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Chapter 1: The Party Winds Down



It started out as just another summer party, one of those sticky August evenings where the humidity clings to your skin and the air smells faintly of grilled food and citronella. Our house was buzzing with about twenty of our closest friends, sprawled across the deck and spilling into the living room, drinks in hand, laughter bouncing off the walls. Most of us are in that early to mid-thirties sweet spot—some married, some with kids, a few like Jake still holding out as the last single stragglers. The deck lights glowed soft against the darkening sky, and by 9:30, the sun had finally sunk, coaxing the couples with young kids to start their goodbyes. I was out on the deck, waving off another pair, my hands juggling a fistful of half-empty cups, when I decided it was time to start cleaning up.

I stepped through the sliding glass door into the kitchen, the cool air from inside hitting my damp skin, and that’s when I noticed Jake was still here. He was parked on the living room couch, legs stretched out, chatting with my wife, Lauren, like they hadn’t moved in hours. I dumped the cups in the sink, the clatter of glass against steel cutting through the hum of their voices, and got to work. Empty beer bottles went into the recycling with a satisfying clink, wine glasses got a quick scrub and rinse, and I hauled the last bag of trash out to the garage. By the time I glanced at the stove clock—10:30—I’d cleared most of the mess. Wiping my hands on a dish towel, I wandered back into the living room, figuring Jake would’ve headed out by now. But there he was, still glued to the couch, still deep in conversation with Lauren.

Jake’s been one of my best friends for over ten years, ever since I stumbled out of college and into the real world. We met at some dive bar happy hour, bonded over cheap beer and bad jukebox picks, and ended up playing in a couple of rec softball leagues together. He was even in my wedding party when Lauren and I tied the knot seven years ago—grinning in his tux, charming the bridesmaids without even trying. At 36, he’s a couple years older than me, still single, and never short on company. He’s got that effortless thing going—6’3”, all lean muscle from running and lifting, always dressed sharp, like he just stepped out of a catalog. Me, I’m 5’9” on a good day, married, with the beginnings of a spare tire creeping around my waist. When we hit a ballgame or a bar together, he’s the one the women notice, striking up conversations without breaking a sweat. I just sit back, sip my beer, and laugh to myself.

“Jake, didn’t know you were still here,” I said, stepping into the room. “Can I get you guys something? I’m grabbing a beer.”

They both looked up, caught mid-sentence. “Sure, Ethan. I’ll have a beer too,” Jake said, his voice smooth and unbothered.

I glanced at Lauren. She nodded, her lips curving slightly. “Wine please, honey.”

I turned back to the kitchen, my mind drifting as I moved. Lauren looked good tonight—damn good. She’s my age, 34, 5’3”, with jaw-length blonde hair that catches the light just right, layered and sharp, and these piercing blue eyes that still get me sometimes. She keeps in shape with regular aerobics classes, her fair skin kissed with an even summer tan. We’ve been married seven years now, no kids despite years of trying—over and over, until about a year ago when we just… stopped bothering. Her career’s taken off, mine’s steady, and we’ve settled into a comfortable life with two incomes. Tonight, she was in a flowered sundress, a white summer sweater draped over her shoulders, sitting with her legs crossed on the couch. Her foot jiggled in her white sandal, showing off a fresh pedicure with maroon polish that gleamed under the lamp. She’s always been the reserved type—conservative, polite, the one our friends turn to for advice. Sweet as hell, too. In eleven years of dating and marriage, I think I’ve heard her swear maybe twice.

“OK, drinks coming up,” I called over my shoulder, stepping into the kitchen. I grabbed two beers from the fridge, popped the caps with a hiss, and poured her a glass of white wine at the counter. From there, I could see them on the couch—Jake’s arm stretched along the backrest, casual but close, Lauren tucked in beside him, her foot still bouncing. He leaned in, whispering something low, and she giggled, a soft little burst that cut off sharp when I walked back in.

“Drinks for everyone,” I said, handing Jake his beer and Lauren her wine glass. They each took a sip, and I settled into the overstuffed chair across from them, cradling my bottle in my lap.

“Great party tonight, Ethan,” Jake said, breaking the quiet that had settled over us.

“Thanks. I think everyone had a good time. You two seem to be having a nice chat in here,” I replied, taking a slow pull from my beer. Jake cleared his throat, a little too loud, and Lauren’s eyes dropped to the floor, her foot still jiggling like it had a mind of its own.

“Yeah, well, Lauren and I have been talking about relationships,” Jake said, shifting slightly. “You know how good she is with advice.”

“Oh, I know. The phone’s always ringing—most of the women we know cry on her shoulder from time to time. Don’t they, sweetie?” I said, glancing at her.

She nodded, barely audible. “Uh-huh,” she muttered, still not looking up.

Jake cleared his throat again, like he was gearing up for something. “Yes, I know she’s a fantastic listener, but, ah, tonight she was actually looking for some advice. From me.”

I took another sip, holding the bottle in my lap. “Really? What about?”

“Your relationship, Ethan,” he said, his tone steady. “The relationship you and Lauren have.”

I squinted, not quite following. “Our marriage?” My eyes darted from Jake to Lauren. “Sweetie, is there a problem?”

She just sighed, hands fidgeting in her lap now, her foot picking up speed, sandal dangling off her toes. She looked up at Jake, not me, like he was supposed to answer for her.

“Ah, there is, Ethan,” Jake said, stepping in. “Not that you two aren’t great friends—I mean, I’ve known you both a long time, and you seem made for each other.” I relaxed a little, thinking maybe this wasn’t so bad.

“But,” he went on, “Lauren isn’t, shall we say… satisfied.” A deep breath escaped her, loud in the quiet room.

“Satisfied?” I set my beer down on the side table, brow furrowing. “I don’t know what you mean. We’ve got a great house, careers, a ton of friends—” I trailed off, searching their faces.

Jake turned to Lauren, and she nodded up at him, giving him the green light. He looked back at me, his arm sliding off the couch back to rest around her shoulder. “Sexually satisfied, Ethan,” he said, low and clear.

My face went hot, ears burning like they’d caught fire. I let out a nervous chuckle, trying to shake it off. “OK, guys, what do you really mean?” I picked up my beer again, picking at the label with my thumbnail. “You’re pulling one on me, right?”

Jake took a deep breath, his hand squeezing her shoulder gently. “Sorry, Ethan, but I’m afraid we aren’t. Lauren’s talked to me about this before, just not as in-depth. It wasn’t until now that I realized how frustrated she really is.”

Sweat slicked my palms, my stomach twisting slow. I looked at Lauren—she was still staring at the floor, her foot tracing small circles now instead of jiggling. She didn’t seem inclined to say a word. I set my beer back down, rubbing my face with both hands. “Lauren, why didn’t you talk to me fi—”

Her head snapped up, cutting me off like she’d been waiting for it. “Ethan, I have.” Her blue eyes drilled into mine, jaw tight. “I’ve been trying to tell you for years now.” Her hand slid onto Jake’s thigh, resting there. “You’re not the best listener, among other things.”

I went speechless, face flaming red. I shifted in the chair, my mind racing back over our sex life. It’d been over a year since it was regular—lately, nothing at all. Even when we did, it was missionary, quick, routine. She’d always been so reserved, so quiet about it, I figured she liked it as much as I did. Now, with her hand rubbing Jake’s leg and his arm around her, I stammered, “Honey, I’m sorry. You know how much I care for you. I can try harder, or maybe we can try, I don’t know, different things?”

Jake smirked, barely hiding it as he looked away. Lauren’s voice turned sharp, sarcastic. “I’m way ahead of you, honey. We are going to try something new—or should I say, I’m going to try something new.” She raised an eyebrow, and Jake chuckled under his breath.

“L-Lauren, wait, uh, please, I—”

“No, Ethan, I’ve waited way too long. Jake and I have talked this out, and he’s going to help me.” She stood up, smoothing her sundress down with a casual flick. Jake rose beside her, towering over her even with her heeled sandals. My stomach knotted hard.

“Honey, please… can’t we talk about this first?”

She snapped, voice like a whip. “No, Ethan. This is going to happen.” She reached over, took Jake’s hand, and laced her fingers through his. “I suggest you take advantage of this situation to learn something from Jake. In fact, I insist you do.” She flashed a wicked smile, tugged him toward the stairs, and started up. Jake turned back, giving me a cocky wink, his hand locked in my wife’s as she led him to our master bedroom.

I sat there, panic clawing up my throat. My beer hit the table with a dull thud, my face flushed hot, hands slick with sweat. What the hell just happened?






Chapter 2: The Ascent


I stood there in the living room, my feet rooted to the carpet, pacing tight little circles like a trapped animal. My hands were slick with sweat, wringing together until my knuckles ached, and my beer sat abandoned on the side table, a ring of condensation pooling beneath it. “What the hell just happened?” kept spinning through my head, over and over, a question I couldn’t answer. My face was still burning, ears hot, chest tight with a panic I couldn’t shake. Then I heard it—Lauren’s soft giggle floating down from upstairs, light and carefree, paired with the faint creak of their footsteps on the hardwood steps. It hit me like a punch: they were already up there, in our bedroom. I stumbled to the bottom of the stairs, my shaking hand gripping the banister, and caught a glimpse of them just as they turned the corner into the master suite.

The air felt thick, heavy with the humid night seeping in through the open windows. I stared up the staircase, its familiar lines suddenly foreign, like I was trespassing in my own house. My options spun out in front of me: stay down here, pretend nothing was happening, let the sounds and my imagination tear me apart—or go up, face whatever was waiting, and risk seeing something I couldn’t unsee. My gut churned, sour and tight, because deep down I knew it didn’t matter where I was. It was happening anyway, whether
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