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  Chapter 1: Selena


Ipause at the edge of the pier and gaze out at the sun sparkling on a crystal blue ocean. “Wow! Look at that!” I breathe. “It’s so beautiful!” 
“Come on, Selena!” my husband Landon calls down to me. He’s already halfway up the gangway to board the cruise ship. “Hurry up or we’ll be late!”
I hustle away from the pier railing and have to stop a second time when one of the baggage porters passes me. He wheels an enormous luggage trolley piled to the very top bars with suitcases, bags, and leather cases.
“Oh! Sorry!” I exclaim.
He only nods and keeps on going. He pushes the trolley down a different ramp into the bottom hold of the massive cruise ship parked at the pier.
I pull my carry-on bag up to my shoulder, but I have to stop a third time when I get to the gangway. Another group of people is trying to get up it.
They can’t get onto the gangway because Landon is coming down it—going the wrong way. He shoves a few people before he steps onto the pier. Then the other passengers can board.
They shoot both of us dirty looks. “What is taking you so long?!” he hisses. “You know we can’t board separately. We have to check in at the same time.”
“You could have gone ahead. I could have met you at the top. You didn’t have to shove those people.”
“Don’t start that again,” he snaps back. “Now quit stalling and staring into space. We’re already late.”
I don’t answer to tell him what I really think. We aren’t late. I have a watch. We have plenty of time. We wind up right behind the other couples in line to check in with the ship’s activities coordinator. 
She smiles at the people in front of us, gets their names, and checks them off on her clipboard. They pass her to board the ship.
Now it’s our turn. We stop at an ornate sign that reads, Paradise Cruises.
The coordinator’s nametag reads, Allie Rosche. “Welcome aboard the Electric Emerald,” she tells us. “Can I get your names?”
“Landon and Selena Neise,” Landon replies. “We should have an executive suite.”
“Yes, Sir, Mr. Neise.” She checks off our names. “You’re in suite 45A. That’s on the top deck, but you’ll need to be back down here on the main activity deck in half an hour for your safety briefing and tour.” She beams at us. “Have a great voyage.”
Landon steps past her and onto the ship’s sweeping piazza. It opens into a huge deck with a bunch of pools, fountains, and slides that drop into the kids’ pool.
I head for the big windows looking out over the ocean view. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. It’s a perfect day with a flat sheen of gorgeous blue going all the way to the farthest horizon.
“Look, Landon!” I exclaim. “This is so magnificent! Look at those pools—and there’s the golf links on that lower deck! Look, people are playing out there already! I wonder if we can rent clubs if we don’t have our own.”
“Will you stop it?!” he hisses under his breath again. “You heard what Allie said. We have to check into our suite and come back here for the safety tour. We don’t have to look at all that right now.”
“We don’t have to go up to the suite right now,” I counter. “Or you can go up there yourself if you want to put your bag away. I’ll stay here and admire the view. Then I won’t have to go anywhere for the tour.”
He makes a face at me. “Are you going to make this a problem for both of us for the whole trip? I don’t know why I decided to come on this trip with you.”
I lose my temper, but fortunately, I manage to keep my voice down enough so the other boarding passengers don’t hear me.
“This trip was your idea, not mine,” I snap. “Don’t you dare forget why we’re here. We’re here because I caught you cheating for the fourth time and you begged me to come on this trip so we could work it out and rebuild our marriage. I was going to leave you because, as far as I’m concerned, it’s already over between us. That’s why I’m here. So don’t give me that crap about me being the problem. You are. I still have time to walk down that gangway and move out of our house if you really want to make this a problem.”
He changes his tune instantly. Of course.
“You don’t have to do that. I just don’t want us to miss the tour.” He puts his free hand behind my back. “Come on. Let’s go up to the suite and settle in. We can admire the view later.”
I throw my elbow at him to shake him off. “Don’t you dare touch me, you filthy piece of shit. You’re the one who has to work to rebuild our marriage, not me. I’m staying here to admire the view with you or without you. Go to the suite yourself. I have better things to do.”
I storm off and leave him standing there. What a creep. The guy can’t keep his pants zipped to save his life and he wants to blame me for this? I don’t think so.
I don’t even care that I’m carrying my bag around. I really would like to put it down somewhere so I don’t have to lug it on my shoulder.
I don’t turn around to see what Landon is doing while I walk out to the activity deck. I don’t want to see him.
I’m just turning off toward the pools when one of the bellboys comes up to me. His nametag reads, Paul.
“Could I take your bag for you, Ma’am?” He smiles at me. He’s just a young kid, but he has a nice smile. “I can take it to your suite if you want me to.”
“Oh! Thank you so much! I really appreciate it.” I hand over the bag. “It’s Suite 45A.”
“No problem. Enjoy your trip.”
He walks away and leaves me hands-free. This is perfect. Everything about the ship is perfect. 
I walk out to the very prow of the activity deck. The salty wind blows through my hair. I love this. It makes all the dirty business going on in my marriage worthwhile.
I find myself smiling at the ocean, the pools, and the other passengers walking around. Some young kids are already splashing in the kids’ pool and sliding down the slide to cannonball into the water.
I turn around to admire the rest of the ship. The piazza sweeps through the main deck and connects with the grand concourse. It covers ten whole decks of stores, casinos, restaurants, and theaters for movies, shows, and comedy clubs. 
I can’t wait to explore the whole ship. I’m just not looking forward to doing any of that with Landon.
I’m the one who doesn’t know why I agreed to come on this trip. He won’t say or do anything that will change my mind about ending it.
The trust is gone. No matter what he says or does, I’ll never believe he won’t cheat on me again. If I stay with him, he’ll take that as permission to do it again. He’s already done it too many times before.
I just need to move on and start rebuilding my life. I need to get away from him, separate all our assets, and rebuild myself. There is no marriage left to rebuild.
The question is how I’m going to break the news to him. I’ve already told him how I feel. Agreeing to come on this trip is only giving him false hope.
It’s also wasting my time when I could be finding someone who will actually be loyal to me.
I decide to go check out the concourse and maybe a few more of the activities. The ship has a climbing wall, multiple gyms, racquetball courts—literally everything.
The ship gives me a new sense of excitement about rebuilding the life I lost. I’ve put my own happiness and future on hold for Landon. I need to get that back by exploring other things.
I head for the piazza only to notice a bunch of other passengers gathering around Allie. The safety tour must be starting.
Landon bumps into a few more people when he shoulders his way toward me. I cringe. I’m embarrassed that I’m here with him. I never noticed how rude he is to others.
Did I blind myself to his behavior before? Is that how I wound up with such a loser?
He has the nerve to put his arm around me. I want to shake him off again, but there are too many people around. 
I try squirming, but he either doesn’t get the message or ignores it.
A six-foot-five beefy guy in an immaculate coal-grey suit comes down the piazza and stands next to Allie. His height and huge shoulders dwarf her by a mile.
He wears his sandy brown hair clipped short in a military style. His sharp blue eyes survey everyone with crisp, alert, hawkish intensity.
Allie gives him the same glowing smile she gave us. He smiles back and nods.
She faces the crowd and raises her voice so we can all hear her. “Welcome aboard your Paradise Cruise Line, everybody! This is your safety briefing and tour of the Electric Emerald. As you all know, I’m your activity coordinator, Allie.” She lays her hand on the big guy’s muscular shoulder. “This is our Chief of Security, Troy Nixon. If you have any issues, requirements, or problems on your voyage, you only have to tell one of us or any of the staff or crew. We’re all here to serve you and make sure you all have the time of your lives.”
She heads down the piazza and points out the big windows to the right. “If you look over the side on your right here, you’ll see the lifeboats. In the event of an emergency, all passengers will assemble here in the breezeway outside the piazza to board the lifeboats. Staff and crew will hand out life vests and other flotation devices before you board. Our emergency procedures require the captain and crew to signal for emergency assistance before anyone leaves the ship, so in the unlikely event that we do need to use the lifeboats, it will only be for a short time before Coast Guard support ships come to pick us up.”
She heads out the other side of the piazza to another enormous deck in the ship’s rear. Troy stays by her side all the way. He never takes his eyes off the passengers except to cast a sharp, searching glance at the surroundings.
I find myself studying him. He sure acts like he knows what he’s doing. I’m glad someone like him is in charge of security on board this ship. He acts like he’s on a military mission or something.
Allie waves her hand behind us. “If you look up behind you, you’ll see the bridge. That’s where the captain and crew steer the ship, navigate our course, and communicate with all coastal authorities for permission to enter the territorial waters of our destination countries.”
I find myself getting distracted by more views of the ocean behind the ship. Allie keeps talking about all the features, activities, and safety protocols we need to follow if anything goes wrong.
“Here we have an emergency stop alarm. You’ll find these located throughout the vessel and one in each of your cabins. Pressing this big red button will bring the ship to an immediate stop and set off an alarm on all decks and on the bridge to alert the captain and crew of an emergency.”
I look up at Landon to see if he notices how beautiful this all is. That’s when I see him checking out one of the women near us.
She’s a sleek, curvaceous, toned, Latina woman with glistening black hair down to her waist.
She wears ultra-short shorts and a bikini top that leaves absolutely nothing to the imagination. 
Landon gives her a seductive look and his eyes shoot down to her cleavage bulging from her top. She blushes and smiles at him. 
I elbow him hard in the ribs to make him stop staring at her. He actually has the nerve to glare at me like he wasn’t doing anything wrong.
He has to pay attention to the tour when Allie leads us into a different hallway that cuts down the side of the concourse. She shows us the ship’s security office.
“If you need to report a security incident, you can come here and check in with Troy or any of the other ship’s security personnel…..”
I barely look at the security office. I’ll probably never need it.
I catch Landon checking out a few other women in the tour group. I don’t try to distract him. 
We’re supposed to be working on our relationship and he’s pulling the same crap right here in front of me.
Allie leads the tour through a few more stops and returns to the piazza. She wishes us all a safe and enjoyable voyage and informs us that breakfast, lunch, and dinner are available around the clock in the concourse.
The crowd breaks up. I turn away to go back to the concourse. I have some serious exploring to do.
Landon grabs my arm and pulls me back. “Where are you going?” he demands.
“I’m going exploring. I want to check out the ship—and you certainly look like you have some things you want to check out, too. I’ll see you around.”
“Hey! Why don’t you come with me?” 
I make a face. “Why—so I can watch you staring at half-naked women? No, thanks.”
He pulls me closer. “Listen. I’ve been thinking…..”
“Living dangerously again? Ha!”
He ignores the jab. “I think we should try a couples swap. What do you say? I’m not checking out other women. I’m checking out other couples.”
I stare at him in mounting horror. “A couples swap? Seriously? Do you even know what that means?”
“Of course I do. We hook up with another couple. You sleep with the guy and I sleep with the girl. We get to experience other people and we get to share that excitement and experience with each other.” He eases in extra close to my face. “It could be the kick our relationship needs to reignite the passion. What do you think?”
I snort in his face. “I think you’re on drugs as usual.”
“We could do it all the time. We could become a swinger couple with other partners we see on a regular basis. We wouldn’t have to be stuck with only each other all the time. Just try it. You’ll see how exciting it is and how much it can enliven our relationship.”
“How can you even suggest that, Landon?!” I counter. “The fact that those words even came out of your mouth proves our marriage is over.”
“What’s the matter now? Just try it. If it doesn’t work, we haven’t lost anything.” 
I stare at him as the truth sinks in. It’s over. Our marriage can’t be saved—not for anything.
He’s been sleeping around on me all this time. Now he’s trying to get me to do the same thing.
He probably wants to point to me doing it with someone else so he can justify all his past cheating. He can say I have nothing to complain about because I did it, too.
I’m so stunned and heartbroken that I don’t move or say anything when he leans in and kisses me on the forehead.
“I’ll find a really good couple for us to hook up with,” he murmurs. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to do anything if you don’t like the guy—but I have a really good feeling about this. This is going to make us stronger than ever.”
He kisses me one more time and walks off somewhere. I’m too dazed even to think straight. 
This is the last straw. Now he plans to start doing it with other people right in front of me. I can’t sink any lower than this.
I stumble out into the breezeway next to the piazza, collapse onto a bench, and stare out at the beautiful ocean. I’m in one of the most magnificent settings I’ve ever seen, but I can’t enjoy it.
Tears sting my eyes. I’m alone. I’ve been alone for a long, long time—since long before I found out Landon was cheating on me.
I’ve been alone in this marriage almost since the beginning. I just didn’t know it until right this minute.
He never planned to be faithful to me. He must have married me already knowing he would sleep around. I’m the fool for believing his lies.
I cover my face trying to hold back tears, but I can’t—not now when the truth finally hits home. It’s over. I’m single. Soon I’ll get divorced. I’ll be one of those divorced women that no one wants.
He did this to me. He was the one who was supposed to love me forever. Instead, he betrayed me and ruined my life. 
Now I really feel how broken and devastated my life is. I really have a long way to go to rebuild my self-confidence.
I need to learn something new about how to choose a partner. I don’t want to make the same mistake again.
I can’t deal with any of that right now. I just have to sit here and feel how deeply this man has completely crushed my life. I have nothing left.






  
  Chapter 2: Reese


Istop at the bottom of the gangway to check the program on my phone. “This thing is incredible! It has four pools, a golf course, a climbing wall, a gym….” 
My girlfriend Zaria gasps and rolls her eyes to Heaven. “Please. You aren’t going to spend all your time in the gym, are you?”
“I have to keep up my workouts. I don’t want to end up like that guy.”
I nod toward another passenger boarding the Electric Emerald, the Paradise Cruise ship docked at the pier.
The guy wears an enormous Hawaiian shirt that does nothing to hide his belly sagging almost down to his thighs.
Zaria laughs. “I think you can take it easy for a few days, at least. We’re supposed to be on vacation here.”
I look down at my phone, but I have to pay attention when we get onto the gangway. We wait our turns and check in with the bubbly activity coordinator, Allie.
“All our luggage is already on board the ship,” I remark. “We have some time before the safety tour.”
“Ooo!” Zaria grabs my arm. “Let’s go check out the concourse. I want to see everything.”
“You won’t be able to see everything in half an hour.”
“Come on!” She pulls me into the concourse. 
The place is already full of passengers. They shop, eat, drink, gamble, and play games in the fun park arcade. 
I stop in front of one of the music venues. “Nothing is on until tonight.”
“Let’s get a drink. I’m thirsty—and we can get lunch here.” Zaria turns in at one of the restaurants.
“It’s barely eleven o’clock in the morning,” I tell her. “It’s too early to drink.”
“I mean something non-alcoholic, silly.” She shoots me a smirk. “Your mind is already in the gutter. Come on.”
We enter the restaurant. A few people stand and sit at the bar and tables. Some of these people are already eating. They must have the same idea about getting lunch before the safety briefing.
I grab a table in the middle of the room and sit down. Zaria goes to the bar to get our drinks.
I look around at all the people. Some are older couples. Some are by themselves or two women together. Others are families.
I hear Zaria talking to the bartender. I look over there and my world stops when the bartender nods and walks away.
She turns to a tall, beefy guy standing right next to her. He has short-clipped sandy brown hair and wears the most perfect tailored dark-grey suit I’ve ever seen. He looks way too dressed up to be on a cruise.
She looks up at him and a wicked light comes on in her dark eyes. She breaks into a smile and beams at him. 
She nods down at the tumbler of brown liquid in his hand. “You’re getting an early start, aren’t you? Save it for tonight.”
He turns his head just enough for me to see his profile. He has a powerful, chiseled jawline and incredible bright blue eyes.
“I’m flattered, but I’m happily married with children,” he tells her. “I’m not a passenger and this is iced tea, not anything alcoholic. I work here. I’m the Chief of Security for this ship, so whatever it is you’re looking for, I’m not interested. Have a pleasant voyage.”
He downs his drink and walks away. Damn. What a boss.
Zaria’s smile evaporates at his words. She stares with huge eyes as he walks out of the restaurant without a backward glance.
Her gaze pivots outward to the restaurant—and she sees me watching her.
That guy really knew how to shut her down. I need to take lessons from the guy.
I push back my chair and walk out, too. I make it halfway across the concourse before Zaria comes rushing after me. “Hey, wait! Reese! Wait!”
I keep walking until she gets right in front of me and blocks my way.
“What do you want from me?” I demand. “Did you really think you could flirt with someone right in front of me and get away with it? I’ve caught you cheating too many times before and you just keep going back to the gutter where you belong. I told you we’re finished. I’m here to find someone else. When are you going to get that through your head?”
“Come on, Reese,” she wheedles. “We’re good for each other. We can work this out.”
I snort at her. “Work what out, exactly—that you’re a lying, cheating whore who can’t keep her legs shut? You just flirted with a married man. Are there any depths you won’t sink to?”
“Give me a break! I didn’t know he was married!”
“And that somehow makes it okay when I’m sitting right there watching you?” I throw up my hands. “We aren’t having this conversation. We’re done. You go drag your ass through the streets as much as you want. I won’t stand around to watch.”
I walk around her to take off back toward the activity deck. She lunges for me and grabs my arm. “Reese—come on! Give me another chance!”
I yank my arm out of her grip. I might do it a little too hard, but I’m too steamed to care right now.
Fortunately for my sanity, she doesn’t come after me again. There aren’t enough bad words in the English language for me to insult her with.
I storm out onto the piazza, but I don’t want to go out to the pool. I turn the other way. The safety briefing is just about to start.
The security guy stands next to Allie. She introduces him as Troy Nixon. The guy is a damn tank.
I have nothing but respect for the way he talked to Zaria. I need guys like him in my life. 
I’m sure his wife is very happy. She probably knows he doesn’t look sideways at other women when she isn’t around, not even when he leaves on cruises for weeks at a time.
He surveys the crowd of passengers with eagle eyes through the whole briefing. I get the sense that he’s evaluating us. He’s deciding who is going to become a problem for him on this cruise and who will sail through with flying colors.
He has probably seen it all. Nothing can happen on this cruise that he can’t handle. 
His presence makes me feel better. I’m sure all the married men on board feel better with him around, too. No one has to worry about him making a move on anyone’s wife or girlfriend.
I get busy looking around at the other passengers. I want to find someone on this cruise, at least for a brief fling. I need something to take my mind off how mad I am at Zaria.
As soon as we get home, I’m going to have to deal with all the ugly business of prying my life away from hers. 
I have to move her out of my house—which will be a project unto itself. Then I’ll have to inform all our friends and family what a skank she is and block all her friends from telling me how I should forgive her and take her back and what a prick I am for ruining her life. I don’t need to hear that.
I don’t see anyone interesting, but this is a pretty big crowd. I’m sure there are plenty of people on this cruise that I don’t see right now.
The tour breaks up. I don’t want to go back to the concourse. I don’t want to run into Zaria. 
That’s going to become a problem because we’re sharing the same suite. I only agreed to it to save money, but if I do find someone, I might have to get my own place. I will have to get my own place. There is no might about it.
I decide to skip the concourse and head out to the pool after all. I walk down the breezeway and spot a young woman sitting on a bench crying. I can’t see her face because she buries it in her hands.
Her shoulders shake with sobs. Something about the way she’s sitting here alone makes me stop and sit down next to her. 
I don’t really want to go to the pool. I don’t want to be anywhere. 
My relationship is over. Maybe I’m not the only person on this ship who is going through this right now. I can only hope.
This stranger looks nice in a pair of white shorts over slim, tanned legs, white sandals, and a floral-print T-shirt. She wears a light knit sweater tied around her waist. 
The whole outfit shows off her figure. Wavy brown and tan highlighted hair falls over her hands. 
I don’t know why I find her appealing except that she’s the only person around here who doesn’t act happy to be on this cruise.
“Are you okay?” I ask. “What’s wrong?”
She bursts into full-throated sobs and wails out loud. She either doesn’t see or doesn’t care who might hear her.
“My marriage is over!” she howls. “The bastard cheated on me four times and then had the nerve to invite me on this cruise to try to work it out—as if I would ever take him back! And just a few minutes ago he suggested we have a couples swap so he can flaunt it right in front of me! Now I have to go home to a nasty divorce and listen to his family talk about how I was never good enough for him and all that crap! He ruined my life—and now I’m the one who has to clean up the mess!”
She breaks down bawling right there. Wow. That story sounds so much worse than mine.
It strikes a chord, though. I’m not the only one going through it. Thank Heaven for that.
I stare out at the waves and murmur under my breath. I might as well be talking to myself. “My girlfriend cheated on me, too.”
She drops her hands and looks up at me. She’s actually really pretty. Her deep, chestnut eyes swim in tears. Her face is blotchy and swollen from crying, but that can’t hide her delicate features and sculpted nose and lips.
“Really?” she chokes.
I nod and find myself smiling at her. “I already told her it’s over, but she insisted on inviting me on this cruise to try to work it out. She still says we’re good for each other for some unknown reason—and I just caught her flirting with a guy right in front of me in the bar just now. She’s a tramp and she’ll never change. I already told her I came on this cruise to find someone else.” I look away. “I just dread going home and facing the reality of breaking up with her. I wish I didn’t have to go through all that.”
She starts crying again, but at least she doesn’t cover her face. Her mouth screws up the wrong way.
Her teary eyes dart out toward the ocean. “I know! I feel the same way—and now I’m sitting here crying when I should be enjoying this cruise! I want to appreciate all this beauty and luxury! I don’t know when I’ll get another chance to do this! I don’t want to spend it dwelling on him!” She chokes once. “I wish I could hook up with someone on this cruise and show him what it feels like.”
I get a sudden brainwave. I don’t let myself think about it before I clasp her hand in mine. “I have an idea. We could do the couples swap—yours and mine. We could teach them both a lesson by hooking up with each other—you and me. What do you say?”
She blinks at me in stunned shock. “You mean—like—have sex…..with each other?”
I burst out laughing. “Why not? It doesn’t have to be forever. Just one night—just to show them both that we have other options.”
She gapes at me. “You can do that?! I mean…I could do that?”
I can’t stop smiling at her. She’s gorgeous, genuine, and so open. I love the way she looks into my eyes and doesn’t look away.
She doesn’t try to hide the subtle nuances of her facial expressions. She shows her heart right there on her sleeve.
I take another chance and squeeze her hand. “I think you’re really beautiful. I would love to hook up with you. We wouldn’t be making any kind of lifetime commitment or anything. Just think about it. I can arrange for your husband to ask me and my girlfriend about doing a couples swap. Then you and I can go out for the night and you can come home in the morning and tell him you don’t need him anymore because you found a real man.”
She bursts out laughing even though she still has tears in her eyes. Holy crap, she is stunning when she laughs! 
Light pours out of her eyes and face—and this is nothing like the wicked, sex-fueled light I see so often from Zaria.
I want this woman. I want her to be the one even if it’s just for the duration of the cruise or even just for one night. She’s the one I’m going to do it with. She’s perfect.
I decide to back off and give her some space. I would really like to kiss her right now, but I settle for just squeezing her hand one more time.
“You think about it. I’ll see you around the ship sometime.” I stand up to walk away before I remember to hold out my hand. “I’m Reese, by the way. It was really nice to meet you.”
She beams up at me through her tears and shakes my hand. She has small, soft, gentle hands. “I’m Selena. It was really nice to meet you, too. I hope I see you soon.”
I smile back. I don’t want to let go of her hand, but I do it anyway before I walk off toward the pool.






  
  Chapter 3: Selena


Icome downstairs from the suite I share with Landon. Thank the stars he wasn’t there. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to deal with him. 
I spend an hour putting away my clothes and putting my personal items in the bathroom. The suite has two bedrooms so I don’t have to share one with him.
I still haven’t seen him since he dropped the bomb about the whole couples swap thing.
My stomach turns a somersault when I think about Reese. He’s drop-dead gorgeous with curly, auburn hair, flashing golden eyes, and broad shoulders. He looks like he works out a lot. 
He also has warm hands and a very soft touch. I love how he just sat down and started talking to me.
Knowing someone on this cruise is going through the same thing I am—it lifts a weight off my shoulders. I’m not the only person on the boat who isn’t ecstatically in love with the person they’re here with.
I can’t wait to see Reese again. I don’t know if I’m ready to just jump into bed with him, but I do want to see him again.
His attention—his suggestion—all of this is going to be the perfect antidote to all the Landon poison in my life. Reese is such a tonic to my broken heart.
I don’t care if I ever see him again after the cruise ends. In fact, it would probably be better if I didn’t. 
I can have a good time with him, enjoy the attention he’s giving me, get a jolt of confidence in my arm, and move on. I’ll wait to look for something serious once I get back on dry land.
He probably lives on the other side of the country. I never have to worry about seeing him again anyway.
The boat departs from the pier while I’m still in the suite. I stand on the balcony and take a bunch of deep breaths of the salty air. I love the way it feels and smells. It blows all my problems away.
I watch the pier get farther and farther away. Then I turn my gaze out toward the ocean.
I stand out there for a long time and watch night settle over the water. It’s so magnificently beautiful out here. Life is still sweet and good. I’ll put Landon in my past and move on to bigger and better things.
I still haven’t heard from him by the time I get dressed for dinner and go down to the concourse. I’m all ready to eat dinner by myself or maybe start looking around for Reese.
I pass one of the busier restaurants and spot Landon standing at the bar. I freeze in my tracks when I see him talking to Reese. Oh, my God! Are they really talking about the couples swap?
I didn’t want to believe Reese when he said he wanted to do it. It sounds like some kind of wild porn fantasy—not something I could actually do in real life.
I study him and Landon standing side by side. Landon has dark hair, dark eyes, and he’s taller than Reese.
Landon isn’t as muscular, but that isn’t what fascinates me about Reese. He has a sturdy, determined air that Landon lacks. 
Reese strikes me as the kind of guy who sets himself on a path and doesn’t waver.
He would be like that in a relationship, too. He sounded so hurt when he talked about his girlfriend cheating on him—and then flirting with a guy right in front of him. That has to hurt.
Reese wouldn’t cheat. He feels so stung by her infidelity because he would never do that. He feels about his girlfriend the way I feel about Landon. Reese feels utterly betrayed.
He doesn’t show it in his conversation with Landon. They talk easily and Reese laughs at Landon’s jokes. They look like they’re drinking together.
I don’t want to see Landon. I do want to see Reese.
The wicked idea sneaks into my mind. I could hook up with Reese right in front of Landon’s eyes. He wouldn’t be able to stop me.
It would be the ultimate payback if he was the one who set me up with Reese. Reese is right. This is the best way to get back at both Landon and Reese’s girlfriend, whoever she is.
The minute I think that, Reese points across the bar to a petite olive-skinned woman with long black hair. This isn’t the woman Landon was checking out during the tour.
They look remarkably similar, though. Reese’s girlfriend wears tight, short shorts and a tight, cropped top that shows off her midsection. The overhead lights sparkle on her rhinestone belly button ring.
Four other guys stand around hitting on her. She beams up at them basking in their attention. If I didn’t know she had a boyfriend, I would think she was fishing to hook up with one of those guys tonight.
She doesn’t have a boyfriend. Reese already split up with her. He’s a free agent and so is she.
Landon’s eyes widen when he sees her. He turns away with an effort and nods at Reese. They’re making the deal of a lifetime.
That’s my cue to walk into the restaurant. I’m wearing a short, floral summer dress with tightly sheered elastic around the waist, hips, and bust. The ruffled sleeves connect to the dress under my armpits and leave my chest exposed without too much cleavage.
Landon spots me and waves. I point to one of the tables and sit down.
He goes back to talking to Reese and then points me out. Reese turns around like he’s seeing me for the first time.
Our eyes meet across the crowded restaurant. I want to do it with him. I want him to be the one. He’s perfect. Landon has no idea what he’s getting himself into.
Reese only looks at me for a minute and turns back to nod at Landon. Landon doesn’t notice the look passing between me and Reese. Landon is completely oblivious.
The waiter comes over and I order a drink and my meal. Landon can take care of himself. I don’t pay more attention to anything going on between Landon and Reese.
The food and my drink come before Landon finishes talking to Reese. Reese leaves and Landon crosses the restaurant to my table.
He kisses me on the cheek before he collapses into the seat with a heavy sigh. “Well, it’s all set up! That guy I was just talking to is down for the couples swap. He’s certain his girlfriend is up for it, too. He just has to talk to her and he’ll text me tonight if it’s all on.”
I put a bite of my mashed potatoes in my mouth and start chewing. I can already see where this is going.
He puts his arm behind my back, leans in, and murmurs in my ear. “You know you’re going to love it. This is so exciting! I can’t wait to start this new chapter of our relationship.”
He kisses me again—on the neck this time. He kisses under my ear and burrows in.
I pretend not to notice and start cutting up my steak. I put a piece of that in my mouth next.
I’m not sure if Landon senses that I’m not responding. He sits up straight and beams down into my eyes. “Come on. Tell me you’re happy about this whole couples swap. Did you see the guy? He isn’t bad-looking, don’t you think?”
I rest my forearms on the table and face him. “I’m going to go through with this couples swap thing…..”
He bursts into a huge grin. “Great! I can’t wait for you to meet him!”
“I just want you to know ahead of time that we’re over. We don’t have a relationship and we aren’t starting a new chapter. We’re finished. Done. Kaput. I’m telling you now so you won’t come back and accuse me of cheating later.”
“I wouldn’t do that!” he exclaims. “This is going to be good for us! You’ll see.”
“There is no us, Landon. I’m splitting up with you. If you want to go sleep with someone else, go right ahead. You’re free. You’re single, so go mingle. I won’t try to stop you.”
“Come on! Don’t be like that. Just meet them. You’ll see I’m right.”
I bend over my plate and go back to eating. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”






  
  Chapter 4: Reese


Iunlock the door to the suite, step inside, and see Zaria sitting on the couch in the living room. 
She’s wearing one of the cruise line’s fluffy white bathrobes and she has her hair twisted up in a bun. She dresses like this and puts her hair up when she gets ready to go to bed.
She jumps up when I walk in. “Where have you been?!” she demands. “I’ve been looking for you for hours!”
“I was right there in the same restaurant with you.” I sit down in the armchair across from her. “I’m surprised you didn’t see me. I could see you the whole time.”
She looks away. She didn’t see me because she had her head three feet up some other guys’ asses the whole evening.
I saw plenty of her hitting on them and flaunting her body in front of their drooling mouths. She’s such an attention addict. I should have seen it a long time ago.
Never mind. It’s over now.
She’s busy filing her toenails. A bottle of nail polish sits on the coffee table in front of her. Of course she has to look her best for when some dude picks her up in a bar downstairs.
I take the bull by the horns. “You probably didn’t see the guy I was talking to at the bar……”
She doesn’t look up. She keeps filing. “No, I didn’t see anything—and I didn’t know you were there, so I wouldn’t have seen who you were talking to.”
“He wants to have a couples swap between us and him and his wife.” 
Her head shoots up and she stares at me. “You mean…..?”
“I mean you would hook up with him and I would hook up with his wife. I pointed you out to him in the bar and he pointed out his wife.” I pull out my phone and show her a picture of Landon Neise.
Her eyes light up when she sees him. She doesn’t even think she might be offending me by finding him attractive. What a tramp.
“He’s cute!” She hands back the phone and grins at me. “Do you like his wife?”
I nod slowly. I can’t smile. I knew she would get excited about this. “She’s really sweet and pretty. He invited us to have dinner with them tomorrow night—just to get to know each other.”
“Great!” She beams at me. “It sounds fun!”
“If it happens, it would happen on Thursday—three days from now—day after day after tomorrow.”
She laughs, puts down her nail file, and comes over to my chair.
She sits down on my lap, puts her arm around my neck, and nuzzles into my neck. “This is going to be really good for us! It’s time we got out there and saw what else was available. It will bring us closer together.”
I don’t answer. I knew she would see this as an opening for us to get back together—or not break up in the first place.
I wait an appropriate amount of time before I gently push her off my lap. “I’m tired. I’m gonna go to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”
I see at a glance that she’s set up all her stuff in one of the suite bedrooms off the living room. I get my suitcase, wheel it into the other bedroom, and shut the door before she has a chance to protest.
I make sure to lock the door from the inside. I don’t want her to get any crazy ideas about sneaking into my bed in the middle of the night.
I crash hard and spend the day avoiding Zaria. She makes it easy because she spends all her time on the concourse. 
The one time I do see her, I spot her in the casino getting other guys to pay for her gambling. They also buy her drinks. I recognize the signs of early intoxication.
I hope she’s sober enough to see straight when the time comes for us to meet up with Landon and Selena.
I see both of them at different times, but they aren’t together and I don’t talk to either of them. I also avoid Selena. I want to preserve the illusion that I don’t know her, have never met her, and that I’ll be meeting her for the first time tonight at dinner.
I start to get excited by the time I make my way back to the suite to change for dinner. Zaria is already there.
She puts on a tight-fitting white sequined dress with a low-cut top, spaghetti straps, and a stretchy fabric that shows off every curve.
Her stacked chest practically falls out the top. Her wide hips and round ass would turn any guy’s head, but only if he wants to smash her and go home that same night.
She puts on an unbelievable amount of makeup considering she’s only supposed to be meeting one guy. She also wears knock-me-over heels that make her look even more like a streetwalker.
I’m sure Landon will love her. She’s exactly the kind of woman a man like him would go for.
I put on a nice suit. I make sure I look good for Selena. I need to make a good impression on her.
She saw me in shorts, tennis shoes, and a short-sleeved shirt that first time. I need to change that so she sees me as a much classier guy than her sleaze husband.
Zaria won’t stop blushing when she takes my arm and I escort her downstairs. We meet up with Landon and Selena in a different restaurant.
This one is quieter and more expensive. Zaria looks way out of place, but Selena looks absolutely mouth-watering.
She wears another thigh-length red dress, but this one is simple with a square-cut top and no frills. She wears large gold hoop earrings, a simple, thin gold chain around her neck, and no other jewelry. 
I notice right away that she isn’t wearing her wedding band anymore. Does Landon even notice?
He doesn’t because he can’t put his tongue back in his mouth when he sees Zaria. He’s so busy gushing over how gorgeous she is that he doesn’t see Selena stand up to greet me.
She blushes so beautifully when she smiles at me, shakes my hand, and tells me that it’s nice to meet me. I give her a quick hug, kiss her on the cheek, and she laughs again.
She looks so much more stunning, now that she isn’t crying. She radiates simple elegance. She isn’t trampy or ostentatious. Her pure beauty shines through.
I sit down next to her and Zaria sits down next to Landon. Landon and Zaria start talking to each other. That leaves me to talk to Selena.
“How are you doing?” I ask.
She won’t stop blushing and beaming at me. Holy crap, I have to calm down!
“I’m really good!” I love seeing her color with nervous excitement. “How are you?”
“I’m great. It’s really great to see you again. I’m surprised you agreed to this whole swap idea.”
She bursts out in excited laughter. “It’s like you said. It will be the best way to get the point across. Did you actually suggest it to him?”
“I said both Zaria and I were here to enjoy ourselves and see what kind of trouble we could get ourselves into—which is the truth in a strange kind of way. He got all interested and said you two were here to do the same thing.”
She groans and rolls her eyes. “He is, for certain.”
I throw caution to the wind and extend my hand between our chairs to take hers. “We won’t get into trouble, but I am definitely looking forward to this. You’re just what the doctor ordered.”
She colors again, but she won’t stop smiling. She looks me straight in the eyes and doesn’t look away when she squeezes my hand back. “I feel the same way. I feel like meeting you is going to be the best thing for me.”
“So tell me more about yourself—apart from anything related to your marriage. What do you do for work?”
“I’m an artist.”
My eyebrows fly up. “Really? Wow! So do you do showings and stuff like that? Do you actually make a living at that?”
“Oh, no, not like that!” She laughs again. Her energy gives me the chills. “I work for an agency doing illustrations for children’s books. I get commissions so I always have regular work.”
“That’s amazing. Did you go to school for that?”
She nods. I find myself getting hypnotized by the color glowing off her cheeks and in her eyes. She radiates beauty that casts the rest of the room in shadow.
The energy flowing into my hand from hers makes me weak in the knees. I can’t wait to get my hands on her, but I don’t just want to knock her down, steamroll over her, and leave in the morning like a thief in the night.
I want to romance her. I want to take her out and let the whole world see me getting closer to her. I want to feel her beautiful magnetic energy right next to me and see her looking into my eyes exactly the way she’s looking into my eyes right now.
I have to concentrate to pay attention what she’s telling me about how she went to art school and one of her instructors recommended her to the agency she currently works for.
That’s when I become aware that Landon and Zaria aren’t talking to each other anymore. He sits in his chair glaring at me while I hold his wife’s hand.
Maybe once a long time ago she looked at him the way she’s looking at me right now. He’s a friggin’ idiot ever to devalue a woman like this.
I would never let her look away from me if she was my woman. I would do absolutely anything to get her to look at me like this all the time.
She’ll never look at that fool like this again. Maybe now he’ll realize what a prize he threw away by being a man whore and a hound.
Selena is in the middle of telling me how she got her start at the agency when Landon skids his chair back, stands up, and grabs Selena by her other hand.
“Come on, Selena,” he snaps. “It’s getting late. It’s time to go back to the suite.”
“Hey!” she exclaims. “We just got here!”
“Let’s go!” he barks and pulls her away from the table. 
Her hand slips out of mine, but her skin leaves an indelible mark on me. I find myself rubbing my fingers together so I can feel the sensation a little longer.
He drags her out of the restaurant, but they only get a few yards down the concourse before she pulls away from him and they start arguing.
“I didn’t bring you here to flirt with the guy right in front of me!” Landon snaps.
“No, you brought me here so some stranger could fuck me,” she fires back. “This whole couples swap was your idea, remember? Don’t you dare start acting jealous when you’re the one who has been sleeping around—and don’t you dare try to pretend that you weren’t planning to do it with Zaria.”
“That isn’t the point!” Landon counters. “We’re here to fix our relationship—not so you can run off with another guy.”
“You’re here to run off with another girl! Don’t think I haven’t seen you eyeing every other woman on the boat. Anyway, we aren’t here to fix our relationship because we have no relationship! I told you that yesterday. We’re finished. Get that through your head. What I do is none of your business anymore. Besides, you can’t back out of it because you already set the day and time with Reese. You made your bed. Now you have to lie in it.”
She storms off. He stays there floundering in confusion for a minute before he hurries after her.
Zaria is too busy talking to the waiter to overhear Landon’s and Selena’s conversation.
I get a sadistic thrill seeing Landon in turmoil over the situation. This is working out so much better than I planned.






  
  Chapter 5: Selena


Ismooth down the sides of my black dress. It’s tight around the waist with ruffles just above my knees and a sweetheart neckline. 
I turn sideways to make sure I look all right from every angle. Then I step closer to the mirror to make sure my makeup looks right.
Landon paces the room behind me. “You can’t go through with this, baby. I love you. We can work this out.”
“Don’t you ever call me that again, you lying, scumbag cheater,” I mutter under my breath without turning around. “You’re the one who set this up with Reese. You’re the one who told me this would bring us closer together and breathe new life into our relationship. You’re only getting cold feet now because you see that I’m attracted to Reese. I hope you’re happy because you got exactly what you asked for.”
He comes up behind me. “I’ll do better. I promise I won’t sleep around anymore.”
I gasp in exasperation and walk away from him to put my phone and compact mirror in my purse. “Do you even know how many times you’ve already said that? You are so pathetic, Landon. Get a new line. Your old lies are really wearing thin.”
He dogs my footsteps around the suit while I make one last check of my hair and adjust the heel of one of my shoes.
“What will it take?” he practically begs. “I’ll do anything.”
“You said that when we first got married, but apparently, you’ll do anything other than be faithful. I would have stayed with you forever. I stayed loyal to you all these years. You would be married to me right now if you only did what you said you were going to do from the beginning. There is nothing you can do because you already did it.” I raise my left hand so he can see that I’m not wearing my wedding band anymore. “See? You did this—not me.”
I go through the room making sure I have my key to the suite and everything else I might need, including my wallet.
He stops across the room watching me put on the last of my jewelry. “If you do this, we’re finished. There’s no coming back from this. If you go out with him, I won’t be able to take you back. I could never look at you the same way again if you gave yourself to another man.”
I snort in his general direction. “Now you know how I feel. You’re tainted by God only knows how many other women—but that doesn’t matter because I already split up with you. I’ve been single for three days.”
“You can’t do this to me!” His voice starts to rise. “You can’t betray me like this! I would never do anything like this to you!”
“You already did, Landon! You already cheated four times—and those are only the times I know about! You know you’ve done it more than that! Don’t start playing holier than thou!”
“I’m talking about Zaria! I’m not going out to hook up with her!”
“Do you think I give a crap about Zaria?! Go fuck the shit out of Zaria for all I care! You are the one who destroyed our marriage, Landon. You destroyed it a long time ago!” My hand flies to my head. “Oh, my God! Why do I even bother to argue with you about it? Do you want to know the craziest part of all of this? I’ve been single for years! We haven’t been married for years if we ever were! Do you understand that now? You left me years ago so you could go roll in the hay with every skank that walks the streets. Well, now you can. No one is stopping you. We aren’t married anymore. You’re a free man, so you have nothing to say about what I do. I really hope you do sleep with Zaria. She looks like she’s perfect for you.”
“How can you be so cruel?!” he counters. “I would never sleep with her.”
I groan. “No, you would just sleep with any other woman who will have you. I wish you all the best of luck in the world with that. I hope you live to a nice ripe old age alone after you’re too wrinkled and shriveled to get any woman to look sideways at you.”
He opens his mouth to argue back, but right then, we hear a knock on the door. Landon and I both freeze staring at each other.
I recover first and turn to go over there to open it. He dives into my path and puts his arm out in front of me. “Don’t do this, Selena.”
“You did it, you stupid piece of shit,” I snarl. “Now get the hell out of my way before I call security.”
He gapes at me in horror and backs off. I open the door and turn bright red when I see Reese standing there in a magnificent suit. He looks like a million bucks.
“Hi!” I gasp.
He smiles at me and bites back a grin when he says, “Hi.”
His sharp golden eyes dart sideways to Landon standing behind me. Reese’s expression goes through another series of transformations when he sees Landon.
A mixture of cruel triumph, contempt, and pity struggle in Reese’s features before he bites back another smirk. 
He glances at me. “Are you ready to go?”
“Yeah!” I walk out of the suite and he takes my hand. 
“Don’t worry, man!” Reese calls over my shoulder. “I’ll take good care of her!”
He pulls the door shut behind me so Landon doesn’t get a chance to answer.
Reese lets his grin break all the way out once we’re alone in the corridor. He pulls my hand through the corner of his elbow. “Are you okay?” he breathes.
“Yeah!” I pant. “I’m sorry if you overheard anything.”
“I overheard a lot of it. I was standing outside during almost the entire argument.” He presses my hand. “You did great.”
I turn bright red again. “I’m sorry you had to hear any of it. I can’t believe he’s being such a drip about it when he was the one who came up with the idea.” I shake those thoughts out of my head. “I don’t want to spend our time together talking about that.”
“I like talking about it with you. It makes me feel like I’m not the only one going through this.”
I look up to find his eyes glowing down at me. He looks so much more intense, now that we’re alone.
“How is Zaria about the whole thing?” I ask.
“Oh, she’s thrilled about it. She just spent two hours getting ready to go out with Landon. She thinks this is the best thing ever.”
My jaw drops. “Really? You didn’t tell her….like that it’s over?”
“Oh, I’ve told her dozens of times. She thinks I’m giving her another chance with this couples swap. I told her to have a good time.”
I shake my head and look away. “That’s incredible. I could never do something like that.”
“I really hope they hook up with each other. You’re right about them. They deserve each other.”
I squirm in my skin. “Can we stop talking about this? I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
“Okay. I really enjoyed hearing about your work last night. It’s a shame Landon cut us off before I got a chance to find out more about you.”
I blush and smile. “I would really like to get to know you better, too.”
“Let’s go down to the concourse and have dinner together. We can take it from there.”
I find myself laughing. “You mean….we aren’t going to hook up right here and now?”
He makes a face. “Landon and Zaria might do it that way, but I don’t want to. I want to take you out and see if we have any chemistry.”
I try to look away, but his eyes won’t let me. “I think we both already know we have chemistry.”
“We don’t have to do anything. The plan between me and Landon was for both of us to rent separate rooms for tonight. I don’t know where he’ll be taking Zaria and he doesn’t know where I’ll be taking you—if we decide to go through with this, of course. That way, no one can interrupt the other couple while anything is going on.”
I smack my lips in exasperation. “He really thinks of everything, doesn’t he?”
“Apparently not.” We step into the elevator and he presses the button for the concourse.
“So what do you do for work?” I ask.
“I’m a sales rep for a major motorcycle brand. I go around coordinating with all the showrooms, retailers, and repair shops arranging their new shipments, parts orders, and everything else they need.”
My eyes fly open. “Wow. A motorcycle guy. I never would have guessed after the way you…..” My gaze darts down to his suit. He looks about as far from a motorcycle guy as I’ve ever seen.
“It’s a great job and I love it. I spend most of my time standing around shooting the breeze with other motorcycle guys talking about motorcycles. We all know a vast amount of totally useless information about every make and model of motorcycle on the market, which parts go with which models for which purposes, and everything else no one else in the world is interested in. It’s a great job.”
I laugh. “It sounds like you found your calling in life.”
“I did. It’s perfect for me. I get to spend all my time talking, thinking, and interacting with people about my passion—and I get paid for it. It doesn’t get any better than that.”
I find myself beaming at him. “It sounds like my job.”
“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.”
The elevator opens on the concourse. Reese and I step outside, but he stops me there before we walk away.
He uses my hand to pull me close—close enough to kiss—but he doesn’t kiss me. His eyes drift down to my mouth, then back to my eyes, and to my hair and all my other features.
“I want tonight to be about us, too,” he murmurs. “I think you’re amazing. I want tonight to be about us seeing if we have something apart from Landon and Zaria. I want you to know I wouldn’t be going out with you at all if I didn’t see something in you—something I want to get close to. I don’t want this to be about just sex.”
I can’t speak above a whisper. His presence captivates me as never before. “I want that, too,” I breathe. “I see the same thing in you. I want this to be about us—not them.”
He barely smiles. “Come on. Let’s go.”






  
  Chapter 6: Reese


Ipull out Selena’s chair for her in a swanky restaurant on the top level of the concourse. This is the nicest, most exclusive, most expensive restaurant on the boat. 
The fact that it’s so exclusive and expensive means it’s also the quietest restaurant on the boat. Only two other couples are in here.
One is an older couple sitting in a corner and tapping their champagne flutes together. I catch Selena watching them. “They look like they really know how to go the distance with each other, don’t they?” she remarks.
“Yeah.” I stretch my hand across the table. “And so do we.”
She blushes again and turns to face me. “Why do I feel so comfortable around you?”
“Maybe it was meant to be. You’re so different from Zaria.”
“Do you ever feel stupid for getting together with someone so unsuitable?” she asks. “I can’t help but kick myself for believing his lies.”
“You can’t blame yourself for what he did. He’s a scumbag. You were loyal and you had every reason to believe he meant it when he made his vows.”
“I didn’t have to stay with him after the first time…..or the second time….or the third time. I’m a sucker.”
I look away. “Yeah. I guess I’m a sucker that way, too.”
She gets my attention by squeezing my hand. “We can be suckers together.”
My attention snaps back to her in a heartbeat
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