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CHAPTER ONE
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Cass Ferrier had been aboard the Celestine for eleven minutes when her husband was handed three condoms, a packet of lubricant, and a laminated card explaining where passengers were permitted to be naked. Wes accepted all four items with the solemn expression of a man receiving evidence at a trial, then stood beneath the air-conditioning vent in the embarkation lobby and read the card twice. Cass watched him over the top of her sunglasses. Around them, nearly four hundred adults moved through the ship with carry-ons, garment bags, backpacks, insulated cups, and the nervous energy of people who had spent months discussing a vacation and were now confronting the fact that the vacation had actually begun. Most were dressed exactly like passengers on any other Caribbean cruise. Shorts. Sundresses. Golf shirts. Sandals. One man wore a Hawaiian shirt covered in upside-down pineapples so densely arranged that subtlety had died somewhere during manufacturing.

Wes looked up from the card. “There are naked zones.”

“You knew there would be naked zones.”

“I understood the concept abstractly.” He tapped one corner of the laminated map. “They’ve highlighted them.”

“For clarity.”

“There are boundaries.”

“You like boundaries.”

“I love boundaries.” He turned the card over. “Boundaries are civilization.”

Cass smiled. “You’re holding condoms.”

“That doesn’t invalidate civilization.”

The woman at the welcome table laughed. She was maybe forty, Black, broad-shouldered, with close-cropped hair and a white polo embroidered with LATITUDE PRIVATE CHARTER across the chest. Her name tag said MONIQUE. “First charter?”

Wes looked at Cass before answering. “Is it obvious?”

“Only because you’ve been studying the nudity map like there’ll be a quiz.”

“I used to teach English.”

“Explains it.”

Cass took the map from him before he could defend the profession. “We’ve done weekends. Resorts. House parties. Never a cruise.”

Monique nodded as if that distinction mattered. Apparently, it did. “Ship rules are a little different. Main dining rooms stay dressed. Casino stays dressed. Theater depends on the event. The pool deck after sail-away is clothing-optional, but it’s not a play area. Deck Eleven aft is clothing-optional all weekend. Deck Twelve forward becomes the main indoor play space after eight, and the outdoor play terrace aft opens after sail-away. No phones in any play area. No photography anywhere somebody could reasonably expect privacy.”

Wes pointed toward a line on the card. “And elevators?”

“Clothing required.”

“Good.”

Cass looked at him. “Why is that good?”

“Mirrors.”

Monique laughed again. “You two will be fine.”

Wes put the condoms and lubricant into his shorts pocket. The packets made a rectangular bulge against his thigh. Cass looked down at it, then at him.

He followed her eyes. “Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to.”

“I was admiring the supplies.”

“You were admiring the silhouette.”

“That too.”

Twenty-five years of marriage had made silence largely decorative. Cass knew when Wes was nervous because his jokes came faster and because he started reading signs that nobody else needed to read. Wes knew when Cass was amused because the left corner of her mouth changed before she smiled. He also knew when she was anxious, angry, sexually interested, suspicious, tired, and pretending not to be any of those things. Neither considered this supernatural. It was simply what happened when two people spent enough years watching each other brush their teeth.

Monique handed Cass two black silicone wristbands. “Cabin number and account chip are inside. Black means full charter access. White bands are staff. Red bands are medical and security. Green bands are first-time lifestyle guests.”

Cass looked across the lobby. Several green bands moved through the crowd.

Wes noticed too. “They identify beginners?”

“They identify people who asked to be identified as beginners,” Monique corrected. “Nobody has to wear one. Some people like being able to say, without having to say it every fifteen minutes, that they’re new.”

“That makes sense.”

“It also helps experienced guests remember not to treat confidence like consent.”

Cass liked her immediately.

Monique gave them both a longer look, taking in Cass’s black band, Wes’s black band, and something else Cass couldn’t identify. “You traveling with friends?”

“No,” Cass said.

The answer sounded strange enough that she heard it after saying it.

Monique apparently did too. “Just you two?”

“Just us.”

Wes slipped his wristband on. “We’re experimenting with independence.”

Cass turned toward him. “Are we?”

“I’ve decided that’s what we’re calling it.”

“You decided twelve seconds ago.”

“Most terminology begins somewhere.”

Monique leaned both elbows on the registration table. “I recommend not making plans for the first night.”

Cass looked back at her. “Meaning?”

“Everybody boards with a plan. We’re going to meet this couple. We’re going to try that room. We’re going to full swap. We’re only going to soft swap. We’re absolutely going to the midnight party. Then somebody gets seasick, somebody gets tired, somebody meets somebody unexpected, somebody discovers they hate body paint, and half the plan dies before dinner.” She pointed toward the elevators. “Get to your cabin. Unpack. Eat. Walk the ship. Meet people. Decide later.”

Wes nodded. “You sound like someone who’s watched a lot of plans die.”

“Fourteen charters.”

“Professionally?”

“Some of them.”

Cass laughed.

Monique pointed at Wes’s pocket. “And don’t leave those lubricant packets in there when you send the shorts through laundry.”

He glanced down. “Why?”

“They burst.”

Cass started walking toward the elevators.

Wes hurried after her. “How would she know that?”

“Fourteen charters.”

“She said some professionally.”

“Exactly.”

The elevator doors opened on a naked man. Not mostly naked. Not recently dressed. Naked. He was perhaps sixty-five, deeply tanned, gray-haired, carrying a straw hat and a stainless-steel coffee tumbler. He looked at Cass and Wes, looked down at himself, then back up.

“Forgot the elevator rule.”

Wes stepped aside. “Apparently.”

The man sighed and wrapped the straw hat over himself with limited success. “Cabin’s right there.”

“Take your time,” Cass said.

“I wasn’t planning to linger.”

He walked briskly down the corridor, his bare ass disappearing around the corner. Nobody screamed. Nobody called security. A woman waiting behind Cass looked up from her boarding packet, saw him, and went back to reading. Wes entered the elevator. Cass followed. The doors closed. They stood beside an older couple wearing matching Buffalo Bills shirts. Wes stared straight ahead. Cass counted. Seven seconds. Eight. Nine.

“Don’t,” he said.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You’re vibrating.”

The Bills woman laughed. “First cruise?”

Cass looked at her.

The woman smiled. “He has the face.”

Wes closed his eyes. “Apparently my face has become public property.”

Her husband pressed Deck Nine. “You get used to it.”

“The nudity?”

“The elevators.”

Somehow, the answer was worse. Their cabin was on Deck Ten, midship, balcony class, larger than Cass had expected and smaller than the photographs had implied. The bed occupied most of one wall. A narrow sofa sat opposite a built-in desk. Sliding glass doors opened onto a balcony with two chairs, a small table, and a view across the Miami cruise terminal toward warehouses, cranes, highway ramps, and water bright enough to hurt through the glass. Their luggage had not arrived. Wes dropped his carry-on beside the bed and inspected the room. Cass knew that inspection. He opened the closet. Checked the bathroom. Looked behind the curtain even though there was nowhere behind the curtain for a person to stand. Then he leaned over and looked beneath the bed.

“What are you doing?”

“Learning the environment.”

“You’re checking under the bed.”

“I dropped something.”

“You haven’t taken anything out yet.”

He straightened. “Then I’ve eliminated one possible location.”

Cass put her purse on the desk. A welcome envelope waited beside two reusable water bottles. On top was another rules sheet, a ship map, the weekend schedule, and a card printed with a sentence in large letters:

NO ONE OWES YOU AN EXPERIENCE.

Below it, in smaller letters: Ask clearly. Listen carefully. Accept the answer you receive. Cass read it twice.

Wes came beside her. “Good.”

“Yes.”

Another card listed that evening’s events. Sail-away reception at four thirty. New guest orientation at five. Dinner anytime between six and nine. Couples mixer at seven thirty. Dance party at nine. Play spaces opening at ten. At eleven thirty: STRANGERS. Cass touched the line.

Wes leaned over her shoulder. “That’s ominously capitalized.”

“What is it?”

“Probably an event involving strangers.”

“Thank you, English department.”

“Former English department.”

Cass looked at him. “Still weird?”

He knew what she meant. “No.”

“Real?”

Wes sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress compressed beneath him, and for once he didn’t answer immediately. Outside, a port vehicle beeped somewhere below. A horn sounded from another ship. Their air conditioner hummed hard enough to lift the corner of one of the schedule pages.

“Different,” he said finally. “Not bad.”

Cass leaned against the desk.

He rubbed his palms together. “We usually arrive somewhere and within fifteen minutes Trent has stolen transportation, Miles has found a Wi-Fi problem, Priya has disapproved of something medically, and Romy knows the host’s divorce attorney.”

“Vera?”

Wes looked at her. Cass waited.

He smiled. “You know where Vera fits.”

Heat touched her despite the cold cabin.

“Yes.”

They had discussed Vera before booking. More than once. Cass had almost invited her, then hadn’t. Vera had Molly that weekend anyway. Dani had plans with Evan. Romy claimed she would rather be sealed inside a shipping container than spend four nights on a vessel with themed cocktails. Priya was working. Miles disliked cruise-ship internet on principle despite never having personally used it. Trent had reacted to the news of Cass and Wes’s reservation by sending sixteen possible names for what he called a maritime investigative division. Cass had deleted fourteen without opening them. The fifteenth was SCOOBY LUBE AT SEA. The sixteenth was an apology followed by SCOOBY LUBE: INTERNATIONAL WATERS.

Wes stretched backward across the bed, arms over his head. His shirt lifted enough to expose a pale strip of stomach. “It’s just us.”

Cass looked at him.

“That’s what you wanted,” he said.

“I know.”

“Is it still?”

She considered the question rather than giving him the reassuring answer first. Vera had taught her that much. Maybe Dana had started it. Maybe experience had. Cass no longer knew which lessons belonged to whom.

“Yes.”

Wes nodded. “Me too.”

Cass walked over and stood between his knees. He put his hands on her hips automatically. The gesture contained no negotiation; after twenty-five years, there were thousands of touches neither of them had to announce. She ran her fingers through his hair once, then looked down at him.

“You’re nervous.”

“Yes.”

“About strangers?”

“Some.”

“About sex?”

“Some.”

“About me?”

He thought longer. “Not about losing you.”

Cass felt something inside her settle. “What, then?”

Wes’s thumbs moved against the thin fabric over her hips. “About whether I know how to do this without everybody else around.”

Cass understood because she had been refusing to say exactly the same thing. At Romy’s house, somebody always knew the room. At Bellweather, they’d arrived as Buffalo. At Blackthorn, they had become a recognizable unit before reaching registration. Even their sexual risks had developed inside relationships that came with history. Vera wasn’t a stranger anymore. Dani wasn’t. The group had become scaffolding so gradually that Cass hadn’t noticed how much of it she leaned against. She touched Wes’s cheek.

“We knew how before them.”

“Did we?”

“We found them.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

“No.” She smiled. “But we didn’t die.”

He stared up at her.

Cass closed her eyes. “Wrong phrase.”

“Historically terrible phrase.”

“I know.”

“Given our record, catastrophically poor.”

“Stop.”

Wes laughed and pulled her closer until she had to brace one hand on his shoulder. The kiss started as reassurance and changed because kisses sometimes did that. His hands moved around her waist. Cass felt his body respond beneath her, immediate enough to make her smile against his mouth. He felt the smile.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to comment.”

“I was going to compliment you.”

“That seems suspicious.”

His erection pressed against the front of his shorts when she moved closer. Nothing about it was elegant. The condom packets were still in his pocket, and one crinkled loudly between them. Cass broke the kiss, laughing.

Wes looked down. “Monique.”

“You’re blaming registration?”

“She gave me equipment.”

“Equipment?”

“I’ve spent too much time with Miles.”

Cass kissed him again, slower this time. Wes’s hands moved under the back of her shirt, warm against her skin. She knew his body. The softness at his waist that hadn’t been there at thirty. The old scar near his left hip. The place beneath his ribs where he was ticklish and denied being ticklish despite twenty-five years of evidence. Someone knocked on the cabin door. Neither moved. The knock came again.

Wes rested his forehead against Cass’s chest. “No.”

Cass laughed quietly.

“Luggage,” she said.

“Tell them we’re dead.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Poor wording.”

“Very.”

She stepped away. Wes remained sitting on the bed with an obvious problem in the front of his shorts. Cass looked down.

He pointed toward the door. “Don’t make me answer it.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were considering it.”

“For character development.”

“This is already character.”

Cass went to the door and opened it just enough to see a crew member standing beside two suitcases.

“Ferrier?”

“Yes.”

He brought them inside without looking toward the bed more than necessary. Professionalism had apparently survived stranger circumstances. Wes stood only after the door closed.

Cass looked at him. “Better?”

“No.”

“Coffee?”

“What kind of marriage is this?”

“A durable one.”

He adjusted himself through his shorts with the resigned practicality of a man whose wife had known him since his twenties. “I hate that you’re funny right now.”

“You love that I’m funny.”

“Later.”

They unpacked enough to stop living from bags. Cass hung dresses, put swimwear in one drawer, and underwear in another. Wes placed four shirts carefully in the closet, then threw every pair of shorts he owned onto one shelf in a pile, proving his organizational principles were highly localized. Cass found the small toiletry pouch they’d packed specifically for the cruise: condoms, lubricant, wipes, medication, and a small flashlight because Wes had insisted there was no universe in which bringing a flashlight was unreasonable. She placed the pouch in the nightstand. Then changed her mind and put it on the desk where they could see it. Wes noticed.

“Strategic positioning?”

“Yes.”

“Optimistic.”

“Prepared.”

“Insurance.”

“Exactly.”

At three forty-seven, before either of them had decided whether they needed another shower, a two-tone chime sounded through the cabin. The music outside dropped beneath the ship-wide public-address system, and a calm Scandinavian voice filled the room.

“Good afternoon, guests. This is Captain Anderssen. Before departure, every passenger must report to the muster station printed on the back of your wristband for the mandatory emergency drill. Please proceed now. Clothing-optional rules do not change safety requirements. Robes or towels are acceptable. Footwear is strongly recommended.”

Wes looked at Cass. “That last sentence sounds learned the hard way.”

Cass checked the back of her wristband. Muster C. “Shoes.”

“I heard him,” Wes said.

“You were looking at the towel.”

“I was evaluating options.”

The corridor answered the announcement by producing several dozen adults who had clearly been interrupted at different stages of the same vacation. A woman hurried toward the stairs in an open white robe, bare beneath it except for sandals and a small blue jewel seated between her cheeks. Behind her, another woman wore a leather harness, no bottoms, and a fox-tail plug she was trying to keep from catching beneath the strap of the life jacket she had already collected. A man emerged from a cabin with a towel around his waist and an erection the towel did almost nothing to disguise. His wife followed, carrying both of their wristbands, and said, “If anybody asks, we were napping.”

Wes stared resolutely at the muster diagram mounted on the wall. “I’ve never been more interested in evacuation arrows.”

Cass slipped her arm through his. “Eyes forward, sailor.”

“I’m looking at maritime infrastructure.”

Muster Station C occupied a broad section of promenade beside two lifeboat embarkation doors. Crew members in white uniforms checked wristbands and counted passengers with professionalism that suggested the charter had already tested every available expression. Cal and Rebecca arrived from the opposite stairs, Cal in shorts and an open shirt, Rebecca wearing a green wrap over her swimsuit. Tessa and Eric appeared a few people behind them. Eric took in the crowd, blinked once, and looked at Wes. “This feels more advanced than the brochure.”

Wes nodded. “We’ve moved directly into graduate work.”

A crew member demonstrated how to use the life jacket. One naked man tried to put his on backward. Another guest asked whether a chest harness had to come off first. “The life jacket goes over whatever you’re wearing, sir,” the crew member said without hesitation.

The man looked down at the harness. “That’s optimistic.”

“It’s a flotation device, sir.”

A woman near Cass raised one hand. She wore a sheer cover-up and, beneath it, nothing except a jeweled plug. “Do personal accessories count as loose items?” 

For the first time, the crew member paused. Then he said, “Only if they become loose, ma’am.” Wes bent his head and pressed his lips together. Rebecca heard him lose the battle and started laughing.

The demonstration moved to lifeboat access, emergency signals, and the location of life jackets in cabins. Wes leaned toward Cass. “If we hit an iceberg, I’m blaming you.”

“In the Caribbean?”

“I don’t limit anxiety geographically.” Cal heard and coughed into his hand. Rebecca made no attempt to hide her smile.

Captain Anderssen returned over the speakers as the crew completed the count. “Thank you for your attention. One final safety reminder: muster stations, lifeboat access corridors, and emergency equipment areas are never designated play spaces. Please keep them clear at all times.”

There was a beat of silence, followed by laughter moving through Muster Station C. Wes looked at Cass. “That reminder came from experience.”

Cass nodded. “Fourteen charters. Monique warned us.”

The drill ended with hundreds of adults funneling back toward cabins, bars, pools, and elevators, some fully dressed, some barely dressed, and several still carrying life jackets because they had missed the instruction about returning them. Cass and Wes took the stairs. By the time they reached Deck Ten, she had learned two things about lifestyle cruising that had not appeared in the sales material: emergencies remained mandatory, and no amount of nudity made a lifeboat drill sexy. By four fifteen, they had showered away the airport and changed for sail-away. Cass wore a sleeveless blue dress that fell above her knees. Wes wore khaki shorts and a white linen shirt he had bought specifically for the trip after Cass told him three other shirts made him look like a substitute teacher at a barbecue.

They stepped onto the balcony before leaving. The Celestine had begun to hum differently beneath their feet. Not moving yet. Preparing to. Tugboats drifted farther out in the channel. Across the water, the Miami skyline rose through the haze, glass towers catching late-afternoon light. Wes handed Cass one of the cabin’s water bottles.

“No gang.”

“No gang.”

“No murder.”

Cass turned slowly. He saw it. “Sorry.”

“You can’t say that.”

“I was expressing optimism.”

“You’ve been told about optimism.”

“Yes.”

Cass drank. Below them, somebody shouted from another balcony. A woman laughed. Music had started somewhere on the upper decks, bass carrying faintly through steel and glass. The ship felt enormous and strangely intimate at the same time, thousands of compartments holding hundreds of private expectations. Wes rested both forearms on the railing. Cass studied him.

He turned his head. “Face.”

“I don’t have a face.”

“You absolutely have a face.”

“What kind?”

“Thinking.”

“Not investigative.”

“Good.”

Cass looked across the water.

“Strangers,” she said.

Wes followed her gaze toward the neighboring balconies, the decks above them, the people they had not met yet.

“That’s why we’re here.”

“Yes.”

Behind them, his phone buzzed on the desk. Cass knew without looking. “Trent?”

Wes checked. “Trent.”

“Don’t.”

“He sent a picture.”

“Don’t.”

Wes opened it anyway. Cass watched his expression collapse. “What?”

He turned the screen toward her. Trent had apparently created a logo. A cartoon cruise ship rode across blue waves beneath enormous block letters:

SCOOBY LUBE: HIGH SEAS DIVISION.

Cass closed her eyes. Wes started laughing. The Celestine’s horn sounded beneath them, enormous and deep enough to vibrate through the balcony floor. Somewhere above, passengers cheered as the ship began easing away from Miami. Cass opened her eyes and looked at the water widening between them and land. Four nights. Just the two of them. No Romy. No Priya. No Miles. No Vera. No Trent. Cass took Wes’s phone, turned it off, and set it face-down on the balcony table.

“Come on.”

“Where?”

“Sail-away.”

Wes followed her into the cabin. Cass grabbed the key card, then stopped at the door when she realized he hadn’t moved. He stood beside the bed, looking at his shorts.

“What?” Cass asked.

He reached into the pocket and produced the three condoms and lubricant Monique had handed him nearly an hour earlier.

“I almost forgot.”

Cass looked at them. Then at him. Wes smiled. “Civilization.”

Cass opened the door. “Bring the supplies.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


The sail-away party occupied three decks and somehow made the ship feel smaller. By the time Cass and Wes reached Deck Eleven, the Celestine had cleared the terminal and begun its slow turn toward open water. Miami slid past on the starboard side in white towers, glass balconies, construction cranes, and sunlight flashing off the water hard enough to make everyone squint. Music came from speakers hidden beneath the upper deck. Not dance-club loud yet. Just enough bass to suggest what the evening planned to become. The pool deck was arranged for several hundred people pretending not to study one another. Cass recognized the behavior because she was doing it too.

There were bodies everywhere, but not yet many naked ones. Most people still wore whatever they had boarded in, although swimsuits had begun appearing. A woman in a red bikini stood at the bar beside a man in jeans and loafers. Two men in matching blue trunks leaned against the rail drinking beer. A silver-haired woman in a black one-piece walked past holding hands with a man twenty years younger, then stopped to kiss a woman near the hot tub before continuing as though she had paused to check the weather. Nobody reacted. That still affected Cass sometimes. Not shock. Relief. People simply existed in the open without everybody around them demanding an explanation. Wes walked beside her carrying two plastic cups of something called the Bare Necessity, which appeared to be rum, pineapple juice, lime, and enough sugar to make Priya threaten an intervention. Cass took one.

“What’s in this?”

“Rum.”

“What else?”

“Rum-adjacent things.”

“You don’t know.”

“I asked the bartender.”

“And?”

“He said, ‘Trust me.’”

Cass stopped walking. Wes saw her face. “Bad wording.”

“Terrible.”

He looked into his own cup. “Still drinking it.”

“So am I.”

They moved toward the rail. The heat pressed differently now that the ship had left the dock. Wind pushed over the deck, warm and salty, carrying sunscreen, chlorinated pool water, perfume, beer, and something frying from a grill farther forward. Cass’s dress moved against her thighs. Wes’s linen shirt ballooned once at the back before collapsing against him. A woman passed carrying two champagne flutes and wearing only bikini bottoms. Wes looked. Cass saw. He noticed Cass seeing him look.

“You did too.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You turned your head.”

“She has excellent posture.”

“Medical observation?”

“Structural.”

“Adam would approve.”

Cass smiled despite herself. There it was again. Adam. The gang arriving even when none of them had come. She looked across the deck. Nobody familiar. Strange. Also good. A man in his forties stood near the pool steps talking to three people at once, comfortable enough that Cass assumed he had either been on many of these cruises or had spent his entire life believing every room would eventually accept him. He was about six feet, maybe a little less, broad through the shoulders without looking gym-built, dark hair going gray near the ears. He wore navy swim shorts and an open white shirt over a chest that looked ordinary enough to be reassuring. Hair. A surgical scar low on the right side of his abdomen. Slight softness at the waist.

Human. The woman beside him was prettier in a way that took longer to notice. She wore a green wrap dress over a black swimsuit, the dress open enough to show the suit and tied loosely at one hip. Early forties, maybe. Auburn hair cut just below her jaw. Freckles across her shoulders. No attempt to hide the faint stretch marks visible above one side of the swimsuit. The man saw Wes first.

“New people.”

Wes stopped. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only because you still have your welcome lube.”

Cass looked down. Wes had somehow clipped one of the little lubricant packets beneath the edge of his wristband. He stared at it.

“I didn’t do that.”

Cass laughed. “You absolutely did.”

“When?”

“Elevator.”

“I was distracted by a naked man with a hat.”

The other man held out his hand. “Cal Bishop.”

“Wes Ferrier.”

Cal shook Cass’s hand next. “Cass?”

She looked at him.

He smiled. “Black band. Name printed on the backside.”

Cass turned her wrist over. Her name was, in fact, printed beneath the cabin identifier.

“Good,” she said. “For a second I was concerned.”

The woman beside him laughed.

“Rebecca Bishop.”

“Wife?” Wes asked.

Rebecca raised one eyebrow.

Wes closed his eyes. “That sounded much more intrusive out loud.”

“Yes,” Rebecca said. “Wife.”

Cal put an arm around her waist. “Twenty-two years.”

“Twenty-three in November.”

Cal looked at her. “That’s what I said.”

“You said twenty-two.”

“Which is accurate.”

“Until November.”

“Still accurate.”

Rebecca looked at Cass. “This is marriage.”

Cass raised her cup. “Twenty-five.”

Rebecca touched hers to it. “Then you understand.”

Wes and Cal exchanged the brief recognition of men who understood that certain arguments could be survived only by accepting the premise. A server passed with a tray. Cal took a bourbon. No ice. Rebecca took sparkling water. Cass noticed because she always noticed selections. Claims work had ruined buffets, bars, grocery carts, and medicine cabinets. People thought their choices were private. Mostly they were. Cass simply had a brain that arranged details before she asked it to.

“First cruise?” Rebecca asked.

“Yes.”

“Lifestyle cruise?”

“Yes.”

“Cruise at all?”

Wes shook his head. “I’ve avoided them because I dislike organized leisure.”

Cal laughed.

Rebecca said, “He’ll love tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“There is a schedule for being spontaneous.”

Wes looked alarmed enough that Cass laughed.

Rebecca continued, “Pool games. Workshops. Dance lessons. Theme lunch. Sunset social. Clothing-optional trivia.”

Wes stared. “Trivia?”

“Naked.”

“That doesn’t improve trivia.”

Cal drank bourbon. “Depends who’s losing.”

A woman approached Rebecca from behind and lightly touched her shoulder with two fingers. Rebecca turned. The woman was perhaps forty, dark-blond hair pulled into a loose knot, sunglasses resting on top of her head, a pale blue sundress over a white bikini. She carried herself with the careful confidence of someone who had learned how to appear relaxed before actually becoming relaxed. Beside her stood a man with close-cut brown hair, a trimmed beard, and the shoulders of somebody who exercised enough to feel guilty when he missed a week.

Rebecca smiled. “Tessa.”

The woman leaned in and hugged her. Not long. Not intimate. Recognizable.

“Hi.”

“Hi. You made it.”

“Barely. Our driver went to the wrong terminal.”

The man beside her said, “Because apparently there are twelve ships in Miami and all of them are white.”

Rebecca laughed. “Cass, Wes, this is Tessa Nolan and Eric.”

Eric offered his hand.

“Tessa’s husband,” he said. “Before Wes has another professional incident.”

Wes stared at him. Eric grinned. Rebecca had already told them.

Wes pointed at her. “You weaponized information.”

“I shared context.”

“This place moves fast.”

Tessa shook Cass’s hand. Her palm was warm from the deck. “First cruise?”

Cass looked at Rebecca.

Rebecca laughed. “See?”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

Tessa smiled at Cass. “It does become obvious.”

“Apparently.”

Cal stood half a step behind Rebecca now, drinking bourbon. Tessa looked toward him. Only briefly.

“Cal.”

“Tessa.”

Nothing. One name. One acknowledgment. If Cass had been asked later exactly how they greeted each other, she would have said like two people introduced at a large party who expected to meet eventually. Eric shook Cal’s hand.

“Eric Nolan.”

“Cal Bishop.”

Two strangers. Rebecca reached for a passing tray and took a glass of white wine for Tessa before asking.

Tessa accepted it. “You remember.”

“Pinot Grigio.”

“Anything but chardonnay.”

Rebecca looked at Cass. “We met online six months ago and have exchanged approximately nine thousand messages.”

Tessa said, “Mostly about clothing.”

“Clothing matters.”

“Not much on this cruise.”

“That’s why the planning matters more.”

Eric looked toward the pool, where a man had just removed his shorts and folded them neatly over the back of a chair.

“I’m beginning to understand the economic inefficiency of luggage.”

Wes raised his cup. “Finally, another scholar.”

Cal laughed. A horn blast rolled over the water from somewhere behind them. Everyone near the rail turned. Another cruise ship passed farther out, large enough to look stationary despite moving. Passengers on its balconies waved. Several people aboard the Celestine waved back. One topless woman raised both arms. The other ship’s passengers responded enthusiastically.

Rebecca sighed. “International relations.”

Cal leaned close enough to kiss the side of her head. She barely reacted. Again, ordinary affection. Cass liked that. Too many people outside the lifestyle imagined non-monogamy as constant performance, as though opening a marriage required everyone involved to become exhibitionists with perfect bodies and uninterrupted sexual confidence. Reality kept being more interesting. Rebecca had sunscreen missed along the edge of one shoulder blade. Cal had a tan line from a watch. Tessa kept pulling the left strap of her sundress back into place. Eric had a small scar beneath his chin and a nervous habit of rubbing his wedding ring with his thumb. Wes had already finished half his drink. Cass touched his forearm.

“Slow.”

He looked at the cup. “It’s juice.”

“With rum.”

“Rum is technically liquid.”

“Compelling.”

“I have arguments.”

“I know.”

Cal overheard. “Teacher?”

Wes looked at him. “Former.”

“What subject?”

“English.”

Cal nodded as though something had been confirmed. “That explains the sentences.”

“What does that mean?”

“You speak in complete ones.”

Cass laughed.

Wes stared at Cal. “I don’t know whether I’ve been complimented.”

“That’s the sweet spot.”

Rebecca nudged Cal with one elbow. “Don’t collect him.”

“I don’t collect people.”

“You absolutely collect people.”

“Networking.”

Tessa smiled into her wine.

Eric said, “That’s what serial killers call it.”

The laughter came easily. Cass felt herself relax. That surprised her. She had expected the group's absence to feel like exposure. Instead, the first twenty minutes among strangers felt almost anonymous. Nobody knew about Dana and Neil. Nobody knew about Bellweather. Nobody knew about Blackthorn. Nobody had watched Cass navigate Vera, or Vera navigate Dani, or Wes navigate all of them, with humor that sometimes carried more emotional intelligence than he admitted to owning. Here they were simply Cass and Wes. Married. Experienced enough not to wear green wristbands. Unknown beyond that. A DJ’s voice came over the speakers.

“Latitude guests, welcome aboard the Celestine. We are officially underway.”

People cheered. Cass looked toward the shoreline. Miami had begun falling away.

The DJ continued with reminders about dinner, the evening events, and the clothing rules for various decks. When he announced that Deck Eleven aft would become fully clothing optional after five, someone near the pool shouted, “Why wait?”

More laughter. Then shorts hit the deck. Not metaphorically. A man near the hot tub stepped out of his swim trunks and hung them over his chair. His wife followed. Then another couple. Then three women beside the bar. The change spread not like rebellion but like people remembering where they were. Wes watched. Cass watched him. He felt her looking.

“I’m processing.”

“You’re staring.”

“I’m processing visually.”

“Very academic.”

A woman in her late fifties walked past wearing only sandals and a wide-brimmed sun hat. Wes looked at Cass.

“Hat counts?”

“Elevator man established precedent.”

“That’s true.”

Cal pulled off his open shirt and folded it over the rail. Rebecca untied the green wrap dress. Beneath it, her swimsuit was not technically a swimsuit. Black fabric covered enough to satisfy the concept while leaving most of her hips exposed. Cass saw Wes look. Rebecca saw Wes look too. She smiled. Wes immediately looked at the ocean. Cass nearly choked on her drink.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Your nothing is loud.”

Cal removed Rebecca’s wrap from her hand and draped it over a chair. No possessiveness. No display. Just helping. Tessa watched them, then looked at Eric.

“Pool?”

Eric hesitated. Cass recognized the moment. Not unwillingness. Calculation. Tessa saw it too.

“Later?”

“Maybe.”

“Okay.”

No pressure. Tessa finished her wine.

Cal said, “First cruise?”

Eric nodded. “Is that also obvious?”

“Only because you’re looking at the pool like it requires a decision.”

“It does.”

Cal looked around. “Everything here requires a decision.”

At the far end of the deck, a couple tested that principle. They had begun with kissing on a padded lounger and progressed far enough that the woman was straddling the man, her wrap pushed to her waist and her hips moving over him while his penis disappeared between their bodies. Nobody nearby appeared shocked. A few people looked, smiled, and returned to their drinks.

A charter host wearing a purple lanyard approached them, waited until the woman looked up, and pointed toward the stairs. “Deck Twelve or your cabin, please.”

The couple stopped without argument. The man reached for a towel. The woman laughed, kissed him once, and said, “We made it forty minutes.”

The public-address chime sounded almost immediately. Captain Anderssen’s voice followed with the patience of a man who had inherited a very unusual hotel. “We recognize that this is a lifestyle charter. Sexual activity is permitted in guest cabins and designated play areas only. Clothing-optional decks remain clothing-optional, not activity-optional. Please observe the posted boundaries.”

Wes watched the couple gather their clothes. “He has definitely said that before.”

Rebecca smiled. “Give it time. The lubricant announcement is better.”

Wes turned toward her. “There is a lubricant announcement?”

“There is always a lubricant announcement.”

Rebecca glanced at him. Something in the glance suggested private familiarity. Cass looked away. Not hers. Looking away was still a practice rather than instinct. The afternoon loosened again as people headed toward bars, cabins, pools, and restaurants. Cal checked his watch.

“Rebecca and I are doing the seven-thirty mixer. You two?”

Cass looked at Wes. He shrugged. “Probably.”

Rebecca said, “Good. Then Strangers at eleven-thirty.”

Wes pointed toward her. “We saw that on the schedule.”

“You should go.”

“What is it?”

Rebecca smiled. “No names.”

Cass frowned. “Meaning?”

“That’s the theme. You enter separately. No wedding rings. No spouse introductions. No occupations. No hometowns. First names optional. You meet people without biography.”

Wes considered. “That sounds psychologically irresponsible.”

“It’s fun.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

Cal laughed.

Rebecca said, “It’s basically speed dating without the dating and with considerably fewer facts.”

Cass looked at Wes. His face had changed. Not fear. Interest. She felt her own answer before forming it.

“Maybe.”

Wes looked at her. “Real?”

“Yes.”

Rebecca smiled. “Good.”

Cal finished his bourbon. “We’ll see you there.”

They moved away together. Cass watched them for several seconds. Rebecca took Cal’s empty glass and set it on a passing tray. Cal touched the small of her back as they walked toward the stairs. No tension. No visible performance. Wes leaned beside Cass.

“Something?”

She turned. “What?”

“Face.”

“I was watching.”

“That’s your face.”

“They seem comfortable.”

“So do we.”

Cass looked at him. “Do we?”

He gave her a long look. “Yes.”

The answer landed harder than she expected. Cass took the final drink from her cup.

“Pool.”

Wes looked toward the rapidly increasing number of naked people. “Now?”

“Yes.”

“We have swimsuits.”

“Temporarily.”

He stared at her. Cass smiled. “Come on.”

Their cabin was seven decks and three wrong turns away because the ship’s corridor numbering system had clearly been designed by someone with unresolved anger toward guests. By the time they reached Deck Ten, Wes was sweating through the back of his linen shirt.

“This hallway wasn’t here before.”

“It was.”

“No. Different carpet.”

“Same carpet.”

“Then we’ve crossed it three times.”

“We have.”

“I miss Miles.”

Cass stopped. Wes stopped too. They looked at each other. Then both laughed.

“No,” Cass said.

“Too early?”

“Much too early.”

“Agreed.”

Inside the cabin, the air-conditioning hit hard enough to raise gooseflesh along Cass’s arms. She kicked off her sandals and opened the suitcase. Wes went straight to the bathroom.

“I’m changing.”

“Thank you for the announcement.”

“I didn’t want you to become suspicious.”

“You’ve been naked in front of me since 2001.”

“Not continuously.”

Cass pulled out the black swimsuit she had packed. Then stopped. The whole point of the pool deck was that it was clothing-optional. She looked toward the bathroom. Wes came out wearing navy trunks and no shirt, rubbing a towel through the hair on his chest because sweat had soaked it. He saw the swimsuit in her hand.

“Changing your mind?”

“Maybe.”

“About swimming?”

“About the suit.”

His towel stopped.

“Okay.”

Cass laughed. “That’s all?”

“What would you like?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m trying to be supportive.”

“You’re staring at my breasts.”

“You’re wearing a bra.”

“Still.”

“I’ve seen them before.”

“Frequently.”

“I’m in favor.”

She took off the bra. Wes’s expression changed. Cass saw. “There.”

“What?”

“That.”

“What?”

“Supportive.”

He looked down at himself. His swim trunks had begun making his support visible. Cass laughed softly.

“Subtle.”

“I have no control over circulation.”

“You have some.”

“Not enough for this conversation.”

Cass stepped closer. Wes still held the towel. She took it from him and wiped a line of sweat from his collarbone. His body smelled like sun, rum, and the soap from their cabin shower. Not cologne. Not performance. Wes. The familiar part of an unfamiliar ship. His hands settled at her waist. Cass kissed him. The kiss deepened almost immediately. Wes backed her against the edge of the desk without meaning to, then stopped when one of the reusable water bottles tipped and rolled onto the carpet. Cass laughed against his mouth.

“Grounded.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

He kissed her neck. His erection pressed harder against the swim trunks now. Cass ran one hand over him through the fabric. Wes exhaled sharply.

“Pool,” he reminded her.

“You brought it up.”

“You touched me.”

“You were available.”

“That phrase has become dangerous.”

She kissed him again. Someone shouted in the corridor. A door slammed. Music thumped faintly through the wall from somewhere above. The ship moved beneath them, almost imperceptible but there. Cass felt it through the desk against the back of her thighs. Everything was strange except him. This was what she had wanted. She pulled away.

“Pool.”

Wes stared at her. “You can’t do that.”

“I just did.”

“You initiated.”

“Yes.”

“You escalated.”

“Yes.”

“And now pool?”

“Yes.”

He looked down at the erection stretching the front of his trunks. Cass followed his eyes.

“That seems inconvenient.”

“Cruel.”

“You’ll survive.”

“You’ve used that word carelessly today.”

She kissed his cheek, picked up a towel, and headed for the door. Wes stood where she left him.

“Cass.”

She looked back. He pointed at himself. “What exactly do you suggest I do with this?”

She considered. “Carry the towel in front.”

He stared. Cass opened the door. “Marriage.”

“Hostile marriage.”

“Durable.”

He grabbed the towel. The hallway was colder than the cabin. By the elevator, Wes had recovered enough dignity to remove the towel from strategic placement. Cass pressed the call button. The doors opened. Cal Bishop stood inside. Alone. He wore swim trunks now, a towel around his shoulders, bourbon gone.

“Pool?”

Cass nodded. Cal looked at Wes. Then at the towel. Then at Cass. A small smile. Wes entered the elevator.

“Don’t.”

Cal raised both hands. “I didn’t say anything.”

Cass stepped in beside them. The doors closed. Three strangers rode upward together. For now.
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By the time the elevator opened on Deck Eleven, Wes’s erection had mostly surrendered to logistics. Mostly. The doors parted onto heat, music, chlorine, and considerably more exposed skin than twenty minutes earlier. Clothing optional had apparently become clothing improbable. Towels hung over chair backs. Swimsuits collected in heaps beside sandals and drink cups. A naked man stood at the bar arguing about bourbon selection with the seriousness of someone who had forgotten he was naked because the bourbon mattered more. Cal stepped out first.

“See you in there.”

Wes followed, then stopped. Cass nearly walked into him. “What?”

He looked toward the pool. “That’s a lot of penis.”

Cass looked. It was. “Statistically inevitable.”

“I wasn’t requesting analysis.”

“You teach literature.”

“Formerly.”

“You like themes.”

“This theme is aggressively visual.”

Cass laughed and walked around him. She still had her dress on. That suddenly felt more conspicuous than nudity. Nobody stared at the naked people. People glanced, because people had eyes, but nobody showed surprise. A woman with large breasts and a mastectomy scar stood near one of the hot tubs talking to a couple in matching baseball caps. A heavyset man in his sixties stretched on a lounge chair beside a woman with silver hair and an abdomen marked by pregnancy decades earlier. A younger couple passed holding hands, both completely naked except for wristbands and flip-flops. Bodies. Not idealized bodies. Not pornography. Bodies that had been operated on, stretched, scarred, fed, exercised, neglected, admired, aged, shaved, tattooed, sunburned, and carried through ordinary life before arriving here. Cass liked that more than she expected. Wes came beside her.

“Thinking?”

“Looking.”

“At?”

“Everybody.”

He followed her gaze. “Less terrifying than Bellweather.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Cass considered. “Because nobody seems to be auditioning.”

Wes looked around again. A naked man with a substantial belly was carefully applying sunscreen to another man’s shoulders. A woman near the rail had one breast slightly lower than the other and didn't seem interested in apologizing for it. Two women in their twenties posed for a photograph in the designated clothed section near the stairs, then put the phone away before removing their cover-ups and continuing toward the pool. Wes nodded.

“Okay.”

Cass looked at him. “Okay, what?”

“I see it.”

He tugged the towel from around his neck. Then hesitated. Cass smiled. “Do you need eleven seconds?”

“Cruise amendment.”

“How many?”

“I haven’t established the formula.”

“Take your shorts off, Wes.”

A woman passing behind him laughed. Wes closed his eyes. Cass laughed harder. The woman continued toward the bar without looking back.

“Excellent,” Wes said. “Now I’m receiving instructions publicly.”

“You were going to do it anyway.”

“That’s not the point.”

“What is?”

He opened his eyes. “I don’t know anymore.”

Cass untied her dress. Wes stopped talking. She pulled it over her head and stood in sandals and underwear, suddenly aware of cool air moving over sweat beneath her breasts. She folded the dress once and placed it on a chair. Her bra followed. Then her underwear. No ceremony. Still, the moment affected her. Not because strangers could see her naked. That had stopped being novel. Because none of the strangers knew anything else. They did not know she worked claims. They did not know about her father. They did not know Dana. They did not know Vera. They did not know who Cass Ferrier had been before she learned she could stand naked on a cruise ship beside her husband without becoming a different person. She turned. Wes was watching her. Not the deck. Her. The fact settled something inside Cass.

“Well?” Wes asked.

Cass raised one eyebrow. He looked down at his shorts. “Yes. Right.”

He untied them and pushed them down. His erection had not entirely disappeared after all. Cass looked. Wes looked at her.

“Do not.”

“I like you.”

“That sounded almost supportive.”

“I also like that.”

She glanced down again. Wes picked up the towel. Cass laughed. “You’re making it worse.”

“I have no idea where to put my hands.”

“You’ve had hands for fifty years.”

“Not under these conditions.”

Cal called from the pool. “Ferriers.”

They looked. He stood chest-deep near the shallow end beside Rebecca, who had removed her swimsuit entirely. Her auburn hair was wet and slicked back. She rested both arms over the pool edge while Cal floated behind her.

“Water’s warm.”

Wes looked at Cass. “Good.”

“Why?”

“Strategic concealment.”

Cass laughed and took his hand. The pool steps were crowded. A woman ahead of them paused halfway down because the water was colder than advertised.

“You lied,” she told Cal.

“Marketing.”

Wes entered behind Cass, inhaled sharply when the water reached his thighs, then went deeper with visible relief. Cass looked at him.

“Better?”

“Substantially.”

Rebecca laughed. “First-day problem.”

Wes pointed toward her. “Thank you. Normalize it.”

“Oh, honey, wait until tomorrow morning.”

Cal groaned. “Rebecca.”

“What?”

Cass looked between them. Rebecca smiled. “Alcohol, dehydration, too little sleep, too much ambition. Men arrive Thursday convinced biology has signed a four-day service contract.”

Wes put both hands over his face.

Cass said, “I like her.”

“I can tell.”

Cal leaned against the pool wall. “She runs an educational program called Destroying Male Confidence.”

“Successful?”

“Twenty-three years.”

Rebecca corrected him. “Twenty-two.”

Cal sighed. “November.”

“Good.”

They laughed. Tessa and Eric appeared near the steps. Eric still wore his trunks. Tessa wore the white bikini Cass had seen beneath her sundress. The top tied behind her neck. Her stomach was soft enough to move naturally when she walked, and there was a faint line beneath her navel that Cass guessed came from surgery. Tessa stopped at the edge. Rebecca lifted one hand.

“Come in.”

Tessa looked at Eric. “Coming?”

“Eventually.”

That answer carried more strain than the word deserved. Tessa did not challenge it.

“Okay.”

She removed the bikini top. Eric watched. Cass saw pride, desire, and anxiety arrive together on his face. Tessa untied the bottoms next. Eric rubbed his wedding ring. Again. Cass looked away before observation became intrusion. Tessa entered the pool. Cal moved aside automatically, giving her room at the steps. She descended, hissed at the temperature, then laughed.

“You said warm.”

“Rebecca already filed the complaint.”

Rebecca said, “Class action.”

Tessa reached the bottom step and pushed away from the rail. Her shoulder brushed Cal’s. Neither reacted. Eric stayed outside the pool, hands on his hips. Wes drifted closer to Cass.

“Do we ask?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“You wanted to?”

“No.”

“Then why did you ask whether we ask?”

“Because marriage has trained me to verify things I already know.”

Cass smiled. Eric eventually sat on the edge with his feet in the water. Tessa swam over to him. No persuasion. She rested her arms across his knees. They spoke quietly. Cass could not hear. She did not try. That counted as progress, too. Rebecca drifted toward Cass.

“Your first time naked around strangers?”

“No.”

“First time with nobody you know?”

Cass considered. “Yes.”

Rebecca nodded. “Different.”

“Very.”

“The first ten minutes are the weird part.”

“What happens after ten?”

“You remember everybody else is worried about themselves.”

Cass looked around. Rebecca was right. One woman was checking whether the backs of her thighs had developed streaks from sunscreen. A man near the steps was trying to keep a drink above the water while his partner deliberately splashed him. Another couple argued about whether someone had left a room key beneath a towel. Normal life. Just without pants. Rebecca glanced toward Wes.

“He okay?”

“Yes.”

“Real?”

Cass looked at her.

Rebecca smiled. “Sorry. Habit.”

“No. Good question.”

Wes was talking to Cal now. He looked comfortable. Mostly. Cass watched his shoulders. His body had changed over the years. Of course it had. So had hers. He had less muscle than when they were thirty, more softness at the waist, gray beginning across his chest, and a stomach he had spent most of Bellweather mentally comparing against men who treated carbohydrates like criminal activity. Here he seemed less concerned. Maybe because the deck contained everything. Abs. Bellies. Scars. Surgical implants. Loose skin. Men who looked twenty-eight and men who looked seventy-eight. Wes caught her watching. He lifted his eyebrows. Cass smiled. Rebecca saw.

“Still like him?”

Cass laughed. “Unfortunately.”

“Same problem.”

Cal heard. “I’m standing right here.”

Rebecca leaned back against him. “That doesn’t improve your bargaining position.”

Cal kissed her shoulder. Tessa returned from Eric and floated beside them. “He’s staying dry.”

Rebecca asked, “Problem?”

“No.”

“Real?”

Tessa smiled. “Yes.”

Cal said, “First cruise can be a lot.”

Tessa looked at him. “So I’ve heard.”

Something in the sentence seemed ordinary. It was ordinary. Cass let it go. A server brought drinks around the pool perimeter in plastic cups. Wes ordered water. Cass looked at him.

“What?”

“Responsible.”

“I contain multitudes.”

Cal ordered another bourbon. Rebecca gave him a look. “Water too.”

“I have water.”

“You have bourbon.”

“Bourbon contains water.”

Wes pointed at him. “I made that argument with rum.”

Rebecca and Cass answered together. “No.”

The four of them laughed. Tessa did too, but her eyes had moved toward Cal’s right leg. Cass saw only because she was already facing her. Cal shifted against the pool wall, turning his body to let another couple pass behind him. His right knee bumped the submerged ledge. His face tightened. Barely. Tessa reached down instantly. Her hand closed around the outside of his knee.

“Other side.”

Cal moved. No question. No confusion. He turned his weight onto the left leg and settled against a different section of the ledge. Tessa released him.

“You okay?”

“Fine.”

Rebecca looked over. “Knee?”

Cal nodded. “Stupid thing.”

She touched his shoulder. “Don’t be twenty-five.”

“I’m never twenty-five.”

“You keep testing the theory.”

Cal smiled. The moment passed. Cass saw nothing unusual in it. People noticed discomfort. People helped. Tessa had probably seen him favor the leg. Cass turned when Wes splashed water accidentally while moving.

“Sorry.”

“You hit me in the face.”

“With water.”

“In a pool.”

“Yes.”

“I understand why you’re confused.”

He kissed her. Just a quick kiss. Then another. Cass’s hands settled against his chest. The second one lasted longer. She tasted lime from his drink. Wes’s hand moved to the back of her neck beneath her wet hair. The pool continued around them. Nobody stopped. Nobody watched with the concentration people outside the lifestyle imagined would accompany every sexual gesture. A few people looked because they were nearby. Then they went back to their own conversations. Wes pulled away.

“You okay?”

“Yes.”

“Want more?”

Cass smiled. “Of what?”

His eyebrows rose.

“That feels like a trap.”

“Answer carefully.”

“Current kiss.”

“Yes.”

He kissed her again. This one made her body respond. The difference between married kissing and sexual kissing had never been as clean as people pretended. Sometimes a kiss was affection. Sometimes invitation. Sometimes confirmation. Sometimes habit. This one became an invitation somewhere around the moment Wes’s thumb stroked the skin beneath her ear. Cass pressed closer. His erection returned against her thigh underwater. She laughed softly. Wes stopped.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Again, loud nothing.”

“You’re recovering.”

“Human body. Resilient.”

Rebecca’s voice came from three feet away. “Service contract reinstated?”

Wes closed his eyes. Cass laughed against his chest. Cal nearly spilled his water.

“This is bullying.”

Rebecca said, “Community.”

Tessa laughed. Eric, still sitting on the edge, looked confused. “What happened?”

Wes answered immediately, “Nothing.”

Eric looked at the pool. “Right.”

Cass pulled away enough to breathe. She was warm now despite the water. Tessa climbed out. Water streamed down her body. She took a towel from Eric without covering herself immediately and leaned close to say something to him. He answered. She kissed him. Not perfunctory. His hand settled at her hip. Something passed between them that seemed to help. He stood. Then removed his trunks. Tessa grinned.

“Look at you.”

“Don’t make this an event.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re smiling.”

“I like you naked.”

“That feels manipulative.”

“You’ve discovered my strategy.”

He entered the pool. Another small crisis solved without speeches. Wes leaned toward Cass.

“I like them.”

“The Nolans?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve known them twelve minutes.”

“I make rapid assessments.”

“You once bought a timeshare presentation package because the salesman liked Springsteen.”

“I didn’t buy the timeshare.”

“You bought dinner vouchers.”

“They were excellent vouchers.”

Cass shook her head. Eric reached the group. Introductions happened again because pool geography had changed. Someone named Natalie joined them. Then Mark. Then another couple, Denise and Paul, who were from somewhere in Pennsylvania but declined to say exactly where because, as Denise explained, she taught fifth grade and did not need to discover a parent aboard. Wes laughed.

“I taught high school.”

“See? You understand.”

“Formerly.”

“Retired?”

“Resigned.”

Denise heard something in the distinction but did not ask. Good manners survived nakedness too. The conversation became easier because nobody was trying to make it sexual. That seemed to be the fastest route toward sexual tension. Natalie touched Cass’s arm while laughing. Cass noticed. So did Wes. No alarm. Or almost none. Cass watched him register the touch, then look at her rather than away. She smiled. His shoulders eased. Later, when Cal made a joke about the mandatory new-guest orientation, Tessa put one hand briefly on his forearm. Eric saw. No reaction. Rebecca saw. No reaction. Cass saw. And stored it nowhere. By six, the sun had begun lowering toward the western horizon, turning the upper decks gold. The DJ changed music. People moved between the pool and bar. Some dressed for dinner. Others appeared determined never to dress again. Cass was leaning against the pool edge when Natalie came beside her.

“You two play together only?”

Cass looked toward Wes. He was talking with Eric five feet away. “No.”

“Separately?”

“Sometimes.”

“With women?”

“Yes.”

“Men?”

Cass considered. “Me, less often.”

Natalie nodded. No surprise. No pressure. “What about tonight?”

“I don’t know.”

“Good answer.”

Cass smiled. Natalie was maybe forty-five, with short blond hair, a compact body, small breasts, and a tattoo of a fern along one rib. She had been wearing a wedding ring earlier. It was gone now.

“Strangers event?” Natalie asked.

“Maybe.”

“I’m going.”

“Been before?”

“Different charter.”

“What happens?”

Natalie smiled. “You’ll hate how simple it is.”

“That sounds threatening.”

“No history. That’s the whole point. You don’t get to lead with what you do, where you live, how long you’re married, what kind of play you’re into, your job, your children, your politics, your résumé, your trauma. You have to meet the person who exists before the biography.”

Cass thought of Vera. Vera would love that. Or hate it. Probably both.

“And after?”

“After midnight, you can tell anybody anything you want.”

“What if you already know somebody?”

“You pretend you don’t.”

Cass glanced toward Rebecca. Natalie followed. “You know them?”

“Met them today.”

“Then they’re strangers.”

“Yes.”

Natalie smiled. “See?”

Cass looked across the pool. Cal was laughing at something Wes had said. Rebecca stood beside them. Tessa and Eric were farther away now, talking with another couple. Everybody looked temporary. People who would become stories later. The tall guy from Toronto. The nurse from Ohio. That couple from Arizona. The woman with the fern tattoo. Cal. Rebecca. Tessa. Eric. Strangers. Wes swam over.

“You disappeared.”

“I’m five feet away.”

“Emotionally.”

Natalie laughed. Cass introduced them. Wes said hello. Natalie looked at him, then Cass.

“You’re cute.”

Wes blinked. Cass started laughing before he responded. Natalie frowned. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Wes pointed at Cass. “This is a long-standing issue.”

“You don’t believe people find you attractive,” Cass said.

“I believe it theoretically.”

Natalie looked at Wes’s body. Then his face. Then back to Cass. “Can I?”

Cass almost laughed again. “Ask him.”

Natalie turned. “Can I kiss you?”

Wes froze for perhaps half a second. Not fear. Adjustment. Then he looked at Cass. Cass raised one eyebrow. Natalie noticed.

“Do you need her permission?”

Wes looked back at Natalie. “No.”

“Good.”

That changed something. Cass felt it. Small. Not jealousy exactly. Pride. Maybe arousal. Probably both.

Wes answered, “Yes.”

Natalie kissed him. Simple. Closed-mouth at first. Then not. Cass watched. Wes’s hand went to Natalie’s waist but stopped before settling there. She took his wrist and placed his hand against her hip. Clear. He understood. The kiss deepened. Cass felt heat move low through her body. There it was. No Vera. No familiar friend. No history. Her husband kissing a woman whose last name they did not know. A stranger. Natalie broke the kiss. Wes looked slightly stunned.

“Thank you.”

Natalie laughed. “You’re welcome.”

Cass said, “Teacher.”

Wes looked at her. “What?”

“You thanked her like she handed you a syllabus.”

“I have manners.”

Natalie kissed him again, quicker. “Better?”

“Yes.”

She looked at Cass. “Your turn?”

Cass felt her pulse shift. “With?”

Natalie smiled. “Dealer’s choice.”

Wes laughed. Cass looked at him. “Helpful.”

“You’re the one who wanted independence.”

“Don’t become philosophical naked.”

“That’s when philosophy is most vulnerable.”

Natalie touched Cass’s hand. Not pulling. Waiting. Cass looked at her. “Yes.”

Natalie’s mouth was softer than Cass expected. Different from Vera. That comparison arrived anyway. Cass let it come and leave. Natalie’s fingers touched the side of her neck. Cass moved closer. Their wet bodies met lightly, breasts brushing. The kiss lasted long enough for Cass to stop thinking about the kiss as something she was doing and start feeling it instead. When they separated, Wes was watching. His erection was obvious underwater and not especially hidden by the angle. Cass smiled.

“There.”

Wes frowned. “What?”

“Supportive.”

Natalie looked down. Then laughed. “Oh.”

Wes covered his face with both hands. “I
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