yellow dress that found her for me, the way it always did — a moving point of brightness in the dark of the floor. I tracked it for a moment before I registered what I was actually looking at.

She was dancing with Mateo.

He'd found her in the crowd, or she'd found him, and they were close — not indecently so, but close in the way of people who have already been in a small wooden hut together in the rain. He was taller than I always remembered, broad-shouldered in a loose shirt, and he moved well. Claire's back was mostly to me. I could see his face. He was looking at her the way he'd been looking at her all week.

"Let her enjoy herself with her date." Lucia's hand appeared on my forearm, light and warm. She said it without any edge to it, just stating what seemed to her to be an obvious and reasonable position.

"Stay with us." Ana's hand landed on my knee with similar straightforwardness.

I looked at the two of them — Lucia watching me with those quick, intelligent eyes, Ana with her calm, measuring patience — and felt the particular absurdity of the situation settle over me like something comfortable.

"Do I have a choice?" I said.

"No," they said, in exact unison, and all three of us laughed, and the tension that had been building in my chest released itself into something looser and more interesting.

I glanced back at the dance floor, then at Lucia. "I understand he has a nickname," I said.

Lucia's expression brightened with genuine amusement. "Oh yes. He is very well known for his — abilities." She said the word with a particular weight. "Your wife should be proud to have his attention."

"I don't think she intends to take it that far," I said.

Lucia tilted her head in the way of someone being politely patient with a position they find unconvincing. "I would say they are already lovers," she said simply.

The word landed with more weight than I'd expected. I looked at her, and something in her expression told me this wasn't speculation — that Claire had said something, at some point during the hours they'd spent talking, that had made the situation clear.

I looked back at the dance floor. Yellow dress. Dark shirt. Close.

I picked up my drink.

"I suppose," I said, "there's an argument for that."

She was out there for what felt like the better part of half an hour. I tracked the yellow dress when I could and lost it when I couldn't, and divided the remaining attention between Lucia and Ana and my drink. When Claire finally came back to the table she was breathing hard and damp at the temples, her hair beginning to lose its shape in the heat of the room. She dropped into her chair and immediately looked at me with the expression that means drink, please without words.

I flagged the waitress. Another round for the table.

While I was doing that, the three of them pulled together and the conversation dropped to something I couldn't hear — quick and low, punctuated by the kind of giggling that stops when you look too directly at it.

"What are you all talking about?" I asked, when the waitress had gone.

Lucia looked at me with her most straightforward expression. "Your wife wants to experience a younger man," she said pleasantly.

Claire's hand connected with Lucia's arm with a crack audible over the music. "I did not say that."

"You didn't have to." Lucia rubbed her arm without any sign of regret, the wicked grin entirely intact. "It's in your eyes. It has been since the first night."

"It's not even eleven yet," I said to Claire, keeping my voice conversational.

"He couldn't wait," Lucia said, before Claire could respond.

Ana dissolved immediately. The laugh came from somewhere genuine and deep, and after approximately two seconds Claire went with it, and I sat across from three laughing women and accepted that the power balance at the table was not in my favor and was unlikely to improve.

"Where is he now?" I asked, when the laughter had settled enough for conversation.

Claire composed herself and looked around the room. "I don't know. When I said I needed to come back and rest he just — disappeared."

"He is young," Lucia said, with the authority of someone filing a professional assessment. "Young men get nervous about the husband. They don't know how to read the situation." She paused, then added: "Not like the man at the bar."

Lucia's words turned my head towards the bar almost involuntarily. Señor Tejeda sat in his fixed position, his beer half-gone, his eyes moving across the room with that slow, proprietary sweep that never seemed to settle on anything specific and somehow took everything in. The stool beside him was empty for the first time I'd noticed. I looked at it for a moment longer than I meant to.

It also told me something else — that Claire had told Lucia about that night too. The leg against her thigh. The hand. She'd shared more with this girl over drinks and whispered conversations than I'd realized.

Lucia had noticed the empty stool as well. She turned back to me with a measured look.

"Would you prefer she be with him?" she asked, nodding once in Tejeda's direction. "As her lover, I mean."

"Lucia." Claire's voice carried a warning that stopped just short of genuine anger.

Lucia received it with a small, composed nod, the picture of cooperative acknowledgement.

Ana laughed.

"She genuinely doesn't know how to stop," Ana said, when the laughing had run its course, and directed a look of serene innocence at Lucia that earned her a withering glare in return. The rest of us laughed, and even Lucia's expression cracked after a moment.

The drinks arrived, along with a bottle of water that Claire accepted with both hands and drank from immediately. The conversation found easier ground — the town, the music, something Ana said about a restaurant near the market — and we worked through the round at a comfortable pace.

Then a song came on that made Ana sit up straighter. She was on her feet before it had finished its first bar, already moving, and the pull of it brought Lucia up next, and then Claire, with the particular inevitability of a good song in a warm room. I waved them off and settled back with what was left of my drink.

This time I kept my eyes on the yellow dress from the start.

It took less than five minutes. Mateo materialized from somewhere in the crowd — I hadn't seen him arrive, which suggested he'd been watching too — and fell into step beside Claire with the ease of someone picking up a conversation they'd only briefly set down. I watched him work the geometry of the floor gradually and with considerable patience, the two of them drifting through the crowd in a direction that was probably not accidental, until they'd put the maximum available distance between themselves and my table.

I watched. I drank. I said nothing.

At some point I became aware that Lucia and Ana were no longer dancing. I found them at the bar — they'd made the calculation that the evening's entertainment wasn't going to convert into anything more productive, and had returned to work with the brisk pragmatism of people who have rent to pay. Lucia had positioned herself beside an older tourist who had the sunburned, slightly dazed look of a man who'd been fishing all day and was now being pleasantly ambushed, and from his body language the conversation was going well. She caught my eye across the room briefly and gave me the smallest of shrugs, which I interpreted as business is business.

Ana had less luck. She worked her way along the bar with her particular brand of composed, unhurried attention, and came up empty at each stop — wrong moment, wrong man, wrong energy. She ended up near the entrance, standing just to one side of the open front panels, alone for the first time all evening, watching the street with an expression that was tired in a way the rest of her face was trying not to show.

I looked back at the dance floor.

Yellow dress. Dark shirt. Close.

As far as I could tell from my position at the table, the dancing was exactly what it looked like — two people moving to music in a crowded bar. Close, yes. His hand occasionally at her waist, yes. But nothing that crossed any obvious line, nothing that would have looked out of place to anyone not paying the specific kind of attention I was paying.

Claire came back alone, the yellow dress damp at the small of her back, her hand already fanning her face before she'd fully sat down.

"Where did Lucia and Ana go?" she asked, reaching immediately for something to drink and finding only my empty glass.

"They decided the evening needed to start paying," I said.

She looked genuinely disappointed. "Can't we just — I don't know — pay them to stay? I like talking to them."

I looked at her for a moment. "If it matters that much to you I can ask. You want them for an hour or the whole night?"

"The whole night obviously," she said, the impish smile arriving immediately.

"You know this isn't exactly the budget holiday we planned," I observed.

She considered this and produced an expression of theatrical regret, the pouty look she deploys when she knows she's already won. "I suppose we could just go back to the room."

"Oh, what the hell," I said, and laughed, and she laughed with me, and the decision was made without either of us quite making it.

I'd ordered ahead while she was dancing — another drink for her, a bottle of water — and she found them waiting when she sat down and attacked the water first with the focused gratitude of someone who'd been sweating for an hour. The alcohol had settled into me properly by now, a warm, comfortable weight behind my eyes, but Claire seemed to be metabolizing the evening differently — the dancing and the heat burning through it faster than it could accumulate. She looked bright-eyed and loose and more awake than she had any right to be at this hour.

I was watching her take a long pull from the water bottle when our waitress appeared at the edge of the table with a tray.

Four shot glasses. Lined up and waiting.

"What's this?" I asked, looking up at the waitress.

"From a friend," she said, with the particular smile of someone enjoying being the messenger.

"Which friend?"

She shrugged, already turning away, and disappeared back into the crowd before I could follow up.

I dipped a finger into the nearest glass and tasted it. Tequila — decent quality, not the well stuff. I sat back and looked around the room, scanning for Lucia, for Ana, for anyone who might have sent a round and was now watching for the reaction. Nothing obvious. I decided it was probably Lucia's parting gesture and let the mystery stand.

"Well," I said, picking up the nearest glass and looking at Claire. "Looks like it's an all-in kind of night."

I tipped it back. The tequila was smooth and warm and arrived in my stomach with the particular authority of a drink that has decided where the evening is going.

Claire watched my expression for information. "Any good?"

I nodded.

She picked up her glass, tilted her head back, and set it down empty with the decisive click of someone who has made a decision about something larger than the drink. The remaining two glasses followed in short order — we touched them together briefly, toasted nothing in particular and everything in general, and drank.

I let the warmth settle. The room had taken on that specific quality that several drinks and a shot of good tequila produces — edges softened, sounds richer, everything slightly more itself than usual.

I looked at my wife across the table.

"What are you expecting from your guy tonight?" I asked. Keeping it light. Keeping it easy.

"Nothing." The word came quickly, smoothly, with a smile attached. "Just dancing."

I held her gaze. Her face was doing something that her words weren't quite doing.

"Just dancing," I said. "Nothing more."

The smile stayed but changed quality slightly, and a silence opened up between us that was fuller than silence usually is. She looked at me across it with an expression I'd been learning to read all week — the one where something real was sitting just beneath the managed surface, deciding whether to come up.

"What do you want?" she asked finally, turning it back on me.

"I want you to be honest with me," I said. "That's all. Just say the thing you're actually thinking."

"I haven't thought that far ahead," she said, and the vagueness of it was its own kind of answer. We held the look for a moment longer than was strictly comfortable, and then let it go by unspoken agreement.

I found Ana near the entrance where I'd last seen her, still alone, the tired quality around her eyes a little more visible up close. When I asked if she'd like to spend the rest of the evening with us — properly, with compensation — the change in her face was immediate and genuine. We settled on a hundred dollars after a brief and friendly negotiation, and I told her the same offer extended to Lucia if she was free. Ana was already moving through the crowd before I'd finished the sentence.

Less than five minutes later all four of us were back at the table.

The difference was remarkable. Released from the pressure of the evening's economics, both girls expanded into themselves — louder, funnier, more physical in their conversation, leaning across the table to make points and dissolving into laughter with the ease of people who no longer had anywhere else they needed to be. The conversation was mostly with Claire, fast and warm and occasionally dropping into Spanish when the English wasn't quick enough.

The waitress arrived with four more shots.

I pressed her this time. She genuinely didn't know — or was performing not knowing with convincing commitment. Lucia and Ana declined with a shared look that suggested some professional instinct about keeping a clear head. Claire took one with me. I drank mine and looked around the room with the particular clarity that a tequila shot briefly provides before the overall weight of the evening reassumes control.

The stool next to Señor Tejeda was empty again.

I sat with that for a moment. Then the remaining shot. Then my drink. The room had taken on a warm, slightly liquid quality that I recognized as the point beyond which further drinking becomes either a very good or a very bad idea depending entirely on circumstances. I was a couple of blocks from the hotel. I decided circumstances were favorable.

I leaned towards Claire and got close enough that I didn't have to project, close enough to smell the warmth of her skin and the faint trace of her perfume underneath the heat of the room.

"Go sit on that stool," I said, with what I intended as quiet authority and what probably came out as something more approximate.

She pulled back enough to look at my face, conducting a rapid assessment of whether I was serious, joking, or simply drunk.

"No, honey," she said.

"Come on." I kept my voice low. "Go sit with him."

"No."

I tried to locate a compelling rationale and found the tequila had done something unhelpful to that particular process. "You want to keep dancing with your boy-toy, don't you?"

We looked at each other across the table for a long moment — long enough that it became something more than a stare, something with weight and consequence in it. I didn't push again. I didn't have to.

Claire stood up. Smoothed the dress down over her thighs. Walked to the bar without looking back and settled onto the stool beside Señor Tejeda, reaching back with one hand to make sure the fabric covered her properly before she settled in.

I watched.

Lucia and Ana had gone quiet. I glanced over and found Lucia watching me with that slow, knowing smile of hers, reading the situation with the calm expertise of someone who has seen many versions of it. Ana's expression was different — something between bewilderment and a kind of cautious alarm, as though she was recalculating who exactly she was sharing a table with.

The crowd moved constantly between our table and the bar, bodies crossing the sightline every few seconds, and I watched in fragments — Claire's profile, the set of her shoulders, the careful stillness of someone acutely aware of their own posture. I waited for Tejeda to make the move I'd seen him make before, the slow migration of his leg against hers, the hand.

What happened instead was different.

He turned towards her. Just his head at first, then his shoulders, and then he leaned in — slowly, deliberately — until his lips were close to her hair. Not touching. Close. And he began to speak.

Whatever he was saying, I couldn't hear it from where I sat and wouldn't have understood it anyway. But I could read Claire's body. The initial tension was visible even at this distance — a tightening, a micro-recoil that didn't become an actual retreat. She held her position. She listened. Her head moved in a small, careful nod. Then she turned slightly and responded, and what followed was a brief, quiet exchange that lasted perhaps two minutes before she stood, smoothed her dress again, and came back to the table.

She sat down.

Three pairs of eyes on her.

"He asked me to go to the Mermaid Hotel," she said, with the neutral delivery of someone reading from a document.

"That is just around the corner from here," Lucia said immediately, with the geographic authority of someone who knows every hotel within a half-mile radius on a professional basis. Then, with the directness that was her defining characteristic: "How much did he offer?"

Claire looked at her. "Two hundred dollars."

The number sat on the table.

"That is a very good price," Lucia said, with complete sincerity.

Claire looked at her for one second, then burst out laughing — the full, unguarded version — and the tension that had been holding the moment together dissolved entirely into it. Ana covered her mouth. Even Lucia's composure cracked.

There was a beat of confused silence around the table, and then Lucia started laughing first, and Ana followed, and the whole thing collapsed into noise.

When it had settled enough for conversation I looked at my wife. "You negotiated with him?"

"He started at a hundred and fifty," she said, with the calm satisfaction of someone reporting a successful business outcome. "I felt that wasn't sufficient."

"You—" I stopped. "You actually negotiated."

"I got him up to two hundred." She picked up her drink. "But I told him it still wasn't enough."

"How much did you want?" Ana asked, leaning forward with genuine professional interest.

"I don't know. More." She was giggling now, the tequila and the absurdity of the situation converging. "It just seemed like the right thing to say."

"How much would be enough?" Lucia pressed.

"Not for a cent less than three hundred," I said.

Lucia turned to me immediately, completely serious. "That is possible. But probably not from him."

I was still congratulating myself on the response, settling back with my drink and the self-satisfaction of someone who has contributed something clever to a conversation, when Claire stood up.

I watched her cross the room towards Señor Tejeda with the loose, purposeful walk of someone operating several drinks past their usual threshold but not yet past their nerve.

I stared.

Her stool had been taken in the brief time since she'd vacated it, so she leaned down instead — bringing her face level with his, her hand on the bar for balance — and said something to him while several people nearby pretended not to watch and did anyway. He looked up at her. They traded perhaps four exchanges, short and unhurried. Claire straightened, nodded once with the businesslike composure of someone concluding a meeting, and walked back to the table.

She sat.

Three faces waited.

"He said no," she announced simply. Then, already rising again: "Let's dance." She looked at Lucia and Ana. "Come on."

And she led them out onto the floor without a backward glance, leaving me sitting alone at the table with my drink and approximately one thousand unasked questions.

Claire had barely been back on the floor a minute before Mateo found her again. He'd changed at some point in the evening — long shorts and a fitted surf shirt that did nothing to conceal the lean architecture underneath it — and he moved through the crowd towards her with the unhurried confidence of someone who has already decided how the night is going. Within moments they'd drifted away from Lucia and Ana, pulled by their own gravity towards the same dark corner of the floor they'd occupied before. I watched them find their rhythm together — easy, natural, the movement of two people who've been in the water together and know something about how the other body works. His hand found her hip and settled there, guiding rather than directing, and Claire moved into it without resistance.

Even at this distance I could see she was happy.


Strepping Away

My bladder made itself known with the particular urgency of several hours of steady drinking finally presenting its invoice. I stood, took my first step, and understood immediately that the gap between how drunk I thought I was and how drunk I actually was had been significant and was now non-negotiable. The room had acquired a gentle but persistent tilt. I navigated towards the back of the bar in a series of careful, deliberate steps, one hand occasionally making contact with the wall in a way I hoped looked casual.

The bathroom was empty. I found a urinal and leaned my forehead against the cool tile above it and let out a long, grateful breath and stood there listening to the bass moving through the walls.

Halfway through, the door opened behind me.

Footsteps. Crossing the room. Stopping.

Not at a urinal. Not moving towards a stall. Just — stopping. Somewhere behind me and to the right.

I felt my shoulders tighten. The tile against my forehead suddenly felt very important to remain in contact with.

A voice came. Gruff, heavily accented, unhurried. Entirely certain of itself.

"Your wife. She is very beautiful."

I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. I finished, zipped, and turned anyway, finding my balance on the way.

Señor Tejeda stood three feet away. Still. Watchful. The same quality of absolute patience he carried at his bar stool brought into the confined brightness of the bathroom without any modification.

"What do you want?" I asked. I was aiming for direct and landing somewhere in the neighborhood of it, the tequila doing what it could to undermine the delivery.

He looked at me without any apparent discomfort with the situation. "I do not have five hundred," he said flatly. "But I want her very much."

I stood there for a moment with the arithmetic running slowly through my alcohol-soaked brain. Claire had told him five hundred. She'd negotiated up from a hundred and fifty with me watching, reported it back to the table with barely concealed amusement, and then apparently gone back a second time and given him a number that was nearly twice what she'd quoted me.

I looked at Señor Tejeda with a new kind of attention.

"Well," I said, moving towards the door. "I guess that's just too bad."

His hand closed around my arm.

"We must reach an agreement," he said.

"Hey—" I pulled free, which was the right instinct and the wrong execution, and the floor came up to meet me with more speed than I'd have preferred.

I was still processing what had happened when I felt his arm come under mine — firm and certain — and he lifted me to my feet with a directness that suggested he'd done similar things before. When I was more or less vertical and had established a working relationship with my own balance, he stepped back and something shifted in his expression.

"I meant no harm," he said. The gruffness was still there but underneath it something that was almost genuine. "Please. Forgive me."

I straightened my shirt. Looked at him. "Forget it," I said, and started for the door.

I made it three steps.

Something stopped me — some impulse I didn't fully examine before I was already acting on it — and I turned back.

"How much do you have?" I asked.

He didn't hesitate. "Three hundred and twenty-five. But I must also pay for a room."

"How much is the room?"

"Forty dollars. For one hour."

I nodded slowly, doing the arithmetic. Then a thought surfaced from somewhere beneath the tequila, and I looked at him differently.

"Did you send the tequila shots?" I asked.

"Yes."

"How much were they?"

"Four dollars each." He said it without any trace of apology or calculation. Just the number.

I stood in the bathroom of Diego's on a Thursday night in a Costa Rican beach town, considerably drunker than was ideal for the conversation I appeared to be having, and looked at this quiet, strange, patient man who had been sending my wife drinks and pressing his leg against her thigh and putting his hand on her ass and had apparently just spent a meaningful portion of his evening's budget on a investment that hadn't yet paid off.

"Four dollars each," I repeated.

"Yes," he said.

I made my way back to the table with the careful, concentrated movement of someone navigating a ship through shallow water. Lucia and Ana had returned, their drinks in front of them, but Claire's chair was empty. I found the yellow dress at the far end of the room — she and Mateo standing close together in conversation, not dancing now, just talking, his head bent slightly towards her in the way of someone who wants to make sure he's heard.

I sat down.

Looking back, I can see the situation with the clarity that sobriety and distance provide and drunkenness entirely withholds. I was sitting with two women we'd paid for their company while my wife negotiated something unspoken with a young man who wanted to take her to bed, and I had just spent five minutes in a bathroom discussing a financial arrangement with a stranger who had been quietly pursuing her for three days. Any one of these things, examined in ordinary light, would have sent us back to the hotel at a sensible hour.

Instead I leaned towards Lucia and Ana and told them, in a voice that was doing its best, what Tejeda had said. All of it — the number, the room, the tequila. I made sure they understood that the figure Claire had quoted him was considerably more than anything I'd suggested, which amused me more than it probably should have.

They received this information without any visible surprise.

"It is fortunate she asked for so much," Lucia said, with a directness that closed the subject. "It is better she doesn't go with him."

Ana was nodding before Lucia had finished.

There was something behind it — some knowledge that the women who worked this bar had accumulated about Señor Tejeda that they weren't inclined to make explicit. I thought about pressing and decided against it. Some information arrives in the right form.

Lucia's hand moved to my arm, stroking it with the practiced warmth of someone making a point through touch as much as words.

"She wants Mateo," she said. "You can see it. Just give her the permission." She held my gaze. "That is all she needs from you."

"They are in love," Ana said, with the serene conviction of someone stating a geographical fact.

I looked at her.

"They met four days ago."

Ana shrugged in a way that suggested this was not the relevant metric.

A few minutes later the yellow dress reappeared. Claire came back to the table with Mateo a half-step behind her — close but not presumptuous, reading the room. His eyes found mine briefly and moved away, the carefully managed expression of a young man who is trying to appear unconcerned and is not entirely succeeding. He stood quietly while Claire took her seat beside me.

"Ready to go?" I asked.

She looked at me. "Are you?"

"I am."

The disappointment that moved across her face was quiet and genuine and not designed for my benefit — she wasn't performing it. I looked at her for a moment, then at Mateo standing at the edge of the table with his hands in his pockets and the particular stillness of someone waiting for a verdict, and then back at my wife.

"Do you want to invite him back?" I said. Keeping my voice even. Watching her face.

Something moved in her eyes — fast, complicated, hope and uncertainty arriving at the same moment.

"I don't know," she said. "It seems so — it's just so—" She stopped. Pressed her lips together. Then, quietly: "Maybe just for a little while?"

I watched her face as she waited for my response and understood what was actually being asked. She'd been building to this all night — all week, maybe — and now that the moment was real she needed it to belong to someone else. If I said yes, it was my decision. Her guilt had somewhere to go. Her conscience could file it under my husband wanted this and the responsibility would be distributed in a way that let her want what she wanted without fully owning the wanting.

"Up to you," I said. Putting it back where it belonged.

A flicker of something — surprise, maybe, or recognition — moved across her face. Then: "Can the girls come too? Just for a bit."

"Of course."

"Just for a little while," she said. "Not long."

She said it quickly. Almost no hesitation at all. And that told me more than the words did — that whatever she was describing as a little while was not, in her mind, a short visit. The fire had been burning longer than I'd realized and hotter than she'd admitted, and we had arrived at the moment where it was going to be acknowledged by all parties.

For the first time all week I felt it — a genuine pang of jealousy, quick and sharp and then complicated by everything else moving underneath it. Something had been unlocked in her that I hadn't known existed before this week. I turned it over in my mind — how much of it was my pushing, the bikini and Diego's and the photographs? How much had always been there, waiting for the right heat and the right geography and the simple convergence of situation and opportunity? Where did my role end and her own hunger begin? And what exactly did a little while mean? More dancing, more flirting, the comfortable charge of proximity without consequence? Or had she already decided something she hadn't said out loud?

I looked at her. She looked back at me with that smile — broad and unguarded and slightly tilted by tequila — and I nodded.

We gathered ourselves and left Diego's, the five of us, into the warm night. The walk was short and largely quiet, Lucia and Ana moving with the easy familiarity of people comfortable in any situation, Mateo close to Claire without touching her, saying little.

The hotel presented an unexpected complication. The security guard required that the girls be registered at the front desk before going up — a house policy nobody had mentioned — and we stood in the lobby while I handled it with the exaggerated care of someone trying to perform sobriety for an audience. Then the elevator, all five of us, in the particular silence of people who are sharing a small space and a large unspoken question about what happens next.

The room felt different with five people in it. Smaller. The lamp on the bedside table throwing everything in warm, low light. Nobody moved towards anything in particular, and the energy that had been easy and charged in the bar became suddenly uncertain without the music and the crowd to carry it.

Claire leaned close to Mateo and said something in a low voice. He answered. She turned to me.

"Can we — can we go to the hut?" she asked. Carefully. "Just us."

The meaning was not ambiguous.

Something tightened in my chest. "No," I said. More firmly than I'd intended. "You stay here."

The milling around continued for long enough to become its own kind of awkwardness — five people in a hotel room at midnight with no agreed-upon understanding of what the room was for. I made some decisions.

I found a music channel on the television, something with a low pulse that filled the silence without demanding attention. Lights off. Curtains open, the town's ambient glow coming in warm and diffuse, enough to see by without the harsh clarity of the lamps. I settled onto the couch and directed Lucia and Ana to either side of me, which they accepted with the easy adaptability of people comfortable in any configuration, and left Claire and Mateo standing near the bed without explicit instruction.

They solved the problem themselves. They sat at the foot of the bed, close together, and began talking in low voices — their own world, their own gravity, the rest of us peripheral.

I watched them for a moment. Then Lucia's fingers found my shirt buttons, working from the top down with a calm, unhurried competence, and Ana's hands moved to my belt with similar efficiency and purpose. I sat between them and let it happen and kept my eyes on my wife and the young man at the end of the bed.

Claire glanced over at me, then away, then back. Something was working in her expression.

"Honey." She stood. "Can we — can we talk for a minute?" She tipped her head towards the bathroom.

I got up with my shirt hanging open and my belt undone and followed her in. She closed the door and the light came on hard and bright, and in it I could see things the warm dark of the room had been concealing — the flush across her chest and throat, the particular brightness in her eyes that was equal parts want and fear and tequila and something more complicated underneath all three.

She kept her voice low, aware of the door behind me.

"Are you sure about this?" she said. "Because it feels — it really feels wrong."

"You made the choice," I said. "At Diego's. When he asked if he could come."

"I know." She pressed her hands together. "But are you actually okay with it? Genuinely?"

I looked at her in the bathroom light and decided to stop navigating around the question.

"Claire. Tell me what you want to happen. Specifically."

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Her eyes dropped.

"I mean — you know — I just—" The sentence dissolved.

"Do you want to sleep with him?" I said. Flat, direct, no decoration on it. "Do you want to fuck him?"

The word landed in the small bright room and stayed there.

She looked at me for a long time. The flush on her chest deepened. When she spoke her voice was just above a whisper.

"No," she said. "It's too wrong. It's just — no."

I held her gaze for a moment, then nodded.

"Okay," I said. "Then we go back out there, we spend some time, and then they leave. All of them. That's what happens."

"Okay," she said softly.

The disappointment in it was unmistakable — not performed, not directed at me as manipulation, just genuinely there. She wanted the word. She wanted to hear yes, it's fine, I want this for you and I hadn't given it to her, and now she was standing in the bathroom light holding the wanting by herself without anywhere to put it.

She leaned towards me and tried to kiss me and I let her get close before I said, quietly: "Later."

She held there for a moment, then straightened. I reached past her and opened the door.

The room received us with four pairs of eyes, though only briefly — everyone adjusted quickly to the reentry and the pretense of casual resumed. Claire crossed to the bed and settled beside Mateo, close but not quite touching, and I returned to the couch where Lucia shifted to make room with a warmth that asked nothing.

After only a moment, Ana's hand moved back towards my lap with the patient persistence of water finding a crack. I caught her wrist gently.

"Not yet, Ana," I said.

She accepted it without any sign of offence and leaned back, and the four of us in the room existed around the two on the bed while the music channel played something slow and low through the television.

Claire and Mateo found their whispered conversation again. It went on for some time — long enough that I stopped trying to read it from across the room and simply watched the shape of it, the way she held her body, the way his head inclined towards hers. Whatever was being said, it was serious. It was negotiation of a kind.

When it ended, he moved towards her and she turned her head at the last moment and his mouth found her cheek instead. She said something else. He listened. Another exchange, quieter than the last.

Then she didn't turn away.

The first kiss was brief — almost tentative, which surprised me given everything. The second one was not. It began and then continued and I watched him bring his hand up to her face and guide her back slowly, and she went with it, and then they were horizontal on the bed, her hair spreading across the white of the pillow, his body turned towards hers.

"Mmmm—" The sound came from her when his mouth moved to her neck, the particular spot below her ear that I knew from long experience produced exactly that response, and the sound of it in the dim room did something complicated to my chest.

Lucia's lips were close to my ear.

"Give her permission," she said softly. Her hand moved to my arm, fingers light and warm. "That is all she is waiting for. Just say the word."

We watched from the couch while the music moved softly through the room.

Mateo was unhurried in a way that spoke of genuine experience rather than performance — not rushing towards anything, just building, his mouth moving from her lips to her jaw to the curve of her neck with a patience that drew sounds from Claire that she was trying to suppress and mostly failing. Small sounds, barely audible — the mews and sighs that I knew, that belonged to my particular knowledge of her — coming from somewhere she wasn't fully in control of.

Lucia's fingers found my nipple through my open shirt and teased it lightly. Ana's hand settled on my cock through my trousers and squeezed slowly, feeling its shape, its weight. I let both of them do what they were doing and kept my eyes on the bed.

His hand pulled her closer — firm, deliberate — until her body was against his entirely, and when she was tucked in against him it moved to her chest and began working her breasts through the thin fabric of the dress. Slow, circular movements. She made no effort to redirect him. Her hand found his arm and rested there without pushing.

Then the whispering again. I held my breath. It went on long enough that I began to read it as her pulling back, finding her limit, and I was arranging myself for that outcome when they resumed kissing instead, deeper than before.

His hand left her breasts and travelled down to her legs.

He took his time there too. Long strokes up the outside of her thigh, unhurried, each pass carrying the hem of her dress incrementally higher. I watched the yellow fabric rise — inch by careful inch — until it was barely covering the curve of her ass, and I could see the smooth skin of her upper thigh in the low light from the window, and I knew with complete certainty that she had nothing underneath.

Then his hand moved beneath the dress.

"Mmmmm—" The sound came out of her low and stifled, like something she'd tried to hold back and couldn't, and her upper leg lifted and draped itself over his, opening herself to him, and there was nothing ambiguous about why.

He'd found her. I was certain of it — the warmth of her, the wet I knew would be there after everything the evening had been — his fingers working between her legs while she pressed herself against his hand.

Ana sat forward suddenly and spoke to Lucia in a fast, low burst of Spanish. Lucia listened, said something brief in return, and then turned to me.

Her voice was quiet but certain.

"Let them fuck," she said.

Claire's sounds had stopped being stifled. They came freely now, small and breathless and continuous, and I could see Mateo's forearm moving with a rhythm that left no doubt about what his hand was doing beneath the dress. She had her face pressed into his shoulder and her hips were moving against him, taking what he was giving her without any pretense of restraint.

Then he stopped.

He pulled his hand free and stood in one clean movement, and in the dim light from the window he glanced across the room at me — brief, direct, reading whatever was on my face — and then his hands went to his shorts.

He pushed them down.

There was a sharp intake of breath from the couch. Ana's hand tightened involuntarily on my leg. Lucia made a low sound beside me. And Claire, still lying where he'd left her with her dress pushed up and her chest rising and falling, looked directly at what had just been revealed and said nothing at all.

He was fully hard, his cock standing away from his body with the unambiguous authority of youth — thick and long, eight inches at my conservative estimate, probably more, curving slightly upward with a heaviness that made the upward angle impressive rather than inevitable. The shaft was darker than the rest of him, almost a different material entirely, with a faintly textured surface and several prominent veins tracing its length. He was uncut, the foreskin fully retracted, the exposed head a vivid pink that contrasted sharply with the dark of the shaft, everything emerging from a thin scatter of dark hair at the base.

He was extraordinary and he knew it, and he stood there for a moment without moving, letting the room absorb the information.

I heard Claire exhale.

I had expected him to move over her immediately, to capitalize on the moment while it was available. Instead he reached for the hem of her dress and pushed it up fully, exposing her from the waist down — her smooth bare pussy, her long legs, the tan lines that mapped the edges of the bikini she'd worn that morning — and then he lowered himself between her thighs and put his mouth on her.

The sound she made when his tongue found her was not quiet.

He worked her with the same unhurried thoroughness he'd brought to everything else — not rushing, not performing, just focused and patient and clearly knowledgeable, and within a minute Claire had stopped pretending she was going to keep it together. The sounds came one after another, unguarded and escalating, her hands finding his hair.

"He is preparing her," Lucia breathed into my ear, her lips close enough that I felt them. "Getting her ready to take him."

I knew she was right. I looked at my wife — her back arching off the bed, her thighs pressing against his shoulders, her head turned to one side with her eyes closed and her mouth open — and understood that the conversation in the bathroom had expired. Whatever line had existed there, whatever hesitation had kept her asking for permission, had been systematically and thoroughly dissolved over the last twenty minutes.

She was not going to ask me again.

Whatever restraint Lucia and Ana had been maintaining gave way entirely. They stood together, and in the efficient, unhurried way of women entirely comfortable in their own bodies, they stripped — clothes dropping without ceremony, both of them bare in the low light within seconds. Then they turned their attention to me, working together with the easy coordination of people who'd done this kind of thing before, and my remaining clothes followed until Claire was the only one in the room still dressed.

I settled back into the couch with a girl on either side of me. My hands moved between their legs, finding them both warm and ready, and Lucia responded by finding my nipples with her fingers while Ana wrapped her hand around my cock and began stroking it slowly.

"Slowly," I murmured to her, my jaw tight. "I mean it. Slowly."

She eased back to something that was less immediate but no less deliberate, and I watched the bed.

Mateo had brought Claire to the edge with his mouth and then pulled back at exactly the right moment — the timing of someone who knew precisely what he was doing — and now he rose onto his knees between her thighs, his cock heavy and prominent in the dim light, and began to move forward over her.

Claire's hand came up and pressed flat against his chest.

She pushed herself up slightly, turned her head, and looked directly across the room.

The moment her eyes adjusted to what she was seeing — Ana's hand moving on my cock, Lucia pressed against my side, both of them bare — something complicated moved across her face. Not quite surprise. Not quite hurt. Something that was still being decided.

The room went still. Nobody moved. The music continued from the television as if none of this was happening.

"Honey?" Her voice was quiet. Steady enough. But I knew the tone — had heard versions of it all night. She was asking the question again. The same question she'd been circling since Diego's, since the bathroom, since every moment she'd brought herself to the edge of a decision and then reached for someone else to make it.

I said nothing.

The seconds moved. Mateo above her, motionless. Lucia and Ana still on either side of me, waiting. Claire looking at me across the room with her dress pushed up around her waist and her chest rising and falling and the question sitting unanswered between us.

And then she fell back onto the pillow.

Not a collapse — a decision. Slow, deliberate, eyes closing briefly and then opening again as she turned back to Mateo. They spoke quietly for a moment, close together, his face near hers. Whatever she said made him lift his eyes to mine with a look that was equal parts relief and triumph and something more careful underneath both.

Then he looked back at her and lined himself up.

He dropped his hips to find the angle, his thick cock pressing forward, searching. Several slow, probing movements, seeking her entrance in the dark. Then Claire's hand slipped between them — unhurried, certain — and found him, and guided him, and held him where he needed to be.

The sound she made when he pushed forward the first time was something between a gasp and a groan — involuntary, pulled from somewhere deep, her body registering the reality of him against everything it had expected.

He stopped. Held himself there.

"It is very small," he murmured, his voice low and close to her ear. Not unkind. The observation of a man making an assessment, giving her body time to adjust to what was being asked of it.

He pushed again.

"Ohhhhhhhhh—" The sound came out of her long and rising, filling the room, and there was no mistaking what it meant. He was inside her.

"Yes," he breathed, barely audible from where we sat. "Yes. There."

He began to move — small, careful rolls of his hips, working himself deeper by degrees, giving her the time her body needed. Not thrusting yet. Just a slow, patient advance, each movement deliberate.

"Unnhh—" Her voice broke. "Ohhh — ohh — unnghhh—" Each small motion produced its own sound, layered together into something continuous, the kind of noise that lives at the exact boundary between pleasure and pain and belongs entirely to both.

It went on for several minutes, this careful calibration, and then he stopped moving entirely.

The room went quiet.

We watched from the couch — three of us motionless, breathing — as he lowered his face to hers and kissed her. Long and deep, unhurried, his body still and heavy above her. She kissed him back with both hands in his hair.

Then he lifted his hips. Slowly. Drawing back until he was nearly fully withdrawn, the movement visible even in the dim light, and then he drove forward.

"Oh — oh God — ohhhh—"

The cry was different from before — fuller, less contained, the pain component burned away by what was underneath it — and it opened into a continuous stream of sound as he found his rhythm. Long strokes now, deep and certain, his body rising and falling above hers with the easy power of someone entirely in their element.

"He is fucking her good," Lucia said, in her normal conversational voice, as though commenting on the weather.

She wasn't wrong. She was simply stating what all four of us could see and hear clearly in the warm dark of the hotel room.

The three of us moved against each other on the couch in a loose, distracted way — hands finding warmth, skin against skin — but the attention of the room was on the bed. I don't think any of us could have pretended otherwise.

I watched my wife and found myself unable to look away for more than seconds at a time. They were, objectively, a remarkable physical pairing — both lean, both young enough that their bodies moved with that particular unselfconscious ease that belongs to people who haven't yet started thinking about their bodies. Claire's long legs wrapped around him, his dark skin against her lighter tan, the two of them moving together with a fluency that should have taken longer than four days to develop. They looked like people who had been doing this for years — the way his weight settled into her, the way she accommodated him, her hands moving across his back with a familiarity that was either instinctive or had been arrived at very quickly.

Her moaning had become continuous. Not performed — I knew the difference, had long experience of the difference — but the real thing, drawn out of her by what was happening to her body, shapeless and unguarded and entirely honest.

Mateo dipped his head close to her ear. Whatever he said was inaudible from across the room but her response was immediate.

"Yes — oh yes — yes, yes—" The words coming out breathless and broken, in rhythm with his movements.

I was so completely absorbed in watching her that I didn't register what Ana was doing until I felt the particular sensation of a condom being rolled down my cock. I looked down. She was taking her time about it, smoothing it into place with both hands, and when she finished she looked up at me with that calm, measuring expression.

I had assumed Lucia would be the one to move first. I was wrong.

Ana swung her leg over and positioned herself above me, and I made no move to stop her.

Ana's sounds began almost immediately — soft, low, genuine — and they layered into Claire's across the small room in a way that made the air feel thicker, warmer, the whole space reduced to nothing but bodies and heat and the sounds they were making.

I tried to keep my eyes on the bed. Ana had other ideas.

She pressed her breasts into my face with the straightforward generosity of someone offering something they know will be well received, and I stopped trying to maintain discipline and took them — mouth finding her nipple, tongue working it while she rolled her hips above me and her pussy gripped my cock in slow, deliberate pulses. The condom dulled some of it but not enough to matter. She was warm and tight and moved with a practiced, unhurried skill that made it very difficult to think about anything else.

It was Claire's voice that pulled me back.

The sounds from the bed had shifted — louder, less controlled, the rhythm of them changing as Mateo deepened his stroke, and underneath it all the unmistakable urgency of someone approaching the point of no return.

"Ohh — ohh — fuck me — fuck me — oh God it's so good — so good—" Her voice rising and breaking between thrusts, the words stripped of any self-consciousness, just the raw truth of what was happening to her body.

Lucia's voice cut across the room, loud and entirely shameless: "Tell us how the snake feels."

I looked over. She had abandoned any pretense of participation and was watching the bed with one hand moving rapidly between her own legs.

Claire answered without hesitation, without embarrassment, without any apparent awareness that there were four other people in the room receiving the information.

"It's good — so good — ohh God—"

"Is it the deepest you've ever had?" Lucia pressed.

"Yes — oh yes — so deep — so deep—"

The words dissolved back into sound as Mateo shifted his weight and drove harder into her. Her legs had found his waist and locked there, her arms around his neck, pulling him into her with each stroke as though she was afraid he might stop. He'd picked up the pace significantly — long, full strokes giving way to something faster and more urgent — and he'd begun speaking to her in rapid Spanish, low and continuous, the words tumbling over each other in a way that I couldn't track but that Claire was clearly receiving, because each phrase produced a fresh sound from her, a fresh tightening of her legs around him.

Whatever he was saying, it was working.

"What's he saying?" I managed, the words coming out uneven because Ana had found a rhythm above me that made forming sentences a secondary priority.

Lucia's own breathing had become ragged, her fingers working fast between her thighs, but she answered without taking her eyes off the bed. "He says her pussy belongs to him now," she breathed. "His property."

"It will always be waiting for him," Ana added above me, her voice catching on the last word as she rolled her hips deeper.

On the bed, Claire was gone — past the point of any self-monitoring, past anything that resembled restraint or awareness of the room around her. Her hair was fanning and tossing across the pillow with each thrust, her sounds climbing in pitch and frequency, the careful composed woman I'd eaten breakfast with that morning completely dissolved into something more fundamental and more honest. Her fingernails had found his ass and were digging in, pulling him deeper, and I could see the tendons standing in her neck as everything in her body drew toward a single point.

Then she stiffened.

A full-body lock, every muscle seizing at once, and then a release, and then the seizure again — her back arching clear of the mattress, her thighs crushing him, her voice leaving her in a long, ragged wail that filled the room completely.

"Ahhhhnnn — oh God — oh fuck — yes — yes — don't stop — so good — oh fuck—"

The orgasm moved through her in waves, each one announcing itself, her whole body wracked and shaking with the force of it — more completely than anything I had witnessed from her in four years of marriage, more completely than I had known she was capable of, the kind of release that only happens when everything has been held back for a very long time and then given permission to go all at once.

Mateo lasted only seconds longer. His Spanish collapsed into something faster and less coherent, a stream of words that meant nothing to me and everything to him, and then his rhythm stuttered and his entire body gathered — every muscle in his back and ass tensing visibly — and he drove into her hard and held, and drove again and held, and then buried himself to the root and threw his head back.

"Ahhhhhhhhh — Madre—"

The cry came from somewhere deep and involuntary, raw and unguarded, and he held himself there, shuddering, while his body finished what it had started.

Lucia was only moments behind. The sounds she'd been making climbed to a series of sharp, high squeaks — helpless, unself-conscious — and then her thighs clamped hard around her own fingers and her whole body curled inward and the orgasm took her, brief and intense, leaving her listing sideways against the armrest with her eyes pressed shut and her chest heaving.

The room settled into the sound of four people breathing.

The room had gone quiet except for us. The sounds Ana and I were making seemed suddenly very present in the stillness left by the others — the soft percussion of her hips against mine, her breath, the low continuous sounds she made that were professional enough to be convincing and real enough that I couldn't entirely tell the difference.

The alcohol had done what alcohol does to a man's body at a certain hour after a certain amount of consumption, and I was beginning to think about stopping — accepting the situation with whatever dignity remained available — when I looked towards the bed.

Claire was still coupled with Mateo, his body half covering hers, both of them still in the slow aftermath of what had just happened. But she'd turned her head. She was looking around his arm directly at me.

Our eyes met across the dim room.

What I saw in hers was not guilt, not the complicated mixed expression I'd been cataloguing all week. It was simpler and more direct than that. She was watching me — watching us — with a hunger that had nothing apologetic in it, her lips slightly parted, her chest still flushed, and the look of it went through me like a current.

I felt my balls tighten.

The build came fast after that, the way it does when the body finally decides to cooperate — sudden and unstoppable — and I gripped Ana's hips and drove up into her and let it go.

"Uhh — uhh — damn—" The words left me in rough, involuntary bursts as I came into the condom, my back pressing into the couch cushions, my eyes losing Claire's and then finding them again as the last of it moved through me.

When I looked up, Ana was watching me with a calm, knowing smile — patient, unconcerned, entirely unbothered by the fact that she was the only person in the room who hadn't finished. She seemed to find this unremarkable. Without a word she rose from my lap, my deflating cock slipping free, and disappeared into the bathroom with the unhurried composure of someone tidying up after a completed task.

I sat there exposed in my own armchair while the room resettled around me. By the time I registered that I should probably be self-conscious about this, Claire's attention had already drifted back to Mateo, and the moment had passed without consequence.

When Ana emerged I took her place in the bathroom — passing close enough to the bed to see Claire and Mateo in a deep, slow kiss, her hand at the side of his face, his arm pulling her against him — and was back within a few minutes. Ana was already gone. Lucia had sat up and pulled her shirt across her lap, the rest of her clothes gathered loosely around her, looking more like a person at the end of an evening than the beginning of one.

I found my boxers, pulled them on, and settled onto the couch beside her.

"Where did Ana go?" I asked, keeping my voice low.

"Home to her baby," Lucia said simply.

I looked at her. She offered nothing further and I didn't ask. There was a version of Ana that existed outside this room — a child, a home, an ordinary life that ran parallel to this one — and somehow that information rearranged things slightly without changing anything.

I was about to ask Lucia why she'd stayed when a movement from the bed drew both our eyes.

Mateo rolled to his back. Claire went with the movement fluidly, instinctively, and before the motion had fully resolved she was straddling him — rising up on her knees, reaching between them to find him, and sinking down onto his cock with a long, shuddering exhale that she didn't try to quiet.

She was on top of him. In control of it now. Her palms flat on his shoulders, her hair loose and falling forward, and she began to move her hips — slow and deliberate at first, establishing her rhythm, finding the depth she wanted.

I watched from the couch and thought about what Mateo had said in his rapid Spanish — the pussy is his property now — and watched my wife move above him with her eyes half closed and her mouth open, and I tried to calculate how deep inside her he was each time she pushed down against him.

I couldn't stop the thought. I didn't particularly try.

"The snake is hungry again," Lucia murmured beside me, the words carrying the quality of someone narrating something ancient and inevitable.

"Ohhhh — ohh — oh my God—" Claire's cry filled the room, sudden and uncontained.

Lucia was quiet for a moment, watching. Then: "She is his now. The snake has taken her." She said it without drama, the way you'd state a fact about the tide — something that had already happened and couldn't be walked back.

Claire rode him with increasing urgency, her sounds keeping pace with her hips, relentless and escalating. Mateo lay beneath her and let her take what she needed, his hands loose at his sides, his eyes fixed on her face with an attention that was almost reverent — watching her come undone above him with the focused appreciation of someone who understands what they're witnessing. She rode him hard and then harder and then her strength began to go and she fell forward onto his chest, and their mouths found each other in a deep, consuming kiss while she caught her breath.

His hands moved — one to the small of her back, one to her ass — and he took over the movement for her, slow and deep, guiding her hips while she rested against him. When the kiss ended he began talking against her face — her cheek, her jaw, her neck — telling her she was beautiful, that she was incredible, in the particular low voice of a man who means it.

Then he moved.

In one fluid motion he sat up, swung his legs to the floor, Claire still straddling his lap and still taking him inside her — connected, seamless — and held her there for a moment, his hands at her waist. Then he lifted her bodily, turned her, and placed her on her hands and knees before him on the bed with a certainty that left no room for interpretation.

He gripped the base of his cock and held it towards us for a moment — the gesture almost theatrical, almost deliberate — and even from the couch I could see it clearly: the thick shaft gleaming in the low light, the large pink head coated in a slick mixture of her wetness and his own release from before, the whole thing as heavy and prominent as it had been the first time he'd revealed it. He brought the head to her entrance, found it without difficulty, and pushed.

Slowly. Inch by deliberate inch, his hips advancing in a long, controlled press until the full length of him had disappeared inside her and his hips were flat against her ass. He held there.

Then, just as slowly, he withdrew — pulling back until only the head remained inside, visible at her entrance, slick and swollen.

He slammed forward.

"Oh God!"

The cry tore out of her and her hands seized the bedcover and twisted, knuckles whitening, and he drew back and drove into her again, and again, establishing a rhythm that was nothing like the patience of before — this was something else entirely, hard and deep and relentless, his hips snapping against her ass with each stroke, the sound of it filling the room alongside her voice.

She turned her head to look back at him — a slow, heavy movement, the turn of someone not entirely in control of their own body anymore — and her face in profile told me everything. The pain was there, yes, at the edges of it, but underneath and overwhelming it was something else entirely — a pure, unguarded lust that had burned away anything resembling self-consciousness or restraint. She was somewhere beyond all of that now.

She began to turn back towards the room and our eyes met for just a moment — a fraction of a second of recognition, of the ordinary life we shared flickering briefly in her expression — and then he drove into her again and she was gone, completely and finally gone, given over to him without remainder.

"Do it — ohh — fuck me — fuck me — it's all yours — it's yours — your pussy — it's yours—" The words came out shameless and continuous, each thrust punching another piece of them loose, her voice ragged and climbing.

He held her hips in both hands and gave her exactly what she was asking for — hard and fast and relentless — and the second orgasm built and broke over her like something structural collapsing. Her whole body seized and shook and the sounds she made were beyond anything I had a category for, raw and helpless and enormous in the small room, and he fucked her straight through it without slowing — if anything deepening his stroke — one hand now sliding under her to hold her up as her arms began to fail, supporting her weight while he continued to drive into her from behind. It was the most purely animal thing I had ever witnessed — no performance, no consideration for anything outside the two bodies involved, just the oldest transaction there is conducted at full volume.

Lucia's hand found my cock in the dark beside me. I lasted seconds. The release came without ceremony, spilling onto my stomach, my jaw tight and my eyes fixed on the bed.

Mateo lasted only a few minutes longer. His rhythm changed — deepening, slowing, each thrust more deliberate than the last — and then he made a sound that was low and complete and entirely satisfied, and buried himself to the root and held there, and I watched my wife's body receive what he gave her for the second time.

The room settled into the sound of breathing.

"She will never say no to him now," Lucia said quietly beside me, looking at the bed.

I had no answer for that. I stared at the two of them in the dimness — tangled, spent, the room carrying the smell of sex and warm bodies — and felt the alcohol and the evening and the two orgasms pulling me down simultaneously.

I don't remember deciding to sleep. I simply wasn't awake anymore.

Light came in hard around the curtain edges and I surfaced slowly, the particular disorientation of waking somewhere unfamiliar after drinking too much hitting me in stages. The couch. The room. The events of the previous night assembling themselves in order, piece by piece.

Lucia was gone. Her clothes, her presence, the warmth she'd occupied on the cushion beside me — all gone, the door presumably having closed behind her at some point while I was under.

I looked at the bed.

Mateo was gone too.

Claire was face down across the bed, her dress still pushed up around her waist, her hair spread in every direction. Between her thighs her pussy was visibly swollen and red from the hours of use, and still wet — glistening in the morning light with a freshness that made me stop and look more carefully and wonder, with a feeling I couldn't entirely name, whether she had been used again while I slept. Whether he had taken what he'd declared was his one more time before he left, while I was unconscious three feet away on the couch.

I looked at her for a long moment.

Then I crossed the room and drew the curtain closed, pulled back the covers on my side of the bed, and climbed in beside her. She didn't stir. I lay on my back in the new dark and listened to her breathe and let sleep come back for me, and it did, and held me until the maid's knock on the door pulled us both back into the day four hours later.


Woken By The Maid

It was the maid that woke me — the door swinging open, the brief rectangle of corridor light, and then her face registering what she was looking at and the door closing again with a quiet, practiced click. The discretion of someone who has seen worse and learned not to comment.

I lay still for a moment taking inventory. My head was conducting its own separate and unhappy business. My mouth tasted like the floor of Diego's. The room smelled of sex and warm bodies and the particular staleness of air that has been breathed too many times by too many people.

Claire's side of the bed was empty. Cool. She'd been gone for a while.

I showered, which helped, dressed, which was an act of will, and left the room to the maid and the considerable evidence of the previous evening without looking too closely at any of it.

The beach was bright in a way that felt personal. I found a position with a reasonable sightline to the water before I spotted them — Claire in the crimson bikini, the one I'd talked her into that first morning, working the tail end of a wave while Mateo stood in the shallows and watched. She looked steady on the board. She looked like someone who had been doing this longer than a week.

The lesson wound down. They came out of the water together and walked up the beach side by side, and without any particular hesitation went into the hut and pulled the door.

I found shade and waited.

Almost an hour passed. I watched the beach do its morning business around me — vendors, joggers, a family with young children building something ambitious near the waterline — and kept the hut in my peripheral vision and turned things over in my mind with the particular clarity and the particular damage that a serious hangover provides in equal measure.

When Claire finally emerged she was alone, her cover-up back on, her hair loose and salt-damp. I let her get a little distance, then followed a parallel line up from the beach, and timed it so we met on the pavement outside the hotel entrance.

She saw me and stopped.

"Did you fuck him again?" I asked. No approach to it. Just the question.

She held my gaze for a moment — not flinching, not performing — and then looked down briefly and back up.

"Yes," she said. Quiet. Guilty. But not ashamed enough to look away for long.

We stood there on the pavement in the morning sun looking at each other, and there was a great deal in the silence that neither of us had language for yet. Then we went upstairs.

Claire went straight to the bathroom without speaking and I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the room — remade now, the maid having done what she could with it, fresh white sheets, the window open to the sound of the ocean — and tried to organize the events of the last twenty-four hours into something coherent. I wasn't entirely successful.

She was in the bathroom for a long time. Long enough that I stopped trying to think and just sat.

When she appeared she had a towel wrapped around her and her face was clean and her expression was somewhere between composed and careful, the look of a woman preparing for a conversation she hasn't fully mapped yet.

"Let me see you," I said.

"Why?" The concern in her face was genuine.

"Let me see, Claire."

A pause. Then she undid the towel and let it hang from her hand at her side and stood there and let me look.

Her pussy was swollen — visibly, significantly, the mark of hours of serious use — and there was a small bruise of a hickey above her left nipple that I hadn't expected but probably should have. Otherwise her body was unmarked. Clean. Better than I'd braced for, if I was being honest with myself.

I moved my hand and patted the bed beside me.

"Let me get dressed first," she said, already turning towards her bag and pulling things out with the focused efficiency of someone who needs something to do with their hands.

"What happened in the hut?" I asked. Not loudly. But with enough edge that she stopped moving for a moment.

She resumed after a beat. "We — we made—" A pause, a small correction. "We had sex."

The ease of it irritated me more than I'd expected. Not the act itself — I'd had the better part of a night to work through my feelings about the act itself — but the aloneness of it. The morning decision, made without any of the circumstances of the previous night, without tequila or music or the particular madness of Diego's or Lucia's hand on my arm. Just her, in the daylight, choosing.

"No bra," I said, as she reached for her underwear. "No panties either."

She turned. "Why?"

"If you're going to play the bad girl," I said, keeping my voice level, "then you play it all the time. Not just when it suits you."

The nervousness in her face shifted into something more complicated — concern, yes, but underneath it something else she wasn't broadcasting. She pulled a light floral sundress over her head without responding, stepped into her sandals, and stood.

"How many times has he had you?" I asked.

She looked at me. Then: "Four." A beat. "But you didn't stop it. You could have stopped it. You could have said something last night and you didn't."

"That's not what I asked about," I said. "Last night is a different conversation. I'm asking about the hut. This morning. Just the two of you." I held her gaze. "What's your excuse for that one?"

She opened her mouth.

"And don't say we had sex," I said, before she could get there. "I want to know what happened. All of it. Start from when you went in."

A silence. She looked at the window. Then back at me.

"I told you," she said. "We had sex."

"Claire." My voice dropped. "Details. What happened in the hut."

"We went in and he — he undressed me." She kept her eyes somewhere around my shoulder. "And then we — he turned me around and we did it from behind."

"Did you suck his cock?"

The question landed flat and direct and she flinched slightly at the bluntness of it. Her face answered before she did — a particular quality of stillness, something being weighed.

"Yes," she said quietly.

"Before or after?"

A pause that was slightly too long. "Both."

I let that sit for a moment. The image of it assembled itself without being invited — Claire on her knees in that small wooden hut in the morning light, taking him into her mouth, the same mouth she'd kissed me with this morning before she left.

"Did he come in your mouth?"

She looked at me finally, directly. "No. Just — you know. Inside."

The word inside landed with its full weight and she knew it and looked away again.

I sat back and looked at her standing in her sundress in the middle of the room — barefoot still, her sandals beside her, no bra, no underwear, the morning light coming through the curtain — and tried to organize what I was feeling into something navigable. It was a more complicated inventory than I'd have liked.

"So," I said. "What now?"

She straightened slightly, the way she does when she's decided something. "Now we continue our vacation." A smile that was making an effort. "Like normal people."

"You're done with him? Just like that?"

She looked mildly surprised by my skepticism. "Yes." Then, with a shift in her expression that told me she'd been holding this back and had decided now was the moment: "And you might want to explain Ana to me."

I looked at her.

She pressed the advantage. "I didn't give you permission for that."

"Don't," I said.

"I'm just saying—"

"Claire." I held up a hand. "Don't even start down that road." I held her gaze until the attempt at the offensive faded. "And for the record — I used a condom."

That stopped her completely. She looked at the floor, and the silence stretched out long enough to mean something. When she looked back up her eyes had that particular quality — wide and brown and undefended — that I have never been able to hold out against for very long.

"Do you still love me?" she asked. Barely above a whisper.

"I do," I said. And meant it without qualification. Then, after a moment: "I'm just — four times, Claire. And this morning in the hut, alone, without — it felt like sneaking."

"I know." Her voice had gone very small. "It was too much. All of it was too much. I'm sorry."

She meant that too. I could tell the difference.

We found lunch somewhere quiet and walked afterwards without much of a plan, the way you do when a conversation has said what it needed to say and now just needs time to settle. In the afternoon we claimed two chairs by the small hotel pool, Claire in the crimson bikini that had started so much of this, and with almost nobody else around to perform for we simply lay there in the sun and let the previous eighteen hours have their way with us. We dozed. We woke. We dozed again. Nobody talked much and it didn't feel like silence so much as recovery.

Later we went upstairs, showered without event, and slept properly for the first time in what felt like days.

By the time dinner approached my annoyance had lost most of its structure. I kept returning to my own ledger — the bikini, Diego's, the photography session, the couch with Ana — and the case for sustained moral indignation kept failing to assemble itself convincingly. We'd both been somewhere we hadn't expected to go. The geography of fault was complicated.

We found a resort restaurant five miles up the coast that someone at the front desk had recommended, and arrived just as the last fragment of sun dissolved into the water. It was exactly what the evening needed — white tablecloths, good food, the kind of unhurried service that encourages a second bottle, which we ordered without much deliberation. We talked about ordinary things. About home. About what we'd do differently on the next trip. About nothing in particular in the way of people who are finding their way back to each other across a short distance.

The taxi back was warm and dark and the two bottles of wine had done their quiet work, and somewhere along the coast road I turned towards her and started kissing her and she giggled and said something about behaving and I ignored it, and by the time we reached the hotel she'd stopped saying it.

The door had barely closed before clothes started making decisions of their own. I had her on her back in seconds and went straight to my knees on the floor and buried my face between her thighs, my tongue finding her pussy already wet and warm and ready, and worked her with long, slow strokes while she made sounds above me that had none of the performance of Diego's and all of the reality of us, just us, in our room.

She lasted perhaps two minutes before her hands found my shoulders and pulled.

I moved up her body and she reached between us and wrapped her hand around my cock and brought the head to her entrance herself, holding me there, and I pushed forward slowly.

"Ohh—" Her breath caught. "Go slow. Please go slow."

I knew what the warning meant. The soreness of her, the way she held her breath as I pushed in — Mateo's size had left its mark and she was feeling it. But she was still extraordinary around me, warm and close and entirely familiar in the way that four years of marriage makes a body familiar, and when I was fully inside her I held there for a moment and felt the difference between what this was and what last night had been, and found that I preferred this in a way that was simpler and more settled than anything the previous twenty-four hours had offered.

I started to move. Slow and gentle, no agenda, just the two of us finding each other again.

She began to purr — that low, contented sound that belongs specifically to this, to us, to the pace we'd arrived at naturally years ago and always returned to.

"I love you," she said. Clear and direct, no preamble.

"I know," I whispered into her hair.

"You're so special," she murmured, her arms tightening around me as we continued our slow rhythm.

I let almost a minute pass in easy silence before I asked: "Did you like it?"

A pause. Not evasion — consideration. "Yes," she said. And then, quietly: "Thank you. For letting me."

"You came hard."

Several seconds of silence, and then a long exhale warm against my ear. "Yes," she said. "It was — so different."

"Different how?"

She was quiet for a moment, choosing words carefully or perhaps just finding them. "Being naughty," she said finally. "Being watched." A breath. "And it was so big."

"So now you want big cocks," I said, pushing gently at the edge of it.

Her response was immediate. "I want you," she said, and her tongue found my ear in a way that closed the subject effectively.

We fell back into our silence, into our slow movement, into the particular intimacy of making love after something complicated has happened and you've found your way back anyway. I was beginning to think about rolling her on top of me, letting her take the weight, when the thought arrived without warning and I rose up on my arms and looked down at her face.

"What time are you supposed to meet him?" I asked.

The change in her expression was gradual and entirely readable — the softness of a moment ago moving through surprise and then reluctance and then something that was trying to look innocent and not quite getting there. The guilty smile that arrived was the most transparent thing I'd seen from her all week.

"I'm supposed to call him," she said carefully. "If I can."

"Your phone doesn't work here," I reminded her. We'd turned off the international features before leaving specifically to avoid accidental charges.

The impish grin arrived by degrees. "Yours does," she said.

I looked at her beneath me, still joined, her hair spread across the pillow, the bruise of Mateo's mouth still visible above her nipple.

"You've had quite enough of your boy-toy," I said.

The knowledge of it — that she'd made arrangements with him, had been carrying the plan quietly while we talked and made love and found our way back to each other — moved through me like a current and took the gentleness with it. I began to move faster, harder, and the little squeals that came from her were a mixture of things I didn't fully separate in that moment and didn't particularly try to. She was sore and she was excited and I was neither gentle nor sorry about it, and when I felt my balls tighten I drove on without ceremony.

"Damn — damn—" The words left me in broken pieces as I came, burying myself deep and holding there while it moved through me, less tender than what we'd started and more honest about where we actually were.

The movement slowed and stopped. I fell to her side still breathing hard, and she curled against me without speaking and we kissed softly in the dark — not with passion exactly, more with the particular relief of people who have found each other again at the end of a long and complicated day. It was enough. We drifted.



The clock said just after ten when I surfaced. Barely an hour. Claire was still pressed warm against my side, her breathing deep and even and entirely untroubled, and I lay there for a while trying to follow her back under and failing.

My mind had found the ceiling and intended to stay there.

I turned it all over in the dark — the week, the sequence of it, the way one thing had led to the next with a logic that felt inevitable in retrospect and completely unforeseeable at the time. I didn't feel betrayed, which continued to surprise me when I examined it. What I felt was something more complicated and less nameable — not quite jealousy, not quite pride, not quite the arousal that had accompanied most of it in the moment. Something that lived in the space between all three and refused to resolve itself into any one of them.

What I kept returning to was the future. Not last night, not this morning, not the hut — but what came after. Could we go home and simply resume? Pack all of this into a bag and leave it in Costa Rica with the sand and the used condoms and Señor Tejeda's bar stool? People did that, presumably. Went somewhere, became temporarily other versions of themselves, and returned to their actual lives without lasting consequence.

But she'd been sneaky about the morning. That was the thing that kept surfacing. Not the act itself but the concealment of it, the private arrangement with Mateo that she'd been carrying while we sat across from each other at dinner discussing ordinary things. That concerned me in a way that the rest of it, somehow, didn't.

After thirty minutes of this I gave up.

I dressed quietly, checked that Claire hadn't moved, pocketed my phone out of some instinct I didn't examine, and slipped out the door.

The hotel bar was dead — two people and a television — and I kept walking without making a conscious decision about where I was going.

Diego's on a Friday night was a different country from everything that had come before. The crowd had overflowed onto the pavement, people standing three deep with bottles and glasses, the music loud enough to feel in your chest from the street. I stood looking at it for a moment and then pushed in anyway, shouldering through until I reached the bar and got a beer.

A stool opened on the street side after a few minutes and I grabbed it, though the sightline into the club was limited. Two beers later nature made its case and I navigated to the back, and on the return found a run of empty stools on the inside. I collected my beer and claimed one before the luck expired.

The room settled into focus around me.

Señor Tejeda was in his spot. Of course he was. I wondered if the man ever left, or if he simply became part of the furniture when the bar closed and was reassembled each evening by the staff. He was looking in my direction when I sat down, and for a moment — brief, direct, with whatever passed for acknowledgement in that particular face — we made eye contact.

It took a while to locate Lucia and Ana in the crowd — they were on the far side of the club, working the room with their usual quiet professionalism. Whether they hadn't spotted me or had decided to give me space wasn't clear, but either way I was grateful for it. I sat with my beer and my thoughts and the music and let the room move around me.

Other girls made their approaches, reading a lone man at the bar the way they were trained to read the room. A shake of my head sent most of them on their way without issue, and after a while they stopped coming altogether and I was left in peace.

I was somewhere in the middle of my third beer and a thought I hadn't quite finished when I heard her voice.

"Honey. Are you okay?"

I looked up.

Claire was standing in front of me in her sundress, her hair loose, her expression somewhere between relief and something more complicated. She'd come looking for me.

"I'm fine," I said. "Couldn't sleep. I didn't want to wake you."

"You left me," she said, with the slightly wounded look of someone who had woken alone in an unfamiliar room in a foreign country.

"You were out cold. I just came downstairs for a drink but the hotel bar was empty." I gestured at the room around us. "It's all true, I promise."

She held the look for another moment, then let it go. "Okay," she said, though the residual confusion stayed in her eyes.

I stood and gave her my stool and ordered her a drink, and by the time the bartender came back Lucia and Ana had materialized from somewhere in the crowd, drawn by whatever radar they operated on. The room was packed enough that pressing in close was difficult, so the four of us existed in a looser configuration than usual while the girls fell into conversation with Claire.

I took the opportunity to excuse myself to the bathroom.

The small room was busy when I got there — two other men, the particular waiting-room quality of a club bathroom at peak hours. I finished and was about to leave when I registered Señor Tejeda standing near the sink, positioned in the unhurried way of a man with no intention of going anywhere until he'd said what he came to say.

I waited for the last of the others to file out, taking my time at the sink.

When the door closed behind him, Tejeda looked at me directly.

"I have the money," he said.

No preamble. No apology for the previous night. Just the statement, delivered with the flat certainty of someone who has been thinking about very little else.

Five hundred dollars. Claire's number. I hadn't forgotten.

"I don't think so," I said, and moved towards the door.

"It is a great deal of money," he said, without moving. "But I think she is worth it."

The words landed with an unpleasant weight. I stopped with my hand on the door.

"Not tonight," I said, and went through it without looking back.

When I got back a stool had opened to Claire's left and she was holding it with her hand in the absent, proprietary way of someone mid-conversation. I settled onto it and registered the slight shift in the mood of the group — a recalibration, a topic changed a beat too quickly — and understood that I had been the subject of discussion and that it had been specific.

I flagged the bartender and ordered a round without being asked, which was apparently the established arrangement, and while I was doing it I caught enough fragments from behind me to confirm what I'd suspected. Our hotel room. Last night. Details I had been present for and didn't need reported back to me, delivered between Lucia and Claire in the particular tone of women sharing information they find simultaneously shocking and fascinating.

I turned with the drinks just as a man appeared at Ana's elbow.

Mid-thirties, local, unhurried — he said something low and close to her ear with the ease of someone who has made this approach before and knows how it ends. Ana's expression changed in a way that was purely professional and not unkind.

"Ana's regular," Lucia announced, with the air of someone identifying a familiar bird. "She'll be leaving us."

Ana offered a brief, warm goodbye to the group — a squeeze of Claire's hand, a smile at me — and turned and walked out with the man without ceremony.

"I'll miss her," Claire said, watching them go.

"She won't be long," Lucia said practically. "He only ever buys an hour."

Claire was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, she chose her words with the care of someone trying to say something honest without being unkind. "It just seems so — raw. So direct. Like all the pretense is just stripped away." She paused. "Does she enjoy it? I mean — is it okay for her?"

"He treats her well," Lucia said simply. "It is not unpleasant."

Claire nodded slowly, absorbing this, her gaze still on the door they'd left through.

I watched her and noticed things.

Her nipples were visible through the fabric of her sundress — small and prominent, the body communicating what the face was managing more carefully. The witnessing of Ana's transaction had done something to her, though I suspected it was less about Ana specifically and more about the whole evening accumulating — the bar, the crowd, Lucia beside her, the room upstairs where last night had happened and where Mateo's number was presumably still in her head if not on any phone.

It occurred to me, not for the first time, that she had come looking for me tonight without a bra. Without being told. Without my instruction. And in all likelihood, given what I knew about the sundress, without underwear either. She had woken alone, registered my absence, and come to find me in Diego's dressed the way I'd told her bad girls dress — because some part of her had already decided what kind of night she was still hoping this might be.

And somewhere in her phone — my phone, technically, the one she'd reminded me worked internationally — was the means to reach a young man who was probably still awake.

I looked at the nervous brightness in her eyes, the rigidity that had come into her posture, the nipples pressing against the light fabric, and turned it all over carefully.

"You must give her your phone," Lucia announced, with the sudden conviction of someone who has been building to this and decided the moment had arrived.

"Lucia!" Claire's head snapped towards her.

"Let her have her fun." Lucia's eyes moved to me with the calm persistence of a woman entirely comfortable in the role of advocate. "And I will keep you company. Make sure you enjoy yourself too." She said it with the particular directness of someone for whom this was a straightforward and reasonable proposal.

I had to give her credit. The girl never stopped working.

"No," I said. "She doesn't deserve it."

"Of course she does," Lucia replied, without missing a beat.

"She didn't do what I asked her to," I said, letting the line out a little further and watching to see who pulled on it.

Lucia tilted her head. "What do you mean?"

"Yes," Claire said, turning to me with a look of genuine confusion that was doing its best to conceal something more alert underneath it. "What do you mean?"

"When I told her to go back and tell that man three hundred," I said, nodding in the direction of Señor Tejeda's stool, "she told him five hundred."

The silence that followed was extremely informative.

"How did you know that—" Claire started, and then heard herself, and stopped, and the color that came into her face completed the sentence more effectively than anything she might have added.

I laughed. I couldn't help it.

"He told me," I said. "He followed me into the bathroom last night — both nights, as it turns out — and the second time he told me he had the money. Five hundred dollars, Claire. The number you gave him." I paused, letting it settle. "He wanted you badly enough to negotiate. And he's the one who was sending the tequila shots. He'd been working towards you since the first night."

Claire stared at me.

Then, slowly, something moved across her face that was not entirely displeasure at having been found out.

"She is far too beautiful for a man like him," Lucia said, with the authority of someone delivering a professional assessment.

I let it go and continued. "And tonight, just now in that bathroom, he told me he has the five hundred."

The effect was immediate. Claire's expression shifted — the indignation she'd been assembling replaced by something more unguarded, the face of someone rapidly running calculations about what this information meant and what I intended to do with it.

A silence settled over the three of us that had some weight to it.

"So?" Claire said finally, landing on indifference as her best available position.

"So no more boy-toy," I said simply.

"That is not fair," Lucia announced instantly, as though she had been personally wronged.

Claire looked at me for a moment with an expression I read as genuine disappointment operating underneath a performance of unconcern. "Okay," she said, with a lightness that didn't quite reach her eyes.

Lucia opened her mouth and then appeared to think better of it. The table went quiet.

It didn't last long. The two of them found their way back to easier conversation — something about a shop Claire had passed that afternoon, a dress Lucia had opinions about — and before I'd finished my drink they were on their feet and heading for the dance floor with the impulsive energy of people who've decided thinking is overrated.

I watched the room.

On several occasions while they were gone I found my eyes moving to Señor Tejeda. He was different tonight — less of the fixed, monolithic stillness that I'd come to think of as his defining quality. He was fidgeting with his glass. His eyes kept finding Claire in the crowd, tracking the movement of her sundress through the bodies on the floor with an attention that was less predatory than desperate, which somehow made it more uncomfortable to witness. The man was consumed by the idea of her in a way that had stopped being about sex, if it had ever been only that, and become something more like obsession.

I thought about the tequila shots. The careful accumulation of them, night after night. The money he'd scraped together. Five hundred dollars in a town where that was not a small sum.

I felt something that surprised me. Not sympathy exactly. Something closer to guilt.

Claire and Lucia came back breathless and warm, and we finished another round while the three of us talked about nothing in particular. Then they were up again — another song, another irresistible pull toward the floor — and I was alone at the bar with my drink and Tejeda's eyes and my own conscience for company.

They returned together, and almost precisely on their heels — with the punctuality of someone who had been watching the clock — Ana appeared. She looked entirely unruffled, hair back in place, composure fully restored, as though she'd simply stepped out for some air rather than spent an hour in a room around the corner conducting the specific business she'd conducted.

Claire turned to her immediately, and the barrage of whispered questions that followed was both completely predictable and entirely without judgment — just the genuine, hungry curiosity of a woman who was still trying to understand the edges of a world she'd recently found herself standing much closer to than she'd expected.

The waitress appeared at Lucia's elbow with the quiet purposefulness of someone delivering a message rather than taking an order. She leaned in close and spoke into Lucia's ear, and the rest of us watched the expressions move across the young woman's face — surprise, consideration, something that might have been amusement — with the interest of people who can see the weather changing but can't yet tell what kind.

When the waitress left, Lucia became uncharacteristically coy. She deflected our questions with small smiles and redirected the conversation twice before, without explanation, she stood and left. Ana watched her go with a shrug that suggested this was not unusual behavior, hesitated for a moment, then followed.

They were gone perhaps five minutes.

When they came back Lucia's expression had resolved into something settled and decided, and she looked at me directly when she spoke.

"Your friend wants my time," she said.

"Which friend?"

"The man." A slight pause, choosing words. "The one you had touch your wife."

The table went very still.

"Tejeda?" I said.

"Really?" Claire turned to look towards his stool with an expression that moved through several things quickly.

"He is being generous," Lucia said, with the practical simplicity of someone for whom this was ultimately a business equation. "So I must say yes."

Ana's face had taken on an odd quality — not quite discomfort, not quite warning, something that sat between the two without committing to either.

"We understand completely," Claire said, though her tone made it clear she was at least partly disappointed about the departure of her most entertaining companion.

A silence moved through the group. Long enough to notice.

Then Lucia looked at Claire with the measuring expression of someone about to say something they've already decided to say.

"Perhaps you would like to come with me," she said. "And see how it is done."

"What?" The word came out of Claire as a gasp, half laugh, half genuine shock.

Ana turned her head away with the studied neutrality of someone removing themselves from a conversation they want no part of.

"You have been curious," Lucia continued, unhurried, as though the suggestion were entirely reasonable. "Since the first night. You ask questions about everything — how it works, what we do, how we feel about it." She tilted her head slightly. "Perhaps you would like to see the Mermaid Hotel. See how we operate. Not to participate," she added, as though this were a minor clarification. "Just to observe."

She wasn't wrong about the curiosity. Claire had been mining these two women for information since the moment they'd met — the economics of it, the logistics, the emotional reality of the work, all of it pursued with the focused interest of someone doing research into a country they'd never expected to visit. But there was a considerable distance between asking questions at a bar and what Lucia was now proposing. Intellectual curiosity was one thing. Field work — even if watching was all it amounted to — was something else entirely. Something that before this week would have been not just unthinkable but genuinely inconceivable, filed in the category of things that happened to other people in other lives.

I looked at my wife's face and tried to read where she was landing.

"Lucia, I — I can't do that," Claire said. But the pause before it was a fraction too long, and I heard what was underneath the refusal — not quite a door closing, more a door held slightly ajar while its occupant considered the weather outside.

Lucia heard it too. The working girl had finely calibrated instruments for this kind of thing.

"I think you will find it answers your questions," she said, her tone warm and entirely reasonable. "You have been asking since the first night. You could go home actually knowing, instead of imagining." She let that sit for a moment. "That is worth something, no?"

"Lucia!" Claire exclaimed again, but this time the exclamation was accompanied by a look in my direction — a quick, searching glance that I couldn't immediately decode. Was she asking me to rescue her from the invitation? Or asking me to make it easier to accept?

"Come," Lucia said, and placed her hand over Claire's on the bar. "Just keep me company. That is all."

"It's too crazy," Claire said, though the certainty that had been in her voice thirty seconds ago had thinned considerably. "I mean — I would be watching you — watching you actually—"

"We have all seen each other," Lucia replied, with the serene practicality of someone for whom this was a genuinely unremarkable point.

Claire opened her mouth, closed it, and turned to me. The look on her face was one I'd been learning to read all week — the one where she had already decided something she hadn't admitted yet, and needed one more voice in the room before she'd say it out loud.

"Honey?" she said.

The word landed with everything she'd loaded into it.

I sat with it for a moment. The sensible response was obvious and available and I set it aside, and instead heard myself ask: "Where is this hotel?"

Lucia's expression didn't change, but something behind her eyes became more alert. "Just around the corner," she said. "A hundred meters. Perhaps less."

"And just the hour?" I said.

"Yes," she said. "Just the hour."

I looked at Claire.

Claire looked at me.

Claire's face in that moment was a complicated document. Confusion, yes — the genuine kind, not performance. Trepidation, clearly. And underneath both of those, doing its best to stay unexpressed, something that looked very much like excitement. Which emotion was running the room was impossible to say. Possibly she didn't know herself.

We looked at each other across the bar in the noise and the heat of Diego's on a Friday night, and the moment stretched in the way moments do when something real is being decided.

I ran through it quickly. Her safety — the hotel was a hundred meters away, Lucia knew the place, knew the man, it was a transaction she had made before in a room she was familiar with. The risk was manageable. The other downside was simpler: that watching the reality of what Lucia did for money, up close and without the buffer of alcohol-softened conversation, might produce in Claire a disgust that no amount of curiosity could survive. That was possible.

The upside was harder to map. Was her curiosity genuinely this strong? Did she need any more opening up — hadn't the week already taken her further than either of us had imagined possible? Hadn't we done enough, gone far enough, crossed sufficient lines for one vacation?

Maybe. Probably.

"Up to you," I said.

Her expression shifted — the familiar mix of recognition and mild frustration at having the decision returned to her. But she didn't push it back this time.

"I cannot believe I am even considering this," she said, the tension audible in every syllable.

"Come," Lucia said softly, and reached for her hand.

"Lucia—" But she let the girl take it.

After that it moved fast, which I suspected was deliberate on Lucia's part — get the body moving before the mind reasserts its objections. She had Claire's hand and was already turning, already threading through the crowd with a grip that was gentle but entirely purposeful. Claire followed, glancing back at me once over her shoulder with an expression I felt in my chest — part thrill, part terror, part something that was just for me — and then the crowd closed around them and they were gone.

Tejeda rose from his stool a moment later and followed without looking in my direction.

Ana and I watched the door together in silence.

A strange feeling moved through me — quick and cold, a wave of something I could only call foreboding, the sudden vivid awareness of what I'd just allowed to walk out of the bar. It was gone almost as fast as it arrived, burned off by something more complicated and less nameable, and I turned to Ana and found her already scanning the room with the practical eyes of someone assessing the night's remaining possibilities.

"Ana," I said. "Stay and talk to me."

She looked at me. "It is getting late," she said carefully. "I need to work."

"Same arrangement as before," I told her. "I'll take care of you."

The calculation took approximately two seconds. Then a pleased smile settled onto her face and she turned back to me and let the room go.

"Perhaps we should go to your hotel," Ana suggested, and ran her hand up my thigh with unhurried confidence until her fingertips found my cock through my trousers.

It struck me as an odd proposition. I'd assumed that being paid for company without having to work for it was the preferable arrangement from her perspective.

"I should stay here in case Claire comes back," I said.

"I think we have time," she replied, her fingers moving lower, finding my balls with a light, deliberate pressure.

I looked at her. "Why do you say that, Ana?"

Something moved across her face. "It is nothing," she said, looking away.

And then, with the particular clarity that arrives sometimes in the middle of a drink-softened evening like a light coming on in a dark room, I understood.

"How much did he pay Lucia?" I asked. "To get Claire to go."

"No one paid anyone," she said. But her eyes disagreed with her mouth.

"Ana." I kept my voice easy, my expression as close to relaxed as I could manage while something cold was moving through my chest. "I know that's what happened. Tell me how much. I need to know before Claire gets back."

She tried the hand on my balls again.

"Tell me," I said. Still smiling. Making it safe for her to answer.

A pause. "Maybe fifty dollars extra," she said finally, in a small voice.

There it was.

Fifty dollars. My wife — who had bought these girls drinks, asked about their lives with genuine warmth, treated them with a kindness I'd watched and been proud of — had been maneuvered out of the bar and around the corner for fifty dollars added to a transaction. Lucia hadn't been doing Claire a favor. She'd been doing Tejeda one.

I kept the smile on my face because I needed Ana cooperative and I needed information.

"What's the plan?" I asked. Conversational. Curious. As though I'd found this mildly amusing.

Ana seemed to relax slightly at my tone. "The man thinks that if she watches — if she sees — she will become excited," she said carefully. "And then she will want to also."

"He thinks watching Lucia will make her want to sleep with him too," I said, saying it plainly, making sure I had it right.

"He wants her very much," Ana said. "He has wanted her since the first night."

"But they won't force her," I said, and let a laugh into my voice even though nothing was funny. "Nobody is going to make her do anything she doesn't want to."

"No, no," Ana said quickly, and the speed of it was genuine enough that some of the cold in my chest eased by a degree. "Nothing like that. He only hopes."

I looked at the door.

The way she said it — quick, reflexive, no hesitation — carried its own kind of reassurance. Tejeda wanted Claire. He'd been engineering towards her all week with the patient, obsessive determination of a man who has decided on something. But wanting and forcing were different things, and Ana's certainty about that distinction was genuine enough that I believed it.

It still didn't sit right. Claire was around the corner in an unfamiliar room with a man who had spent fifty dollars to maneuver her there, and whatever his intentions stopped short of, she didn't know any of that. She'd walked in thinking Lucia had invited her out of warmth and curiosity. She deserved better information than that, even if she was in no immediate danger.

I stood. "Let's go to the Mermaid Hotel," I said to Ana.

She blinked. "But you have the better hotel."

The practicality of the response was almost comforting — she was thinking about the quality of the mattress, not reading anything complicated into the suggestion. Which meant she wasn't in on whatever Tejeda had been hoping for beyond the initial maneuver. Another small relief.

"I want the room next to theirs," I told her. "So we can listen."

Something shifted in her expression — recognition, and then a kind of amused acceptance. My behavior over the course of the week had established a particular character in her mind, and a man wanting to listen through a wall to his wife in the next room fit neatly within it. She asked no further questions.

We were on the street in under a minute, the warm night air thick around us, Ana's heels on the pavement keeping quick time beside me. I talked her through what I needed as we walked — the approach at the desk, what to ask for, the adjacency to the room with the foreign woman. She listened and nodded with the focused competence of someone filing away a task.


Welcome To The Mermaid

The Mermaid Hotel announced itself with a hand-painted sign above a narrow doorway — modest, functional, lit by a single bulb. Inside, a young clerk sat behind a small counter with the bored patience of someone who had processed many transactions like this one and expected to process many more. Ana spoke to him in rapid Spanish while I stood slightly back and looked at the wall behind him, which held a row of numbered hooks, most of them occupied.

Several minutes of negotiation. A twenty dollar bill passed across the counter with the quiet efficiency of a tip that ensures cooperation. Keys were produced.

Third floor. The room adjacent, the clerk confirmed with a nod, to the foreign woman.

The stairs were narrow and the hallway at the top was lit by a single bulb at each end, casting long shadows between them. The room itself was small and sparse in the way of rooms that exist for a single purpose and see no need to pretend otherwise — a queen bed with clean simple linens, bare walls, a window that faced the street. The bathroom, I discovered, was down the hall, a fact that became relevant almost immediately when Ana excused herself and left me alone.

The door clicked shut.

I crossed to the shared wall and pressed my ear against it.

Silence.

I stood there and listened to nothing. We were ten minutes behind them at least, and I'd assumed some level of activity would be audible by now. The silence was harder to interpret than sound would have been.

Ana came back and closed the door behind her, and with the matter-of-fact efficiency I'd come to recognize as entirely characteristic, she began to undress. Her clothes came off in a practiced sequence — unhurried, unembarrassed, the movements of someone entirely at home in their own body and entirely comfortable with being watched. She stood in the small room's low light without any of the self-consciousness the situation might have warranted and looked at me with mild curiosity about my own lack of progress.

She stepped towards me to help with that.

"Wait," I said, putting my hand up gently. "I want to know what's happening next door first."

A broad smile spread across Ana's face and she moved to the wall and pressed her naked body flat against it, mimicking my posture with the playful precision of someone enjoying a game. I joined her and we stood there together, ears against the plaster, listening to nothing.

She pulled back and looked at me with dancing eyes, and then — with a soft laugh that she kept carefully quiet — mimed something unmistakable with her hand and her mouth.

I gave her a look. She shrugged elaborately, as if to say these things take time, and once again turned her attention to my clothing.

"Bathroom," I said, and extracted myself before she could make further progress.

It was a partial truth. I did need it. I also needed thirty seconds to stand in a corridor and organize my thoughts, which the evening had scattered considerably.

When I came back, Ana was sitting on the edge of the bed with her phone, entirely comfortable in her nakedness in the way of someone for whom clothing is optional rather than default. She looked up when I opened the door and smiled, and in the low light of the room I found my eyes moving over her in a way I hadn't quite allowed myself before. She was fuller than Claire — rounder in the hips, her breasts heavy and low with long nipples that bore the particular mark of a woman who had nursed a child. There was something deeply, quietly feminine about it, and for a moment I forgot entirely about the wall and what might be on the other side of it.

Ana stood.

She crossed the room and pressed herself against me — warm and soft and entirely certain of herself — her breasts flattening against my chest, her hands finding the buttons of my shirt with the practiced ease I'd come to expect. The shirt went. Her fingers moved to my shorts. I was aware of making no effort to stop her, which seemed to settle something for her, and the shorts went too, and she was reaching for the waistband of my boxers when the wall behind us came to life.

A rhythmic banging. Headboard or wall, impossible to tell which. Steady and unmistakable.

Ana pulled back just enough to look at me with laughter in her eyes. "Perhaps it is Lucia," she said softly. "Or perhaps your wife."

I put my finger to my lips and moved towards the wall, and she yanked my boxers to the floor in one smooth motion as I went, leaving me to step out of them mid-stride. Naked, I pressed my ear to the plaster. Ana materialized beside me doing the same, her body warm against my arm.

Faint sounds filtered through — soft grunts, the occasional word in Spanish, the particular rhythm of a room being used for what this hotel provided rooms for.

Ana pulled back and gave me a look of theatrical disappointment. "It is Lucia," she confirmed.

"Do you think Claire left?" I said, more to myself than to her.

"No." She said it with quiet certainty.

"How do you know?"

She considered the question with more seriousness than I'd expected from her. "She likes the sex," she said finally. "Not just having it. She likes being near it. Being around it." She paused, searching for the right words. "It calls to her."

It was a simple observation. Four words. And the moment she said it I knew with complete conviction that she was right — that it explained Diego's and the bar stool and the hut and the photography session and all of it, the whole week laid out in a single sentence by a young woman sitting naked against a thin wall in a short-stay hotel.

Claire likes the sex.

I looked at the wall and listened.

Ana pulled me to the bed and sat me down with the unhurried authority of someone who knows exactly where things are going and sees no reason to rush them. She produced a condom from the pocket of her skirt with the matter-of-fact preparedness of a professional, set it on the bed beside me, and took my cock in both hands.

She worked it slowly, firmly, her eyes on mine, and my body responded with the straightforward honesty that bodies have when the mind has exhausted itself debating. When I was fully hard she leaned forward and let her tongue trace the head in a long, deliberate circle, and the sound I made was involuntary and not quiet.

She found a rhythm — hands and mouth together, slow and steady — and whether it was deliberate or coincidental, it fell into time with the banging on the wall. I became aware of this gradually and then all at once, and the awareness did something to my thoughts that I couldn't entirely manage. Claire appeared behind my eyes — not as I'd last seen her walking out of Diego's with Lucia's hand pulling her forward, but horizontal, the sounds on the other side of the wall given a face and a body and a context that my brain assembled without being asked.

Ana never said anything. But her eyes, when they found mine over the work her mouth was doing, told me she knew exactly where I'd gone.

The sounds continued for five minutes, maybe longer. Each small change in them — a shift in rhythm, a moment of quiet, a resumed percussion — landed on me like a question I couldn't answer. Ana's mouth moved on my cock in the warm quiet of the room and I listened through the wall and tried to stay inside the moment and kept failing.

Then it went silent.

Just the wet sounds of Ana working, and the street below, and my own breathing.

She looked up at me. Held my gaze. And in her eyes was the question she didn't ask out loud — if the banging starts again, what does that mean? I held it and felt the particular torture of not knowing, every small sound from the other side of the wall arriving with its own ambiguity.

Ana tore the condom wrapper with her teeth and rolled it down my cock with practiced efficiency, and I had stopped finding reasons to delay her. She rose up onto the bed and positioned herself over me, her thighs on either side of my hips, and was in the process of lowering herself onto my shaft when a knock came at the door.

Light. Three taps.

Ana glanced at me with a smile, swung off the bed, and opened the door a crack. Then wider.

Lucia stepped in.

"Where is Claire?" The words were out of me before the door had fully closed.

Lucia's smile had a particular quality to it — the smile of someone delivering news they find more interesting than alarming. "She is with the man," she said. "Your man. The one you have been wanting her to fuck."

"You left her alone with him?" The words came out hoarse, lower than I intended.

"Yes." She said it without apology. "And she is naked, and very wet."

I stared at her.

"Tell me exactly what is happening in that room," I said. "All of it. Now."

"We came from the toilet together," Lucia said, with the particular lightness of someone describing something entirely unremarkable. "But I think perhaps we should give them a little more time." A small laugh, private and knowing.

I was still processing this when the two of them closed in around me with a coordinated ease that suggested this kind of management of a situation was not new to either of them. I became suddenly and acutely conscious of being the only naked person in the room, which under the circumstances struck me as a significant tactical disadvantage. They moved me back until I was sitting on the edge of the bed, and Ana settled behind me with warm hands that began moving across my chest, and Lucia took my cock in her hand with the direct, unceremonious grip of someone picking up a tool.

"Lucia." I kept my voice steady. "You need to go back. Be there with her."

She didn't move. Her hand worked me slowly, deliberately, and she looked at me with those quick, intelligent eyes. "Are you hard because you are thinking of him touching her?"

I didn't answer, which was its own answer.

The shape of what was happening clarified itself in my mind. This was a strategy — not improvised, not incidental. Keep me occupied, keep me in this room, keep my attention distributed across enough competing sensations that the clock in the next room could run a little longer. The motivation was less clear. Money was always a possibility — Lucia had been entrepreneurial about every aspect of the situation from the beginning. But I kept returning to something else, something that had been present in Lucia's attitude towards Claire since the first night at Diego's. A desire to close the distance. To prove something about the universality of want, that a married American woman in a sundress was not categorically different from the girls who worked this town, that desire didn't respect the distinctions people constructed around themselves.

Whether that was philosophy or commerce or simply how Lucia moved through the world, I couldn't entirely determine.

"Go back to her," I said again, though with less conviction than the first time.

"Nothing will happen that is not wanted," Lucia said. She held my gaze while her hand continued its work. Simple words, delivered with absolute certainty.

I sat with them.

The thing was, she wasn't wrong — or wasn't entirely wrong — and I knew it. I'd been watching Claire all week arrive at things she claimed not to want and discover she wanted them completely. The bathroom at Diego's. The hut. The conversation in the dark after Mateo had first pushed inside her and she'd said no and then said yes and meant both of them. Nothing in Claire's recent history suggested she was incapable of finding her own limits.

And I was a thin wall away. Less than twenty feet. The thought settled something in me — not comfort exactly, but the particular calm of someone who has decided that waiting one more minute won't change anything that matters.

Ana's hands moved across my chest. Lucia's grip was warm and steady.

I stayed where I was and listened to the wall.

It took a full minute for the detail to surface through everything else Lucia had said and land with its full weight.

"She's naked?" I said.

"Yes." Lucia's hand hadn't stopped moving. "And wet."

"How did she get naked?"

"With her own hands. And a little help from me." A giggle, genuine and unashamed. "She was told it was required. That to watch, she must also be watched."

I stared at her. "And she did it."

"Without complaint," Lucia said, with the satisfied air of someone reporting a successful experiment.

The room went quiet inside my head while I worked through what she'd just told me. Claire had walked into that room expecting to observe. She had then been told that observation required participation of a kind — that the viewing had a price — and she had taken her clothes off. Without complaint. Which meant either she was in some kind of trouble, or she had decided to do it, and given the week we'd had I was no longer certain which of those possibilities was more likely.

"I need to go," I said, and began to pull myself free of the two of them.

Ana's hands released me. Lucia held on for a moment longer with the air of someone making a final argument through touch, then let go.

I was reaching for my boxers when the wall stopped me.

A sound came through it. Barely there — the kind of thing you could convince yourself you'd imagined in a quieter room. But the three of us heard it simultaneously and our eyes met in the same instant.

A moan.

Low. Contained. Real.

"As I thought," Lucia said, and the wicked smile that came to her face was the most honest expression I'd seen from her all week.

We moved to the wall together — all three of us, naked and ridiculous and completely unable to do anything else — and pressed close and listened.

Silence. Long enough that I began to doubt what I'd heard.

Then it came again. Louder this time, and with something in it that hadn't been there before — an edge of need, a quality of wanting that was past the point of pretending it wasn't there.

The three of us looked at each other in the dim light of the small room.

"Damn," I said, to no one in particular, and the word came out with everything I couldn't organize into something more articulate.

I was dressed in under a minute — or close enough to dressed that the remaining details didn't matter — and the girls were still gathering their things when I moved to the door.

"Lucia." I held out my hand. "The key."

"Better to wait—"

"Lucia."

She held my gaze for a moment with the expression of someone who knows they've lost the argument and is deciding how gracefully to accept it. Then she opened her small purse and produced the key card and placed it in my hand.

The hallway was empty and dim, the same single bulb at each end. Three steps to the next door. I held the key card against the reader and tried to control the small mechanical click of the lock disengaging, which in the silence of the corridor seemed to me to ring like something struck hard with a hammer.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The room was identical to ours — same bed, same bare walls, same low light finding its way in from the street below the curtained window. It took my eyes a moment to adjust and then I had it all at once.

Claire was on her back on the bed. She had a pillow pulled tight against her chest with both arms, holding it like something to hold onto, her body from the waist up hidden beneath it. Below it she was bare — her legs, her stomach, the line of her hips. Señor Tejeda knelt over her, entirely naked, his body older and heavier than Mateo's but present in its own way, and his hand moved between her thighs with a slow, deliberate rhythm, his middle finger working inside her while his thumb described small circles above.

The sounds she was making were not performance and were not pain. They were the sounds of a woman being pleasured and finding it difficult to keep quiet about it.

Neither of them had registered the door.

I eased it shut behind me and stood still in the near-dark and watched my wife's back arch slightly off the bed and heard the soft, helpless quality of the sound that left her, and I stood there with my hand still on the door handle and did not move.

A soft knock at my back.

I turned and opened it and Lucia and Ana stepped in, reading the room immediately, their movements going quiet and careful the way people's do when they understand without being told that the situation requires it.

Tejeda turned his head then. He saw us — all three of us — and something moved in his face that I hadn't seen there before. Not guilt, not alarm. Something that looked almost like satisfaction, like a man who has been patient for a long time and has finally arrived somewhere he was always intending to reach. He held my gaze for a moment, then turned back to my wife without any change in his rhythm.

Ana appeared at my shoulder. "Your wife," she said quietly, in the same tone she'd used through the wall earlier. "She likes the sex."

Lucia said nothing. She just nodded, watching the bed with the expression of someone whose prediction has proven correct.

We stood in the near-dark and watched and said nothing.

It had the quality of something suspended — not building towards anything, not resolving, just continuing. Claire's sounds came at intervals, soft and involuntary, the sounds of a body being attended to by patient hands. She hadn't moved the pillow. Her legs were loosely open, her feet flat on the bed, and Tejeda worked between them with the unhurried thoroughness of a man in no rush to be anywhere else. He seemed to find genuine satisfaction in the exploration itself — learning her responses, noting what produced what, building a map.

"She is waiting for his cock," Lucia breathed beside me, her voice barely above nothing. Her hand found mine in the dark and held it.

Almost as though he'd heard her — and perhaps he had; the room was very small and very quiet — Tejeda glanced over his shoulder at us. The slight smile he offered was brief and private, the smile of a man who has finally arrived at something he wanted very much. Then he turned back, and when his hand moved again there were two fingers instead of one.

"Uhhh—" The sound came from behind the pillow, muffled but unambiguous. Claire's legs fell further open, her hips shifting to accommodate the change.

His movements deepened. The wet sounds became more audible in the quiet room, and Claire's responses kept pace — a grunt with each pronounced thrust, her body rocking slightly, the pillow gripped tighter. She made no effort to redirect him. No hand on his wrist, no shift of her hips away from what was happening. The opposite, if anything.

I watched and felt the particular paralysis of someone entirely unable to look away from something they're not sure they should be watching.

The girls had other ideas about my paralysis.

Hands found my clothes in the dark — Lucia at my waist, Ana at my shoulders — working quietly, efficiently. I registered what was happening and resisted in a vague, distracted way that communicated nothing like genuine objection. We negotiated silently for a few seconds, and then I stopped negotiating, and Lucia's hand closed warm and firm around my cock just as Señor Tejeda withdrew his fingers from my wife entirely.

He moved with a directness that left no ambiguity about his intentions. I watched him position himself between her thighs and felt the certainty arrive that Claire would feel the shift in weight, register what was coming, and close her legs or push him back or say something.

She did none of these things.

Her legs stayed where they were — parted, open, held in the air where Tejeda's hands had left them — and when he lowered himself onto her she squeezed the pillow hard against her chest and turned her face into it.

"Mmmm — uhhh—" The sound that came out of her was low and deep and left no room for interpretation.

My brain assembled a clear and urgent message and transmitted it to my body, which declined to act on it. My feet were concrete. My mouth had nothing. I stood in the dark room between two naked women and stared at my wife being entered by a stranger and felt something so complicated moving through me that I couldn't have named any single component of it.

He was fully inside her within seconds. And then he was moving — his ass working in a tight, rapid motion while the rest of his body remained almost entirely still above her, which gave the act a strange, mechanical quality that was somehow more raw than anything I'd watched the previous night. I took him in properly for the first time — a thick middle that sat out of proportion to his narrow shoulders, a heavy matting of dark hair across his back and shoulders, the worn and calloused feet of a man who spent most of his life on bare ground. He was not young, not lean, not beautiful. He was none of the things Mateo had been.

And Claire was making sounds that told me none of that mattered.

Her orgasm arrived faster than I expected — built by everything that had come before it, the fingers and the waiting and the week and all of it — and I watched her hands begin to move in the desperate, searching way they do when she's close, finding purchase on his back, his arms, wherever she could reach. The sounds she made climbed steadily until they reached something that was past trying to contain, and Tejeda kept his pace through all of it — relentless, patient, utterly focused — drawing it out past the point where I thought it would end, wringing the last of it from her until she finally began to quiet.

Only then did he pull the pillow from between them.

Her head was thrown back against the pillow beneath her, mouth slightly open, throat exposed, the particular expression of someone still moving through the tail end of something powerful. For several seconds she lay like that, suspended.

Then her eyes opened.

She saw us.

The expression that came to her face moved through several things very quickly — shock, recognition, something close to horror — and her hands changed their purpose instantly, pushing where they had been pulling.

"Let me up," she said. Sharp and urgent. "Let me up—"

Tejeda showed no indication of having heard her. His rhythm didn't break.

"Get him off me," she called out, her eyes finding me across the room.

I stayed where I was. Lucia's hand warm around my cock. Ana's body against my side. "Why?" I said.

"Please—" She was pushing hard now with both hands, her voice rising. "Please, help me—"

"No, Claire," I said quietly. "No."

She didn't answer. Her eyes stayed on me for a moment longer and then dropped to Lucia's hand moving slowly on my cock, and something in her expression shifted — the sharp edges of her alarm softening into something more complicated and less certain.

I used the moment to take in the rest of it.

Her breasts moved in slow circles with each of his thrusts, firm and unhurried, her nipples hard in the dim light. Her legs trembled at intervals — not from distress but from the deep, full strokes that moved through her entire body each time he pushed forward. He was in no rush. Everything about his movement said that he had waited a long time for this particular experience and intended to inhabit every second of it. A man savoring something he had spent considerable effort and money to obtain.

"She feels it again," Lucia said softly beside me.

Her hand on my cock was slow and deliberate — just enough, carefully calibrated, the hand of someone who understood that too much attention in this particular moment would end things prematurely. It took me a beat to understand what she meant, and then I looked at Claire's face and saw it happening.

The vacancy coming into her eyes. The slight parting of her lips. The quality of her breathing changing again, the rhythm of it being rewritten by what was happening to her body regardless of what her mind was trying to impose on the situation. Claire can be multi-orgasmic under the right circumstances — I knew that about her, had witnessed it — but I had not anticipated witnessing it here, in this room, with this man.

Tejeda shifted his weight and dropped forward onto his forearms above her, his body lowering, his torso covering hers and blocking her from our view. His head moved and Claire made a sharp sound — his mouth finding her breast — and her hands came up immediately to his shoulders, pushing with intent.

He let her push for a moment. Then, in a single swift movement, he reached up and gathered both her wrists and pinned them above her head on the bed.

She gasped — genuine surprise, the sound of someone whose body has been rearranged without warning — and in the half-second before she could organize a response or attempt to move, Señor Tejeda uncoiled.

What had been slow and deliberate became something else entirely. He drove into her hard and fast, the full force of him behind every stroke, the bed announcing each one against the wall, and Claire's gasp dissolved into something that was no longer surprise and no longer protest.

"Uhhh—" The sound punched out of Claire with the first hard thrust, surprise and something else in it simultaneously, her body absorbing the impact and transmitting it straight to her voice.

"This is how he likes it," Lucia said, her tone carrying the matter-of-fact quality of someone explaining a known quantity. "Like an animal. This is why the girls don't go with him."

He was relentless in a way that defied the body he occupied — older, thick around the middle, nothing about him that suggested this capacity — and yet the pace he'd established didn't waver. Minute after minute, his pelvis driving into hers with a mechanical, percussive regularity that reduced Claire to a rhythmic, involuntary grunting that she was clearly past trying to control. The bed knocked against the wall. The room filled with the sounds of serious, purposeful sex stripped of everything decorative.

Then: "Ohhhhh—"

Different from the grunting. Something in it that opened upward, that held a quality of genuine surprise at what her own body was producing.

"Yes," Lucia said, in her regular voice now, abandoning any pretense of a whisper. "She likes his cock."

I glanced her way and found Ana beside her with her hand moving rapidly between her own legs, her eyes fixed on the bed with an expression of complete, uncomplicated absorption.

Tejeda shifted without warning. He gathered Claire's legs beneath the knees and bent her back — folding her, changing the geometry entirely — and began dropping his full weight straight down into her from above. The angle changed everything. The sounds that came from Claire were unlike anything before — a strange, layered mixture of grunt and whine forced out of her with each impact, her body receiving the full depth of him with nowhere left to accommodate what wasn't already there.

He held the pace. The minutes passed.

Then something changed in the quality of his movement — a deepening of intention, a gathering of everything towards a single point — and with a final, violent plunge he drove himself into her and held.

"Ahhhhhh—" The groan that came from him was deep and satisfied and final, the sound of a man arriving somewhere he had been determined to reach since the first night he'd pressed his leg against a beautiful American woman's thigh at a bar and decided she was worth whatever it cost.

Claire went quiet beneath him. Small sounds escaped her — soft, involuntary whimpers — and several times her hips pushed upward against his stillness, her body seeking the last of what was available, unwilling to let it end. He held himself rigid above her for nearly a full minute, his weight on his arms, his cock buried and pulsing, until the urgency left him and his body began its slow descent back into itself.

Then he pulled back.

His cock appeared — glistening, still half-hard, the evidence of what had just occurred visible on it — and he stood beside the bed with the unhurried composure of a man entirely at peace with himself and said something to Lucia in Spanish.

Lucia reached without comment to the tissue dispenser on the bedside table, extracted a handful, and stepped forward to clean him with the brisk practicality of someone for whom this was a routine conclusion to a business transaction.

Claire had rolled to her side and drawn her knees up slightly, her eyes open but unfocused, looking at the wall in the particular way of someone whose body has been through something their mind hasn't fully caught up with yet. She didn't appear distressed. She appeared absent.

Señor Tejeda moved through the room as though none of us were in it. He dressed with the unhurried efficiency of a man who has nowhere urgent to be — trousers, shirt, shoes — and when he was done he looked at Claire on the bed with an expression of straightforward, uncomplicated satisfaction.

"Your wife's pussy is very good," he said, to no one in particular. "She squeezes nicely."

Then he opened the door and was gone.

Lucia and Ana followed shortly after — brief looks in my direction that carried various things I didn't have the capacity to interpret just then — and the door closed behind them and it was just the two of us in the small room with the street sounds coming up from below and the smell of sweat and sex in the warm air.

I stood and looked at my wife for a long time. Long enough that it stopped being processing and became something else. Then I went to her.

A hard knock at the door, followed by rapid Spanish from the other side, pulled Claire back into the room. Her eyes refocused. She looked at me and then at the door and understood.

I helped her sit up and reached for her dress. She let me pull it over her head without speaking, and I caught the scent of what had happened on her skin and said nothing about it and kept moving.

"I'm sorry," she said, as we stepped into the hallway.

I had heard these words from her more times in the last four days than in the previous four years. I took her arm gently near the elbow and guided her towards the stairs.

The small lobby held a handful of people whose eyes found us as we passed. I kept moving, kept my hand on Claire's arm, and we came out onto the street and the warm night air and turned the corner.

When I steered her towards Diego's she pulled back.

"I want to go to the hotel," she said. Her voice was tired and genuine and slightly frayed at the edges. "I need to shower. Please."

"I want a beer first," I said, and moved her forward.

The club had thinned out considerably — maybe half the crowd that had been there when we left, the energy lower, the music still going but without the urgency of peak hours. We found two stools at the bar without difficulty and I ordered without consulting her.

She waited until the drinks arrived. Then: "Please. Can we just go back and talk? I'm sorry, I know I keep saying that, but I need us to—"

"Later," I said.

The word came out with an edge I hadn't entirely intended and she heard it and went quiet, and we sat side by side at the bar in Diego's at one in the morning and didn't speak, and I drank my beer and stared at the bottles lined up behind the bar and tried to locate what I was actually feeling somewhere inside the noise of the evening.

I was aware that I sounded angry. The terseness, the clipped replies, the refusal to go back to the hotel — from the outside it read as anger and I understood why she was receiving it that way.

But that wasn't quite what was happening inside me.

What was actually moving through me was harder to name — a compound thing, layered and contradictory. Disbelief, yes. Astonishment at what the week had become, at who Claire had turned out to be in conditions that had never previously existed to reveal it. Confusion about what any of it meant for the two people who had to go home eventually and be married in ordinary life. All of that.

And underneath it, persistent and undeniable and making no logical sense whatsoever: excitement. A low, insistent current of it that had been running since I'd stood in that dim room and watched my wife receive a stranger, and that I couldn't locate a satisfying explanation for no matter how many times I turned it over.

"Want to call Mateo?" I asked.

She turned to look at me with an expression that moved through several things quickly. "I want to go to the hotel," she said again. Her drink was untouched in front of her.

"Call him," I said, and held out my phone.

"Why are you doing this?"

"Call him, Claire."

She looked at me for a long moment — searching my face for something, though I wasn't sure what — and then took the phone. She held it in her hand without moving for several minutes, and I waited, and then I nodded once.

She lifted it and dialed from memory, which told me she'd had the number longer than tonight. The screen showed it connecting, ringing. Five rings. Then voicemail. She hung up without leaving a message and handed the phone back with something in her eyes that was close to relief.

It lasted less than a minute.

The phone buzzed in my hand. A local number. I looked at it and then held it out to her without a word.

She took it and answered, and the conversation that followed was low and quick and not entirely audible to me, but I caught enough. The tone of her changed as she spoke — the tired, frayed quality of the last hour receding, something warmer and more alive coming back into her posture, her shoulders dropping, her free hand moving slightly as she talked. She hadn't touched her drink this whole time and now she picked it up and sipped it, which told me more than the words I couldn't hear.

They'd been talking for about a minute when I leaned in.

"Tell him to meet you at the hotel," I said.

She looked at me. Something crossed her face — a question, a check, making sure she was reading me correctly. Then she nodded and relayed the message.

When she hung up she set the phone on the bar and looked at me with the careful expression of someone who has been surprised enough times this week to stop assuming they know what comes next.

"Okay," she said. "Now what?"

"Go meet him," I said. "I'll come back later."

The look she gave me was long and complicated and I held it without explanation. Then she stood, collected herself, and took one last look at me over her shoulder that contained everything neither of us had words for.

And then she walked out of Diego's.

I picked up my beer and turned back to the bar.

I sat with my beer and watched the club empty itself in the gradual, unhurried way of places approaching closing time. The crowd thinned to a handful, then to almost nobody, the music losing its conviction, the lights coming up incrementally as if the room itself was losing interest. I thought about Claire — where she was in the sequence of the evening, whether she'd had time to shower before he arrived, whether it mattered. I thought about my own strange, ungovernable response to all of it, the excitement that kept surfacing through everything else like something that refused to stay submerged, and I couldn't locate a clean explanation for it and eventually stopped trying.

I ordered another beer. I was one of the last people in Diego's when they finally started putting chairs on tables around me, just before three.

The walk back was an exercise in determination. The warm night air hit me and renegotiated my relationship with the alcohol I'd consumed, and I had to stop multiple times on the short route to the hotel to convince my legs that we were all working towards the same goal. At each stop I was aware of my own heartbeat — loud and getting louder as the hotel got closer, a physical drumming in my ears that had nothing to do with the exertion and everything to do with what I was walking towards.

My wife. Who before this trip had been, in four years of marriage, faithful and uncomplicated and entirely mine. Who was currently in our hotel room with a young man who had been inside her more times than I'd been keeping count of, for the second time tonight, while I'd been sitting in a bar drinking beer and sending her there deliberately.

Three attempts to get the key card to read. The door swung open and the hallway light fell across the room before I could find the switch, and it was enough.

The bedcovers were on the floor. The room carried the smell of sex — warm and dense and unmistakable — and in the low light from the doorway I could see them both watching me from the bed, covered from the waist down by a single sheet. Mateo was behind her, Claire tucked against him, his right hand resting with easy ownership over her breast.

I closed the door and stood in the dark.

"How many times?" I asked. My voice came out with more slur than I'd intended.

"Honey—" Claire started.

"Twice." Mateo's voice came from the dark with a directness that surprised me, and underneath it a quality I hadn't expected — a thread of controlled anger, the voice of a young man who has decided something needs defending. "We have made love twice." A pause, and then, with the quiet possessiveness of someone planting a flag: "So far."

I stood there in my drunken state and understood, with the particular clarity that sometimes arrives through the fog of serious drinking, what I was hearing. He was young and he had feelings for her — whatever version of feelings this week had produced in him — and those feelings were making him straighten his spine in the dark at a man twice his age who had just stumbled through the door. There was something almost honorable about it, in the most chaotic and absurd possible context.

I didn't respond. I found the couch by memory and feel and lowered myself onto it in a half-seated collapse, and the darkness of the room closed around me, and the two forms in the bed became shapes and then suggestions of shapes, and I sat there in the wreckage of the evening and let the room turn slowly around me.

"Fuck her again," I said into the dark. My words landed with the authority of someone who has had considerably too much to drink, which is to say very little. The room offered silence in return, and the silence was the last thing I registered before the night took me.


Light Through The Cracks

Light was coming through the curtains when something pulled me back to consciousness. I lay where I'd fallen on the couch for a moment, conducting the internal inventory that follows serious drinking, and found the results unsatisfactory. The room was empty and quiet. The bed was unmade, the sheet twisted, the particular disorder of a space that has been well used and then abandoned.

I made it to the bed on willpower alone and fell into it face-first and breathed in the smell of what had happened there — Claire's scent and sex and something else I couldn't separate from the rest — and was unconscious again before I'd finished registering any of it.

It was well past noon when I surfaced for good.

The shower helped. I sat on the floor of it and let the water come down on me until the water heater had nothing left to give, and then I sat in the cold for a while longer because moving required a decision I wasn't ready to make. Eventually I made it.

The room was a disaster. I moved through it slowly, piecing the previous night back together from the evidence — the clothes, the sheet on the floor, the smell — and was looking for my phone when I saw the note on the desk.

Claire's handwriting. Brief and clear. She was spending the day with Mateo. No return time mentioned. No further detail offered.

I stood and read it twice and felt the anger arrive cleanly, which was almost a relief after the previous night's compound confusion. Clean anger was something I knew what to do with. I went back to bed with it.

When I woke again the light through the curtains had gone orange and then grey and she still wasn't back. I lay there for a few minutes listening to the silence of the room, then showered again because it seemed like the thing to do, and went out.

The Do Not Disturb sign was still on the door handle. I'd put it there myself at some point and forgotten.

Mateo's hut was locked and dark. I walked the beach in both directions — a quarter mile each way — and found nothing. I walked the streets in expanding circles, checking the restaurants we'd visited, the bars, the beach again. I called Mateo's number four times and got voicemail each time and left nothing. By nine o'clock I was sitting on a low wall near the hotel doing the arithmetic of how concerned versus how angry I should be, and the two feelings kept trading places without resolution.

Sixth visit to the hotel room: empty. Bed still unmade. Note still on the desk.

I went to Diego's.

It was a Saturday and the place reflected it — full and loud and spilling onto the pavement. I pushed through and did a full circuit, checking every face, every corner, every spot I'd come to know over the course of the week. No Claire. No Mateo.

Ana was at the far end of the bar, alone, nursing something in a short glass with the slightly removed quality of someone in between things. I made my way to her.

"Ana," I said, settling onto the stool beside her with what I hoped passed for composure. "How are you?"

She looked up and her face opened into a warm, genuine smile. "Ahhh. And your pretty wife — how is she?"

"She's well, thanks."

Her eyes moved past my shoulder with the quick, practiced scan of someone who reads rooms for a living. "Is she here with you?"

"Not tonight," I said. Keeping it vague, keeping my voice easy.

The vagueness landed exactly as I knew it would. Her attention sharpened. "She is with her lover?"

"Can I get you a drink?" I said, and turned to find the bartender before she could follow up.

I needed her cooperative and I needed her in a good frame of mind and I needed thirty seconds to decide how much of the truth to use. The drinks arrived and I let the silence run for a moment while she settled into hers.

"Ana, I'm going to be honest with you," I said. "Claire and I had an argument. I think she's with Mateo and I can't find her, and I need to know if you have any idea where she might be."

Ana looked at her glass. "Let her have her time with him," she said, not unkindly. "It is just for a little while. She will come back to you."

"Ana." I put enough weight into her name that she looked up. "I'm genuinely worried. Not angry — worried. Please."

She held my gaze for a long time without speaking. Something was moving behind her eyes — information being weighed, loyalty being measured against concern, the calculation of someone deciding how much to give away and to whom.

I kept my expression open and said nothing and let her get there in her own time.

"Sometimes," Ana said, picking her words carefully, "the surfers make a fire. At the far end of the beach." She said it slowly, the way people do when they're giving information they're not entirely sure they should be giving.

It took several more minutes and another drink to get the details — which end, how far, how to get there without walking the full length of the exposed beach. Then I was out the door and moving.

I went on foot deliberately, staying off the main strip, reasoning that arriving on my own terms was worth the extra time. The walk took over twenty minutes, the town thinning out around me as I went, the lights and the music fading behind until there was just the beach and the dark water and the sound of the surf.

I was on the verge of turning back — convincing myself Ana had been mistaken or I'd misunderstood the directions — when I saw it through a gap in the trees. The unmistakable flicker of firelight, maybe two or three hundred yards ahead.

I moved into the tree line and kept to the shadows, picking my way carefully through the growth, aware of the sounds my feet were making and less certain about what else might be moving in the dark around me. The fire resolved itself gradually — bigger than I'd expected, a proper bonfire, with perhaps thirty people gathered around and beyond it in loose groups.

I found her quickly.

She was standing close to the fire with Mateo at her side, his arm around her waist, and she was wearing clothes I didn't recognize — tiny cutoff shorts that I was certain she hadn't owned that morning, and a long-sleeved top that stopped short of her midriff, exposing the flat plane of her stomach and the small of her back. Someone had dressed her, or she had acquired things in the course of a day I had no account of, and the not knowing sat in my chest with an uncomfortable weight.

People kept approaching them — young, Mateo's age mostly — talking for a few minutes and then moving off. Claire laughed at something, leaned into him. He said something to the next person who came over with the easy authority of someone in his natural element.

I sat in the sand behind the tree line and watched and understood what I was looking at. She was his prize tonight. His trophy. He was showing her to his world, this beautiful American woman he'd pulled out of the surf and into his orbit over the course of a week, and she was letting him do it with the relaxed, warm energy of someone who didn't mind being shown.

The beer was flowing freely and I caught the occasional drift of something else on the night air, but beyond that the gathering was unremarkable — young people around a fire at the end of a Friday, the ordinary social rituals of their world.

They kissed occasionally. Quick pecks mostly, the casual intimacy of people past the early performance of affection. Every now and then something longer — his hand coming up to her face, hers finding his chest, a connection that lasted long enough to mean something. Each time it happened I felt it move through me, and I turned the feeling over and found to my genuine surprise that it was jealousy.

Clean, uncomplicated jealousy. The thing I'd been telling myself and Claire all week that I wasn't feeling.

It made no logical sense. I had watched her be taken by a stranger in a short-stay hotel less than twenty-four hours ago and processed it as excitement. And now, watching her accept a slow kiss by firelight from a young man who clearly cared about her in his way, I felt a pang that was entirely different in character and considerably less comfortable.

His hand found her ass at intervals — unhurried, proprietary — and she didn't redirect it, and the crowd around them paid it no more attention than they paid anything else, and I sat in the dark at the edge of the trees and watched my wife at a beach bonfire with her lover and tried to understand the week I'd had.

I watched for another hour from the tree line before the body language of the group around the fire changed in the way it does when people are preparing to leave — the goodbyes beginning, the gradual disentanglement of a gathering that has run its natural course. Claire and Mateo were among the first to move, working their way around the circle, and then they were walking away from the fire in a direction that would bring them directly through the trees.

I pulled back further into the shadows and let them pass.

They emerged on the far side into a part of the town I hadn't been in — unpaved streets, modest houses sitting back behind small yards, the quiet domestic infrastructure of people who actually lived here rather than visited. No bars, no tourist shops, no restaurants. Just the town beneath the town that exists in every place like this and that visitors rarely see.

They were a hundred yards ahead of me and walking with the easy, unhurried pace of people who know where they're going. I followed at a distance that felt adequate and kept to whatever shadow was available, which wasn't much on an unlit dirt road. Ten minutes of walking before they turned right, and by the time I reached the corner they had gone.

A dead-end street. Three houses — two on the left side, one on the right.

The one on the right was dark and appeared unoccupied. From the first house on the left I could hear a child crying, the domestic sound of it carrying clearly in the quiet. I moved to the third.

Several surfboards were propped against the wall of the carport, their fins catching the ambient light. A small SUV sat in the drive. Through the carport opening I could see into the back yard where a clothesline held sheets that moved in the night breeze with a slow, ghostly patience.

I settled into the undergrowth directly across the street and looked at the house and tried to determine what, if anything, I intended to do about any of this.

My eyes kept returning to the SUV.

There was something about it — a familiarity I couldn't immediately locate, something my brain was reaching for without quite finding. I sat with it for several minutes, turning it over, coming up empty. I was on the verge of crossing the street to try a window when a light came on inside the house.

And in the brief, bright flash of it, I had the connection.

I crossed the street without deliberating about it and looked through the carport window into the vehicle.

The general shape of it was right. The interior the same. But what confirmed it was the small decorative object hanging from the rear-view mirror — I'd noticed it on the drive to the beach — and the reflective photography disc in the back, folded flat, the kind Izzi had used to manage the light during the shoot.

I stood in the carport in the dark and looked at it and turned over what it meant. Izzi's SUV. Mateo's house. The business card I'd found at his hut on the first morning, which had led me to her studio, which had led to the photographs, which had led to everything else.

Not a coincidence. Or not entirely.

I needed to know if Claire was inside, and I needed to do it without announcing myself.

The flash went off again as I stood there — once, then a few seconds later once more, the light pulsing through the curtains with the rhythmic certainty of a working photographer. I crouched low and began to circle the house, moving carefully, listening for the particular silence that precedes a dog doing something about an intruder. Nothing came.

The back yard was open and the windows were unscreened, the cream curtains lifting and settling in the breeze with an unhurried indifference to what was happening on either side of them. I moved along the wall and found the first window.

A bedroom. Mattress directly on the floor, an old armoire against the far wall, a plastic table holding five candles that threw the room in warm, unsteady gold. I looked at the mattress and the rumpled sheets and had the obvious thought about whether Claire had already been in this room tonight, and moved on.

The second window opened onto a small dining area, but the sightline carried across the house into the living room beyond it, and what I saw there stopped me completely.

A large white backdrop had been set up against the far wall, flanked by portable spotlights that threw a clean, bright light across everything in front of them. Izzi stood behind her camera with the focused efficiency I recognized from the beach, making small adjustments, checking her frame. And in front of the backdrop, in that light, stood Claire and Mateo.

Both naked.

Mateo was behind her, his arm around her waist, his dark skin against hers in a contrast that the light made stark and deliberate. When Izzi raised her camera he repositioned his hands — his right settling on Claire's lower abdomen, just above her pubic mound, his left coming up to cup beneath her breast from below. Claire stood still and let him arrange her, and when the flash fired her expression in the brief strobing light was calm and open and entirely willing.

Another flash. Then they stopped and talked, and I was too far back to catch the words.

I could smell marijuana drifting from somewhere inside, faint but unmistakable, which explained some of the looseness in the scene — the casual nakedness, the easy laughter I could see but not hear. Claire's body language contained none of the tension I'd have expected. She stood in that light in front of a stranger's camera with her lover's hands on her skin and looked like someone precisely where they had chosen to be.

Izzi's clothes were simple — a t-shirt and jogging shorts — and the informality of it made me think this wasn't a paid session. Someone had arranged this, but I couldn't determine yet who had reached out to whom.

I watched for the next ten minutes as they moved through a series of standing positions — Izzi directing with small gestures, both subjects responsive and at ease. Several of the setups involved Claire and Mateo in deep, unhurried kisses, his hands finding her body in ways the camera would record permanently, and I crouched in the dark outside the window and watched my wife be photographed making love to another man and felt the complicated knot of the week tighten another turn.

Then Izzi set her camera down and left the room. She came back with a joint, lit it from one of the candles on the nearby table, and the three of them stood in the light of the backdrop passing it between them while the smoke drifted towards the open windows.

When it was gone, Claire took Mateo's hand and they moved towards the bedroom.

I let them disappear from sight, then shifted quietly to the other window.

They were already on the mattress. The candles threw everything in warm, unsteady light — their shadows enormous on the wall behind them — and they lay together in an embrace that broke slowly as Claire pulled back and looked at him with an expression I recognized and had never seen directed at anyone else.

Then she moved down his body.

She positioned herself between his thighs with a confidence and ease that surprised me — one hand finding his shaft, the other cradling his balls with a deliberateness that suggested she had learned his geography and intended to apply the knowledge. He wasn't fully hard yet, his cock heavy but not yet at its full considerable length, the pink head only partially exposed. Claire lowered her head and brought her tongue to the tip in a slow, careful circle, and I watched him respond to it — the breath, the slight shift of his hips, the way his body told her she was doing exactly the right thing.

She had always been willing when it came to this. Generous enough. But uninspired was the honest word — something she did for me rather than something she particularly wanted to do. What I was watching now was something categorically different. She moved on him with attention and appetite, her tongue working the head with patience before her mouth descended and took several inches of him, and the sound Mateo made when she did — a sharp, involuntary arch of his back, his hands finding her hair — was the sound of a man receiving something exceptional.

He settled back against the mattress and let her do what she was doing, and she did it like it was the thing she most wanted in the world.

She gave him her complete attention for several minutes — patient, focused, her head moving with a rhythm that had found its own unhurried logic — and then something changed in her. A threshold reached. The wanting overtaking the willingness to wait.

She rose over him with his cock still in her hand, heavy and fully hard now, and positioned herself above it with the certainty of someone who has done this enough times in the past week to know exactly how to manage the geometry. The connection took only a moment of guidance and then she pushed down, and the sound that left her was long and low and entirely satisfied — the sound of something completed rather than begun.

She held herself there for just a moment at the bottom of it, feeling the full depth of him, and then her hips began to move. A rolling, circular motion that fed her five inches on each cycle — not a full stroke, not yet, just a deep, grinding rhythm that kept him at the maximum her body could comfortably take and worked it there persistently. Her hands were flat on his chest, her hair loose around her face, and she looked down at him with her mouth partially open, a continuous stream of small sounds escaping her that she wasn't monitoring or managing.

I crouched outside the window in the dark and watched my wife ride her lover by candlelight and understood something with a clarity that the whole complicated week had been building towards. Whatever this was — taming, conquest, liberation, the simple collision of opportunity and desire in the right place at the right time — it had taken her somewhere she hadn't been before. He had found something in her that I hadn't known existed, and now that it had been found it wasn't going back.

She was his, in whatever way that meant anything. And I knew it watching her move above him, and the knowing sat in me with an ache that was not entirely pain.

I was still processing this when I became aware of a shape in the doorway of the room.

Izzi. Standing in the mostly open door, watching the bed with the quiet attention of someone who has been there long enough to have a considered view of what they're seeing. And then her eyes moved — the small shift of someone whose peripheral awareness has registered something new — and found me at the window.

I had come too close to the glass. The candlelight that illuminated the room was illuminating me as well.

We looked at each other through the open window. The sounds from the bed continued, unhurried and unconcerned.

I waited for the alarm. The raised voice, the hand reaching for a phone, some version of what a person does when they find a stranger crouched outside their window in the dark.

Instead, after several seconds of mutual assessment, Izzi gave the smallest possible nod — barely a movement of her head, more an intention than a gesture — and indicated with her eyes the direction of the back door.

I moved carefully around the side of the house and arrived at the door at the same moment she opened it from the inside. She looked at me with an expression that was more curious than alarmed, and stepped aside in the way of someone extending an invitation rather than issuing a challenge.

I went in.

The house was warm and smelled of candle wax and marijuana and something that was simply Mateo's life — the accumulated scent of a space that belonged entirely to its occupant. From the bedroom came a sound that neither of us acknowledged.

"Are you angry with her?" Izzi asked. Her voice was quiet and entirely conversational, as though she were asking about something considerably less extraordinary.

"I'm not angry," I said. "I wanted to know she was safe."

A brief, knowing smile. "I think she is very much more than safe," she said, and from the bedroom came a low, drawn-out feminine groan that made her point for her.

"Can I stay?" I asked. Keeping my voice even. Trying not to sound like what I was, which was a man who very much needed the answer to be yes.

"Of course," she said. Simply, warmly, as though the question had barely needed asking.

I'd braced for negotiation, for hesitation, for some version of this is unusual that would require managing. Instead she was already moving — picking up a small camera from the table where the backdrop still stood, checking the settings with the quick, practiced hands of someone who never really stops working.

"I am going to photograph their lovemaking," she said, turning to me with the matter-of-fact calm of someone announcing they were going to make tea.

The words landed with a weight that was disproportionate to how quietly she said them. Photographs. Of Claire and Mateo. In that room with the candles. The week had been producing moments that felt like they couldn't be topped and kept topping them anyway, and this one hit me somewhere behind the sternum and held.

Izzi smiled at whatever she saw on my face, moved past me, and disappeared down the hall.

I stood in the small living room with the white backdrop and the spotlights and didn't move until the first flash came.

Then the second.

Then I was walking.

I approached the bedroom doorway and tilted my head by degrees, finding the angle that let me see into the room without entering it. The candles were still burning. The shadows still enormous on the wall.

What I saw when the room came into view stopped me completely.

Izzi was on her knees on the floor behind Claire, her camera held inches from where Mateo's cock was moving inside my wife's pussy — the thick shaft catching the candlelight, glistening, every detail of the connection rendered in intimate close-up. The flash detonated again in the small room, and I understood that whatever Izzi had produced on that beach had been one thing — luminous, artistic, the kind of photographs you frame. What she was making now was something entirely different. Raw and explicit and completely without the soft language of artistic distance.

She shifted for another angle and the movement pulled her thin shorts tight against her, and I found myself registering details I hadn't intended to — the clear definition of her mound through the fabric, the absence of any line that suggested underwear. I thought back to the living room, the way her nipples had been visible through her t-shirt, and arrived at a conclusion about what Izzi was and wasn't wearing under her clothes and what that might mean about the evening.

She leaned close to the couple and said something low. They stopped. Mateo rolled Claire onto her back and moved over her and pushed back inside, and the sound Claire made when he did — soft and immediate and completely unguarded — was followed almost instantly by the flash. Izzi moved around them with the focused economy of someone working, finding angles, directing with whispered words and small gestures. Three more bursts of light. Claire's face in the flash — open, transported, the expression of someone entirely beyond self-consciousness. Mateo's mouth at her neck, Claire's arm pulling him closer, the flash freezing it all in permanent detail.

Then Izzi rose and turned from the room.

She came towards me down the hall and in the narrow space she passed close — her body brushing against the front of my shorts, where the evening had made my interest unmistakable, in a way that lasted just a fraction of a second longer than pure accident would account for. I let her pass and looked back into the room, and then the flash went off again behind me.

I turned.

Izzi stood in the hallway with the camera lowered and a smile that knew exactly what it was doing.

"Now the husband, too," she said softly.

She turned and walked back to the living room and I followed, and when she set the camera on the low table and straightened up we were suddenly closer than the space required, facing each other in the warm, candlelit room with the white backdrop still standing behind her like something waiting to be used again.

The silence had a particular quality.

"What is your relationship with Mateo?" I asked. It came out more directly than I'd intended, but it was the thing I most wanted to know.

She laughed — a genuine one, unguarded. "He is my cousin," she said. "And my roommate." She tilted her head with the smile of someone enjoying a misapprehension being corrected. "Do not worry. We are not lovers. That pleasure, it seems, is reserved for your wife."

Another silence. Different from the first.

Her eyes dropped briefly to the front of my shorts, where the evening had made certain things obvious, and came back up without any pretense of not having looked.

"Does it excite you?" she asked. "Watching her make love to him?"

"I — it's — I don't know how to—" The sentence went several directions and finished none of them.

"I think it must," she said simply, and reached out and wrapped her hand around the shape of me through the fabric.

The touch moved through me like something switched on. My hands found her breasts before I'd made any conscious decision to put them there, and I discovered what I'd suspected from the window — no bra, the fabric of her t-shirt thin enough that her nipples were immediately apparent beneath my palms, small and stiffening, similar to Claire's in a way that registered somewhere below conscious thought. She kept her grip on me and kept her smile as my hands moved over her with a thoroughness that I wasn't tempering.

"I think you are burning," she murmured, close enough that I felt the words as much as heard them.

I pulled her shirt over her head.

Her breasts were firm and her nipples were small and dark and I bent to them immediately, taking first one and then the other into my mouth, feeling her respond — a shift in her breathing, a tightening of her hand on my cock through the shorts, a low purring sound that she made no effort to suppress.

"Come to bed," I said. It came out as a statement rather than a question, which felt accurate.

She pulled back just enough to look at me. "And your wife?" she asked. The question was genuine — not an objection, just information being gathered.

"She has Mateo," I said.

"I think it is Mateo who has her," Izzi replied, but her hand was already reaching for mine as she said it, and she was already moving.

Her bedroom was directly across the narrow hall from the other room. I glanced through the partially open door as we passed and caught a still, domestic tableau that I hadn't expected — Claire on her side with her head on Mateo's chest, her eyes closed, her right hand moving in slow, absent circles around his cock with the unhurried ease of someone who has stopped performing and simply exists in a body they've become comfortable with. He had one arm around her. The candles were burning lower.

We stepped into Izzi's room and I pushed the door behind me, but it swung back a few inches without catching. I left it.

The bed was a proper one — a real frame, real mattress, a step up from the mattress on the floor across the hall — and we were on it together within seconds, working at the remaining clothes with a mutual impatience that dispensed with anything deliberate. Izzi's body emerged from the process in stages — the flat stomach I'd registered through her shirt now confirmed, the full thighs that were generous without being heavy, and between them a neatly trimmed dark bush that I found more enticing than I'd have predicted, something natural and unself-conscious about it.

My hand went between her legs immediately.

She was slick — noticeably, generously wet — and I understood that the camera work had not been a neutral professional exercise for her. She had been watching and responding and carrying the results of that all evening, and now my fingers moved through it with a firm, sliding pressure along the full length of her and she pulled my head down to her breast with a directness that said she was past the preliminary stages.

"I am ready," she said, in under a minute. Not impatiently — simply accurately.

I considered taking more time. Her body deserved it and the idea of my tongue on her had genuine appeal. But the honest truth was that I was as ready as she was, had been for longer than I wanted to examine, and the week had burned through whatever instinct I had towards restraint.

I rose and moved between her thighs and felt her hand find me immediately — warm and sure — and guide me to her entrance, and when I pushed forward and felt her open around my cock she made a sound that was soft and genuine and entirely unperformed.

"Mmmm — uhhh — yes—"

We found our rhythm and her sounds became part of it, a continuous quiet commentary that rose and fell with our movement. When I looked down at her face she was looking back at me with an expression that surprised me — open, unguarded, almost vulnerable in a way that seemed at odds with the composure she'd carried all evening. She was older than the girls at Diego's, more experienced than almost anyone involved in the events of this week, and yet the intimacy of it had found something in her that all of that experience hadn't insulated against. The basic human need for the act to mean something, even briefly, even between strangers.

I understood it without needing to analyze it.

I lowered myself onto my forearms and found her mouth, and she pressed up into the kiss hard and immediate, her lips parting, her tongue finding mine with a hunger that had nothing performative in it. We kissed slowly and deeply while our bodies moved together and the candle sounds from across the hall drifted through the door that hadn't quite closed.

The kiss ran its course and when it ended Izzi didn't pull away so much as redirect — her mouth finding my ear, breathing into it in time with our movement, the warm rush of her breath arriving with each stroke. The bedsprings had found their own voice in the conversation. Her hands had moved to my ass and were pulling with each thrust, urging the pace forward, and I let her set it and followed where she led.

"Baby — oh baby—" Low and urgent against my ear.

I could feel her getting close — the particular tightening of her around my cock, the change in the quality of her sounds, the way her legs had begun to lift. I was close myself, had been building since before we'd come into this room, the whole accumulated weight of the evening pressing forward towards the inevitable.

Her purring became something rawer. Her movements turned forceful, her hips driving up to meet mine with an urgency that abandoned any remaining pretense of patience.

"Ohh — ohh — oh baby — yes — uhhh — uhhh — ohhhh—"

The sounds she made were not quiet. They filled the small room and presumably the narrow hallway beyond the door that hadn't quite closed, and I was past caring about any of that because my own climax arrived right behind hers — a deep, hard release, my cock buried to the root inside her as I came, firing into her warmth while she locked her legs around me and held me there and her own orgasm moved through her in waves that I could feel from the inside.

We stayed joined and rocked slowly through the last of it, neither of us rushing to let go.

When the breathing had returned to something normal, Izzi turned her mouth to my ear.

"You fuck good," she said softly.

"So do you," I said.

A comfortable silence settled over us. The candle sounds from across the hall had gone quiet at some point during proceedings, though I couldn't have said exactly when. We lay connected in the warm dark and let the afterglow do what it does, and I was somewhere between thought and the absence of it when Izzi's voice came again, barely above a whisper.

"Your wife is watching."

I turned my head slowly.

Claire stood in the doorway. Completely naked, her hair loose, the candlelight from across the hall outlining her from behind. Mateo was a shape just behind her left shoulder, present but still. She was looking directly at us — at me, at Izzi beneath me, at the fact of what had just happened and was still happening in the way that two people still joined together are still happening — and her expression was something I couldn't immediately decode. Not anger. Not quite hurt. Something more complex than either that I didn't have a clean name for.

We looked at each other across the small room.

The silence stretched.

"He is mine for tonight," Izzi said, into it. Calm, direct, without apology. Stating a fact about the geography of the evening.

Claire said nothing. But Izzi's words seemed to reach Mateo, who stepped forward from the doorway and wrapped his arm around my wife's waist from behind — unhurried, certain, the movement of a man reclaiming what he considers his. His lips found her shoulder, then the side of her neck, and after a moment I watched Claire reach behind her and find him with her hand, her fingers closing around whatever was already there.

Then he turned her gently away from the door and they disappeared back into the candlelight of the other room.

"She wants more," Izzi said, with the calm certainty of someone who has been watching people all evening and arrived at well-founded conclusions.

"How many times have they—" I started.

"Many times tonight," she said. "She will find walking difficult tomorrow."

Something surfaced in my mind from nowhere, the kind of random connection that the late hour and the particular state of the evening produces. "Did Mateo see the beach photographs?" I asked. "The ones from the shoot."

Izzi giggled — a genuine, delighted sound that was younger than her usual composure. "He saw them first," she said, and let that land.



We made it back to the hotel in the early hours. I had collected Claire in a moment of lucidity that I wasn't sure either of us was ready for — Izzi and I had listened through the wall as the sounds from Mateo's room built and resolved one final time, then we had done the same, and when it was over something in me found the clarity to understand that the night needed to end before it became something else entirely. Claire came without argument, which told me she was spent in every sense of the word. We dressed in the dark and walked back through streets that were empty and warm and said nothing to each other the whole way.

The bus to the airport was close. We barely made it.

The silence held through the ride, through check-in, through the gate, through the flight. It wasn't an angry silence, or not only that — it was the silence of two people who have moved through something large and strange together and need the space of their own thoughts before language becomes useful again. We sat side by side at thirty thousand feet and looked at our respective windows and let it be.

Then we landed, and the real world came rushing back in the way it always does — immediate and specific and entirely indifferent to what had happened in Costa Rica. The familiar airport, the familiar language, the familiar weight of ordinary life reasserting itself.

Claire went quiet in a different way after that. Darker, more turned inward. The shame arrived with the geography she recognized — her own country, her own life, the person she understood herself to be in the context of that life — and it hit her hard. She struggled to make sense of what she'd done, of who she'd been for those few days, and several times the struggle turned outward and became anger directed at me. At the pushing. At the bikini and the bar and the photographs and every incremental step I'd taken along the way. The anger wasn't entirely unfair and I received it without argument.

Izzi's prediction proved accurate in the most literal sense. For several days after we got home, Claire moved carefully, and every time she did the reminder was there — physical, undeniable, written into her body by the week in a way that no amount of distance or routine could immediately undo.

The matter of Izzi proved considerably harder to navigate than everything else, which I should have anticipated. Claire had no interest in the concept of equivalence — the symmetry of what had happened in that house, the fact that I had been occupied while she was occupied, was not a framework she found useful or fair. In her reordering of events, my hand was at the root of everything, and Izzi was simply the most recent and most concrete piece of evidence for this case. I didn't argue the point as vigorously as I might have, partly because the argument was more complicated than either of us had the energy for, and partly because she wasn't entirely wrong.

We talked about it for weeks, in the way couples talk about things that don't have clean resolutions — circling, returning, covering the same ground from different angles, occasionally finding a new way to say something that had been said before. We never arrived at the tidy conclusion that would have made a satisfying ending. What we arrived at instead was something more honest and less comfortable than that: a kind of acceptance. An acknowledgement that the week had happened, that we had both been participants in it, that we were different people for it in ways we were still determining.

The anger faded. The shame took longer. We found our way back to each other, though the route looked different from anything we'd travelled before.



There was one image I couldn't dislodge.

I tried, at various points, with varying degrees of commitment. It wouldn't go. It would surface at unexpected moments — driving, in the shower, in the middle of an ordinary conversation — and plant itself behind my eyes with the clarity and the color of something that happened yesterday rather than weeks ago.

Claire on her back. Her legs spread wide, open and abandoned, her body receiving Mateo's cock as she whined with a pleasure that had nothing held back in it. The expression on her face — not the face I knew from four years of marriage, but something underneath that face, something truer and more elemental.

What I'd seen in that room — and in the hut, and at Diego's, and in the short-stay hotel — was a part of my wife that had existed all along without either of us knowing it was there. A purely sexual being, present beneath the careful, measured woman I thought I knew completely. Lucia and Ana had named it without ceremony on two separate occasions, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world: she likes the sex. Four words. I kept returning to them and finding them more accurate than anything I'd managed to articulate in weeks of more sophisticated conversation.

The discovery changed me in ways I was still mapping. I found myself more aggressive with her, sexually — not dramatically, not in ways that alarmed her, but with a directness that hadn't been there before. The knowledge of what she was capable of made it harder to treat her as something fragile. If she noticed the change she said nothing, and after a month or so, when I started occasionally suggesting she go without underwear beneath loose clothing, she complied without making a thing of it. Just a small acknowledgement, between the two of us, of something that had been established.

There was also the irony that I couldn't stop turning over. A different holiday — our usual kind, the splurge version, the upscale hotel removed from the street — and none of it happens. Paris and Buenos Aires and Istanbul had given us nothing like this. It required the specific alchemy of that particular town, that particular beach, a budget that put us in contact with the texture of actual local life rather than the sanitized version sold to tourists. No Diego's without the budget constraint. No Mateo without the surf lessons. No Lucia, no Ana, no Tejeda, no Izzi, no short-stay hotel around the corner from a bar where the oldest transaction in the world was conducted openly every night. The economy of our scaled-back vacation had, through a chain of accidents and decisions and the particular madness of a warm week with too many drinks in it, produced the most extraordinary experience of our marriage.

I thought about this more than was probably healthy.



It was about a month after we got home that an unfamiliar email address appeared in my inbox.

I nearly deleted it. The format looked like spam — random characters before the domain — and I had my cursor over the delete button before something made me open it instead.

Izzi. A short message, a few lines, warm and direct in the way she'd been in person. And below it, a list of attachments.

I knew what they were before I clicked the first one. She'd told me with her eyes in that hallway, the camera lowering, the smile. Now the husband, too.

My hand stayed on the mouse for a moment.

Then I opened the first file.

Memories for the husband. I know you will like...Izzi

There were two-dozen pictures and I quickly opened each. Several were aggressive shots of Mateo's cock in her very wet and stretched opening, but the vast majority were erotic shots of Claire's face in a moment of deep passion. In fact, there were two where it appeared she had been caught in the middle of an orgasm. It was only when I was finished looking at them that I realized my dick was rock hard. It made my thoughts go to the timing of the email and I wondered if Izzi knew that if she waited for things to settle the pictures would have a greater impact. In addition, since there was no mention of Claire and I was left to ponder what the photographer expected to happen. Did she think I would share them with my wife or keep them for myself?

Months have elapsed as I've pondered the question. Since we've returned to a place close to normal, I'm reluctant to risk it, although there is this nagging urge that seems to be drawing me ever closer.
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How To Cuckold Your Husband: A Wife Introduces Her Husband To 'His' New Fantasy

When we first met him, it didn’t feel like anything important.

It was just a party. Just a few drinks. Just one careless comment from a friend that stuck in my head longer than it should have. All she said was how he was “large where it mattered.”

I was happily married. Completely satisfied. I wasn’t looking for anything. I wasn’t missing anything. I definitely wasn’t the kind of woman who would ever cross that line.

But then I noticed it. I could see the bulge. But it was more than that.

The way he carried himself. The quiet confidence. The kind of presence that makes you look twice without even realising you’re doing it.

And once that thought got into my head… it didn’t leave.

At first, it was just curiosity. Every time I thought about his big black cock, I told myself it was just a harmless idea. I told myself it would pass. My rational brain told me I’d stop thinking about sucking his big black cock. Hell, I didn’t even like giving head normally. But it didn’t pass. It grew. It followed me everywhere. It crept into my thoughts at the worst possible moments.

Until one day, I found myself standing outside his gym… telling myself I was just there by coincidence.

I wasn’t.

And when we finally spoke — really spoke — everything changed faster than I was ready for.

Because the most dangerous part wasn’t meeting him.

It was standing up with my mouth still full of his cum and realizing I didn’t want to stop.

But that’s not the worst part. Honestly, I wish it was. The worst part is far, far worse. The bit that still shocks me is how I slowly convinced my husband it was his fantasy. How he wanted me to do this. How he wanted me to cuckold him. And then, finally, after teasing him right to the edge, I made him give me his blessing. His blessing to continue taking big black cock.

And the worst part of all?

He was harder than ever.

Opening Pandora's Box: A Husband's Fantasy Explodes Into Reality

As I sat alone in our bedroom, a cold sweat broke across my skin.

I’d just sent my wife Chloe downstairs to the guest room where my best friend Luke was staying. And I’d sent her there for one reason only — to give him a handjob.

It started as dirty talk. Just a filthy fantasy we whispered about during sex. But tonight I crossed the line. I told her to go. I watched her full hips sway as she left the room in her tight tank top and pink pajama pants, knowing exactly what she was about to do.

Now I’m frozen in place, heart hammering, cock throbbing in my hand, imagining her soft fingers wrapping around him… stroking him… making him cum.

I thought I could control this.

I was wrong.

Pandora’s box is open… and my wife is only getting started.

Cleanup: A Cuckold Husband Learns His Place

Despite the bitter-salt taste flooding my mouth, despite the sheer degradation of it all, I couldn’t stop. I sucked, licked, devoured her cum-stuffed pussy like a man starved—tongue plunging deep, chasing every thick drop of the three strangers who’d just finished inside her.

Laura rode my face with savage abandon, hips grinding down, smothering me in slick heat and the mingled scent of her arousal and their release. Her moans turned frantic, words dissolving into gasps as her climax built. Then she shattered—hard. Her body convulsed above me, thighs clamping my head, pussy clenching and gushing as she bucked wildly, trying to drown me in the creamy mess she’d collected.

I could barely breathe. I didn’t care. The humiliation—the knowledge that I was nothing but her cleanup toy while real men had wrecked her—was everything I’d ever craved and more.

And then, buried beneath her, suffocating in her and them, I felt it happen. Without a single touch, without even realizing the edge was coming, I came too. My cock twitched helplessly, spurting weak ropes onto my stomach as shame crashed over me in waves hotter than any orgasm should be. I trembled under her weight, spilling myself uselessly while she rode out the last shudders of her pleasure.

Pathetic. Broken. Exactly where I belonged.

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc28K.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc28J.jpg
Talken

In Costa Rlca

A Husband Watches His
Wife Submit to Her Surf
Instructor

\‘; |

| Scarlettg
» Duffy





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Copyright

		Contents

		From The Outside

		The First Lesson

		Turning Over The Idea

		What Next?

		Strepping Away

		Woken By The Maid

		Welcome To The Mermaid

		Light Through The Cracks

		Books By This Author




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250






