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  Chapter one
Comfortable Routine


Ashley gripped her mug of black coffee, the stuff already cold and bitter. The kitchen was spotless, the kind of sterile, unlived-in space that made her skin crawl. Granite counters, a fruit bowl with two bananas turning brown and soft, a calendar on the wall with nothing but empty days. She hadn't bothered to throw out the bananas. She hadn't bothered to do much of anything. 
She'd been standing there for who knew how long, staring at nothing, letting time leak out of her like piss down her leg. The coffee was cold, but she didn't bother dumping it or making more. Why waste the effort? She'd just let it rot in her hand like everything else.
The jingle of keys behind her made her spine straighten slightly. Patric moved through the kitchen with practiced efficiency, his presence marked by the sound of his movements—closet door, cabinet, drawer. She didn’t turn around, but she could picture him perfectly: tie half-knotted around his neck, jacket slung over one arm, wallet already in his back pocket.
He stopped behind her, close enough that she could feel his body heat, the way a dog hovers before it begs. His hand dropped on her shoulder, his lips brushed the top of her head, dry and perfunctory. He never kissed her mouth anymore. Not since he'd stopped pretending to want her.
“Haylie’s coming today,” he said, voice casual. “Pool cleaner. Don’t forget to leave the gate unlocked.”
Ashley stared into the black puddle of her coffee, seeing nothing but her own tired face staring back. "Mm-hmm."
Patric lingered another second—she could feel him watching the back of her head—then moved away. Keys jangled again. The door opened, paused, clicked shut.
Silence flooded in. The clock on the microwave ticked. The air conditioner hummed. Outside, a lawnmower started up three houses down.
Ashley set the mug down, the sound barely louder than her own breathing. She pressed her hands to the counter, fingers splayed, staring at the bananas going to mush in the bowl. She should toss them, or bake something, or just stop letting everything rot. She didn't move.
She dragged her thumb along the inside of her wrist, feeling the vein pulse under her skin. The flesh there was pale and soft, untouched, like the rest of her. She pressed harder, just to feel something.
She pushed off from the counter and moved through the house, bare feet silent against the hardwood. Past the living room with its perfect throw pillows. Past the dining room where they never ate anymore. Up the stairs, one hand trailing along the banister.
The bedroom looked the same as always: the bed a mess, Patric's side torn up like he'd been fighting in his sleep. His pillow still had the dent from his fat head. Her nightstand drawer gaped open, the plastic edge of her vibrator case poking out like a dirty secret. She hadn't bothered with it in weeks. Even getting off felt like too much work.
Ashley sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress sagging under her ass. The sheets were cold against her bare thighs where her shorts had bunched up. She stared at her hands, plain and stubby, the gold band on her finger looking cheap. She pressed one palm to her stomach, feeling the soft bulge she'd grown over the years.
Her skin was warm and a little clammy under her hand. She let her fingers slide down, pushing past the waistband of her jeans, feeling the soft roll of her belly. Five years ago, she hadn't had that. Now it was just another thing she couldn't get rid of. Her finger hooked under her underwear, dragging the elastic down.
She was already wet, her cunt at least remembering what it was supposed to do even if her head had checked out. She circled her clit, slow and mechanical, then shoved her finger lower, scooping up the slick. Her jaw clenched as she worked herself, breath coming faster, but it felt like jerking off a corpse.
It wasn't enough. Her cunt got wetter, her body twitching like it was supposed to, but nothing happened. The pressure built up, stuck just under her skin, refusing to break. She shoved in another finger, arched her back, grinding against her own hand. Her breath hitched, but the orgasm never came. Just more emptiness.
Ashley yanked her hand out, a low, ugly noise escaping her throat. She stood up, yanking her shorts back up, wiping her sticky fingers on her thigh like she was trying to erase the whole thing. She didn't bother washing her hands.
Nothing. Not enough. Never fucking enough.
She stumbled to the bathroom, cranked the faucet, and shoved her hand under the freezing water. The cold bit into her skin, snapping her out of it for a second. She looked up at her reflection: hair yanked back, no makeup, eyes too big and empty. She barely recognized herself.
Ashley wiped her hand on a towel and wandered back into the hallway, jaw clenched, eyes dead. The house just sat there, silent and useless. Six hours until Patric dragged himself back in. Six hours to kill, and nothing worth doing.
Six hours to remember what it felt like to actually want something and get it, instead of just pretending.

      ***Later that morning, Ashley lingered at the kitchen sink, pouring herself another mug of coffee, when a flicker of movement outside the window drew her gaze. Her grip on the mug tightened, knuckles whitening, as she watched a flash of blonde hair at the side gate. Haylie. The pool girl.
She was early. Not even ten yet. Too early for Ashley to be ready, too early for her body to be this alert.
Ashley edged back, letting the shadows swallow her, but she couldn’t tear herself from the window. The coffee pot finished its work, the last drops hissing into her mug, but she barely noticed.
Haylie slipped through the side gate, moving with a careless confidence that made Ashley’s stomach knot. Early twenties, lean and golden, her body still untouched by time, every movement loose and unselfconscious. Cutoff denim shorts hugged her hips, the frayed edges barely covering the soft curve of her ass. A thin white tank top clung to her breasts, nipples faintly visible in the morning light. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, a few damp strands plastered to her neck by the heat.
Ashley's mouth dried out, tongue thick behind her teeth. She sipped her coffee, but the taste was gone, replaced by the ache between her legs.
Haylie shrugged her equipment bag off her shoulder, the motion tugging her tank top higher, exposing a strip of bare, flat stomach. She dropped the bag by the pool with a dull thud, then crouched to unzip it. The shorts rode up, denim barely containing the round swell of her ass, the frayed edge exposing a teasing crescent of skin. Ashley stared, pulse thudding, unable to look away.
Ashley's cunt clenched, sharp and sudden, a pulse of heat that made her shift her stance. She should step away, should stop staring like some desperate pervert. Haylie was just working. But Ashley’s body didn’t care.
But Ashley didn’t move.
She watched Haylie pull out the long pole skimmer, shoulder blades shifting beneath the thin tank, muscles flexing with each movement. Haylie straightened, pushing her hair back with her forearm, exposing the delicate line of her throat, skin flushed from the sun.
Haylie circled the pool, movements efficient but unhurried, reaching to skim leaves from the far corner. Each time she bent, her tank top crept higher, revealing more tanned skin, the silver ring in her navel catching the light. Ashley’s eyes followed every inch.
Ashley’s grip on the mug turned painful, knuckles white, a tremor running through her arm. Coffee sloshed over the rim, scalding her skin, but she let it burn. She wanted to feel it.
A sound broke through her focus—the crunch of tires on gravel, the low rumble of an engine. Patric’s car pulled back into the driveway. She hadn’t heard him leave again after that morning—he must have gone out while she was upstairs. The mug nearly slipped from her suddenly nerveless fingers.
She should move. She should pull herself away, close the curtain, do anything but stand here and watch.
She stayed. She couldn’t make herself leave.
Patric stepped out of his car, a manila folder in one hand. His eyes went immediately to the pool, to Haylie’s back as she bent to check the filter. He slowed, one foot on the bottom step, and didn’t call out right away.
Ashley watched as her husband’s eyes moved down Haylie’s back, to the curve where her waist met her hips, to the frayed edge of her shorts, to her long, tan legs. He held there for a full three seconds, his throat working in a swallow she could see from twenty yards away.
Her heart hammered against her ribs.
Patric raised a hand, finally. “Hey—Haylie, right? Good timing on the weather.”
Haylie straightened, shading her eyes with one hand. Her smile was quick and easy, showing a small dimple in her left cheek. “Always is on Tuesdays.”
Ashley’s stomach twisted. The girl’s voice was higher than she’d imagined, but there was a rasp to it, a roughness that made Ashley think of tangled sheets and breathless, filthy promises whispered against her ear.
Patric laughed—a loose, easy laugh Ashley hadn’t heard in months. Not the polite chuckle he gave at dinner when she made a joke, or the distracted “heh” when he was scrolling through his phone. A real laugh, from his stomach.
“Guess I’ll have to schedule more work from home on Tuesdays,” he said, and even from inside, through the glass, Ashley could see the way his eyes crinkled at the corners.
Haylie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You know where to find me.”
Ashley’s chest constricted, breath coming shallow and fast. She couldn’t get enough air, couldn’t fill her lungs, not with the heat pooling low in her belly.
Patric moved toward the house, taking the steps two at a time. Ashley jerked back from the window, stumbling, heart pounding so loud it drowned out everything else. She set the mug down, hands shaking, coffee splashing over her fingers. She didn’t bother to wipe it away.
The back door opened—she’d left it unlocked that morning—and Patric’s footsteps came down the hall. She grabbed a dishcloth and pretended to wipe down the counter, her back to the doorway.
“Hey,” Patric said, and she turned, forcing her face into what she hoped was a neutral expression. “Forgot my presentation notes. Big meeting at two.”
He brushed past her, heading for the living room, where his laptop bag waited by the couch. Ashley watched his back, the broad shoulders she’d clung to so many times, the short hair at his nape she used to crave against her lips. Now it just reminded her of what she’d lost.
Now all she could see was those three seconds—his eyes on Haylie, the laugh she hadn’t heard in months, the way those shorts hugged the girl’s hips. Ashley’s skin prickled with jealousy and something darker.
Patric grabbed his folder and turned back, heading for the door. “See you tonight,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t wait up if I’m late.”
The door closed behind him. Outside, Ashley could hear the low murmur of voices—Patric saying something to Haylie, the girl’s laugh in response. A car door slammed. An engine started.
Then silence again.
Ashley’s hands trembled as she picked up her mug. She poured the cold coffee down the drain, watching the brown swirl vanish, her own reflection staring back—pale, wide-eyed, lips parted. She looked like a woman caught in the act.
She needed to escape. Go anywhere—store, sister, anywhere but here, anywhere but trapped in her own skin.
Instead, she filled her mug again, hands steadying, and drifted back to the window, unable to help herself.

      ***Ashley drifted through the upstairs hallway, her bare feet silent on the carpet. Haylie was gone, Patric lost in his phone downstairs, oblivious. She passed the guest room, the bathroom, her body moving on autopilot, until she stopped at the bedroom window overlooking the backyard.
The late afternoon light cut through the blinds, striping the bedspread in gold. Ashley’s hand found the blind cord, fingers curling around the plastic, but she didn’t pull. She just stood there, staring down at the yard, her body tense, waiting.
The pool below was motionless, a perfect blue rectangle swallowing the last of the sun. Haylie had left it spotless, not a single leaf or bug floating on the surface. The water looked hard, almost walkable. The diving board glistened, edges still wet. A towel draped over the lounge chair, abandoned or maybe left on purpose. Ashley couldn’t decide which.
She replayed the way Patric’s eyes had lingered on Haylie’s legs, the lazy, hungry look he thought no one noticed. The laugh that rumbled out of him, deeper than usual. Haylie’s shorts riding low on her hips, the top swell of her ass exposed every time she bent over.
Heat crept up Ashley’s neck. Her cunt pulsed, a sharp ache that made her squeeze her thighs together. She’d spent the afternoon at the kitchen window, unable to stop watching Haylie. The way the girl moved, so sure of herself, so careless. When Haylie peeled off her tank top, working in nothing but a black sports bra, her stomach bare, the silver ring in her navel flashing in the sun, Ashley couldn’t look away.
Ashley had stood there, coffee cooling in her hand, transfixed as Haylie stretched to reach the far corner of the pool. Her back arched, tits straining against the thin fabric of her bra. Her ass, round and perfect in those tiny denim shorts, made Ashley’s mouth go dry.
Ashley’s pulse hammered in her throat. She couldn’t tear her eyes away.
Now, at the bedroom window, her hand still on the cord, Ashley made up her mind. She yanked the blind down, then hesitated, pinching the cord between her fingers. She let it rise, just a little. Not all the way. Just enough to leave a narrow gap at the bottom—two inches, maybe.
She stepped back, tilting her head, studying the gap. It looked accidental, barely there. No one would notice unless they were searching for it. From outside, the window was covered, except for that thin, deliberate slice at the bottom.
Perfect.
She nudged the blind a half-inch wider, just enough. Then she left it, walking away, her heart pounding against her ribs. She’d never done anything like this before. Never planned, never set up a chance to... what, exactly?
To watch.
The word sent a shiver straight down her spine, settling low in her belly.
Downstairs, Patric’s phone dinged with a text. She heard the low murmur of his voice as he replied, probably to one of his work friends. He hadn’t mentioned Haylie at dinner. Hadn’t mentioned coming home early, or what he’d seen, or how the meeting had gone. They’d eaten in near-silence, the only sounds the scrape of forks against plates and the occasional comment about the food.
“Good chicken.”
“Thanks.”
That was all they said to each other now.
Ashley lay down on the bed, still dressed, on top of the covers. The room darkened around her, shadows crawling across the ceiling. She left the light off.
Her hand settled low on her stomach, just above her jeans. She didn’t let it slip lower, didn’t touch the throbbing heat between her legs. She just left it there, feeling her breath rise and fall, slow and shallow.
The house settled around her, old bones creaking, the fridge humming, the heater ticking on. Patric’s footsteps drifted from the living room to the kitchen, the clink of glass as he poured a drink. Ordinary sounds. The background noise of their marriage.
Next Tuesday lodged in Ashley’s mind like a splinter, sharp and impossible to ignore. Haylie would return. Patric would be home—he’d made sure of that, talking about working from home on Tuesdays. And Ashley would be upstairs, watching through that narrow gap in the blinds.
Her fingers curled against her stomach, nails pressing into the fabric of her shirt. She should feel disgusted. Ashamed. Angry. Betrayed.
Instead, it made her wet. Soaked her panties, made her ache.
Ashley closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath. Six days until Tuesday. Six days to change her mind, to close the blinds all the way, to forget the whole thing.
Six days to decide if she really wanted to see what happened when her husband was left alone with a girl young enough to be his daughter.
The hand on her stomach didn’t move. Her breathing stayed even. But underneath her clothes, her skin burned with a heat she hadn’t felt in years.
Six days.






  
  Chapter two
First Peek


Ashley’s knees throbbed, pressed hard into the carpet, her body folded awkwardly beneath the window. She’d been here for twenty minutes, maybe longer, waiting for Haylie’s truck, her muscles burning, one foot tingling with numbness. She didn’t move. The blinds were cracked open, exactly two inches, just enough for her to watch the pool deck without being seen. She’d measured it, checked it, obsessed over it. She needed to see everything. 
Her coffee was cold now, forgotten on the nightstand. She’d made it fresh, a pointless ritual, hands shaking as she poured. Her heart pounded, loud and insistent, the sound filling the silent bedroom, drowning out everything else. She felt exposed, raw, every nerve awake.
The house was silent, empty except for her. Patric had left, or she thought he had. She’d watched his car disappear, waited until she was sure, then crept upstairs, straight to the window. She’d checked the blinds again and again, too narrow, too wide, finally perfect. Her breath left damp marks on the glass, each exhale a little confession.
The low growl of a truck engine drifted closer, vibrating through her chest. Ashley’s stomach clenched, a hot twist of anticipation and dread. She leaned in, forehead almost pressed to the glass, needing to see, needing to know.
Haylie’s truck, battered blue with a peeling magnetic sign, rolled into the driveway. Ashley held her breath, lungs tight. Haylie sat for a moment, head bent over her phone, sunlight catching the loose blonde strands that framed her face. Ashley watched every movement, hungry for it.
Then Haylie moved, unfolding herself from the truck with that lazy, careless grace that made Ashley ache. Cut-off shorts, frayed and riding high on her thighs. The yellow tank top clung to her chest, no bra, nipples pressing against the thin fabric. Her ponytail swung low, brushing her bare back as she walked. Ashley’s mouth went dry.
The tailgate crashed open, the sound sharp and thrilling. Haylie unloaded her gear, slow and methodical. The pole clicked open, the chemical kit rattled, the thick hose dragged behind her, rubber squealing against the concrete. Ashley watched the muscles in Haylie’s arms flex, the way her shirt rode up, exposing skin. She couldn’t look away.
Haylie’s tank top slid up as she reached into the truck bed, revealing a strip of golden skin above the waistband of her shorts. The denim hugged her hips, worn thin over her ass, almost indecent. Ashley’s jaw clenched. Her fingers dug into the windowsill, nails scraping paint, the urge to touch almost unbearable.
I’m just watching, she lied to herself. Just curious. Just looking. But her body knew better.
Her heart thudded, frantic, as if it wanted to break free from her chest. It knew what she was doing, what she wanted, even if her mind refused to admit it.
The sliding door rumbled open. Ashley’s stomach twisted, a cold rush of

      ***
      ***
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