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The Boat
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Kristin caught her reflection in the dark screen of her monitor before it woke up: hair pulled back, blouse a little too fitted through the chest no matter how she'd sized it, the fabric pulling faintly between the second and third button by ten in the morning. She'd stopped fighting it years ago. Buttons gave up on her before lunch. That was just the deal.

The office ran cold, the AC set for men in long sleeves, and she'd learned to keep a cardigan on the back of her chair for the mornings and shed it by noon once her body caught up with the day. She'd already taken her lunch early, ducked out to the store two blocks over the second the lull hit, and come back with a glossy black bag now tucked under her desk, tissue paper crumpled where she'd already peeked at the contents twice since sitting back down.

Twenty years married to Richard, and she still got this way before a night she'd planned herself. Not nervous. She didn't get nervous, not about this. Just aware, all day, of her own skin. The bag sitting there felt like a countdown. So did the faint ache low in her belly every time she let herself picture his face when the robe came off tonight.

She forwarded an email approval to the Clearwater project lead, closed the file, and glanced at the clock. Two fifteen, that dead stretch of afternoon where the office ran on caffeine and momentum alone.

"Coffee run," Denise said, appearing in the doorway of the shared office with her phone in one hand and her badge lanyard already looped around her wrist. "I need one and I'm not doing it alone."

"I'm working," Kristin said, not looking up.

"You're staring at a spreadsheet you already sent. Coffee."

Kristin laughed and pushed back from her desk. The little shop on the ground floor was never crowded this late in the day, and the walk down was an excuse in itself, five minutes away from her screen and the cold air vent aimed directly at her chair. They took the elevator down, ordered the same things they always ordered, an iced oat milk latte for Denise and an Americano for Kristin, and complained the whole way back up about the same project lead who never approved anything on the first pass.

Denise was still talking, something about a client call gone sideways, when they came back through the office door and Kristin dropped into her chair. Denise trailed off mid sentence. Her eyes had caught on the glossy black bag under the desk, tissue paper spilling over the top.

"Okay," Denise said, coffee forgotten halfway to her mouth. "What is that."

"Nothing," Kristin said, sliding it half an inch further under with her foot, which only made it worse.

"That is not nothing. That is a bag from a store that does not sell nothing." Denise set her coffee down on the edge of the desk and dropped into the chair across from her, done pretending she had anywhere else to be. "Kristin. What is that."

Kristin looked at her for a second, then gave in, because there was no version of this where Denise let it go.

"Fine," she said. "Close the door."

Denise got up and shoved the door shut, then dropped back into her chair, practically vibrating. "This is either an affair or lingerie, and I need to know which one right now."

Kristin snorted and pulled the bag onto her lap. "It's for tonight. Richard doesn't know yet." She peeled back the tissue paper and lifted the bra out by one strap, black lace, sheer at the cups, the underwire barely there at all, and set the matching thong on top of it, a scrap of the same lace with a string so thin it looked more like an idea than a garment.

Denise made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a laugh and grabbed for the bra before Kristin could stop her, holding it up to the light. "Okay, this is filthy. This is genuinely filthy, I love it. Look how see through this is." She turned it over in her hands, running a thumb over the lace, then flipped it to check the tag stitched inside the band, still hunting for a reason to keep teasing. Her eyebrows shot up. "Thirty four G? No way. No way you're a G."

"I am, and have been for years." Kristin took it back from her without any heat in it, just matter of fact, the way she'd correct someone's math.

"You are not a G, Kristin, I have literally hugged you." Denise gestured at her own chest, then at Kristin's, like she was trying to reconstruct the difference in the air between them. "G cup sounds like something out of a specialty catalog for a completely different body than yours."

"That's because almost nobody's actually wearing their real size, so nobody's eye is calibrated for what a G looks like on a normal person." Kristin folded the bra over one hand, patient about it, the same explanation she'd given her sister and a saleswoman who'd once tried to hand her a 38D before actually measuring her. "Most women size the band too loose because it's more comfortable going on, then the cup has to shrink to compensate to keep from gaping. So you end up with women walking around in a 38D who are actually a 34G, and the band's doing none of the work it's supposed to."

"Is that the neck pain thing? Half the women in this office complain about their bra straps digging in."

"That's exactly the neck pain thing. If your band's too loose, the straps end up doing all the lifting instead of the band, and your shoulders pay for it all day." Kristin tapped the tag on her own current bra through her blouse. "I got properly fitted years ago and never went back. Band should feel snug enough that you could take the straps off entirely and it still wouldn't move."

"Is that why your tits always look so amazing?" Denise said it bluntly, no filter on it at all. "Like, in every shirt. I've genuinely wondered."

Kristin laughed, delighted, and didn't bother being modest about it. "Partly the fit, yeah. And partly they just are amazing. I'm not going to pretend otherwise."

Denise picked the thong up again, testing the give of the string between two fingers, grinning like she'd found something she wasn't supposed to see. "You've been holding out on me with this information for years, is what I'm hearing."

"You're overdue for a fitting, is what you're hearing." Kristin took the thong back and started tucking both pieces into the tissue paper. "But yes. Full set, robe over it until he actually looks at me."

"He will look at a G cup wrapped in that, Kristin. Men who cannot find their own car keys will find that." Denise sat back, arms crossed, studying her with new interest. "I'm insanely jealous of your night right now."

Kristin laughed, real and unguarded, and folded the bag shut. "God, I hope he agrees with you."
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Kristin beat Richard home by almost an hour, which was exactly what she'd counted on. She left her heels by the door, hung the cardigan over the back of a kitchen chair, and set the black bag on the bathroom counter like it was something ceremonial, which, tonight, it kind of was.

The shower ran hot longer than it needed to. She stood under it until the office chill finally worked itself out of her shoulders, until her skin felt like her own again instead of something folded into a blouse for nine hours. She toweled off in front of the mirror, unhurried, and took her time with the new bra, adjusting the straps twice even though they didn't need it, watching the fit settle the way it was supposed to, everything exactly where it belonged instead of fighting the fabric for space. The thong went on after, barely there, more suggestion than garment, and she caught herself smiling at her own reflection, not for Richard's benefit yet, just for hers.

The robe came last, pale green silk that skimmed her thighs and tied loosely at the waist, easy to open, easier to let slip off one shoulder if the moment called for it. She left her hair down and still damp at the ends, decided against a full face of anything, just enough to look like she hadn't tried too hard, which was its own kind of trying.

Downstairs, she poured two glasses of the good red, the bottle they'd been saving without a real reason to open it, and set them on the kitchen island where the light was better. She dimmed the overhead and put on the lamp instead, checked the angle of it against the mirror by the door, adjusted it once more. Twenty years married, and she still wanted him to walk in and actually see her, not just acknowledge her the way he acknowledged the mail or the dog.

She was leaning against the counter, one glass already half raised, robe loose at her collarbone, when she heard his car turn into the driveway, too fast, gravel skittering under the tires the way it did when he was excited about something and forgot to slow down. She set the glass back on the counter, straightened, and felt the low hum of anticipation settle into something steadier, almost certain.

Whatever he'd forgotten to slow down for, it was about to walk through that door with him.

––––––––
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THE FRONT DOOR BANGED open harder than it needed to, and Richard came in already talking, keys still in one hand, a folder of papers tucked under his arm like he'd carried it from the car specifically to wave around.

"Kristin. Kristin, you are not going to believe what I did today." He dropped his bag by the door without looking at it, missed the hook entirely, and didn't seem to notice that either. His glasses had slid halfway down his nose the way they always did when he'd been driving with the windows down.

"Hi to you too." She shifted her weight against the counter, let the robe fall open another inch at the collarbone, angled her hip the way that usually caught his eye when she wore the good pajamas to bed. Nothing. He was still fumbling with the folder, hadn't looked at her face yet, let alone anywhere south of it.

He crossed into the kitchen, folder open on the island now, papers spread out next to the wine she'd poured, not even registering the glasses were there. "I bought a boat."

"You what." She reached for her own glass, slow, deliberate, letting the sleeve of the robe slip further down her arm as she lifted it. If he looked up now, he'd see exactly what she wanted him to see.

He didn't look up. "A boat. A real one, a cabin cruiser, thirty four feet, I saw the listing this morning and drove out to see it on my lunch break and it was just sitting there, Kristin, like it was waiting. Dad's money finally cleared this week, and I thought, why let it sit in a savings account doing nothing when we could actually use it."

Kristin looked at the papers spread across the island, a printed listing, a bill of sale, a photo of something white and vaguely boat shaped with a for sale sign taped to the windshield. "We didn't talk about this at all."

"I know, I know, I should have called you, but it felt like exactly the right moment and I didn't want to lose it to some retired guy from Bradenton who was also looking at it." He pulled out a stool and sat, still not looking up from the papers, spreading them further like he needed the whole island to contain his excitement. "And here's the thing. You used to drive boats when you were younger, right? Racing, all that. So this is perfect, actually, it's like it was made for us."

"I raced dinghies, Richard. Small ones, one sail, no engine at all. I've sailed bigger boats too, crewed on a few keelboats for friends over the years, but I never raced anything that size, and never anything with an engine. Nothing close to thirty four feet, and definitely nothing that runs on diesel instead of wind."

"Sure, but water's water, right? You'll pick it up fast, you're a natural at everything like that." He finally glanced up, caught the wine glasses, and reached for his without asking, taking a sip like it was already part of the conversation instead of something she'd poured for a completely different reason.

"How much, Richard."

He named the number without flinching, like it was a fact about the weather rather than most of what his father had left him, gone into a boat he'd seen for the first time that same afternoon.

Whatever she'd been doing with the robe, whatever angle she'd been holding her shoulders at, went out of her head entirely. Her hand dropped from the collarbone. She wasn't thinking about lace or lamplight anymore, just the number sitting on the island next to the wine, and the fact that he'd signed for all of it before she'd known the boat existed.

"I named her already," he went on, oblivious, "Second Chance. Felt right, you know, with us, empty nest, all of it. A second chance to actually do something together. I miss having a whole day with you. Not just dinner and falling asleep in front of the television."

She wanted to be annoyed and found, instead, that some warmth had crept in under the shock of it, the way it always did with Richard's disasters, because at least the impulse under this one wasn't nothing. He'd been thinking about them. He'd just done it in the most Richard way possible, no discussion, no research, papers already signed.

"Where is it right now."

"Marina south of Sarasota, Siesta Point. I close on it Thursday, they said we can go see her this weekend." He was still talking, launching into the marina's amenities, the slip fees, something about a mechanic he'd have to find because the engine apparently didn't start when he tried it, waving it off as a minor thing, probably just needs a look.

Kristin sat back against the counter and let him talk, watching him now instead of trying to be watched. Papers everywhere, glasses crooked, wine going warm in his hand while he gestured with the other one, and it hit her, plainly, that no version of tonight ended with him crossing the kitchen and pulling the robe off her shoulders. That part of the evening was over, whether he knew it or not.

She was going to have to tell Denise something tomorrow, and it wasn't going to be the story either of them had been picturing over coffee.

––––––––
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RICHARD FINALLY RAN out of things to say about the boat somewhere past the slip fees, the mechanic he still needed to find, and a tangent about whether they'd need a bigger truck for the trailer he didn't actually need since the thing was staying in the water. He gathered the papers back into the folder, squared the edges twice out of habit, and looked up at her properly for the first time since he'd walked in.

His eyebrows drew together. "Are you feeling okay?"

"What?"

"You've got the robe on, and you're just standing there. You feeling alright? You didn't eat much of anything, did you want me to make you some tea or something?"

Kristin looked down at herself, at the silk still loose at her collarbone exactly where she'd arranged it an hour ago, at the wine glass still mostly full beside his empty one. He genuinely meant it. There wasn't a trace of anything else in his face, no flicker of the moment he'd missed, just plain concern for a wife who looked, to him, a little off.

She could have told him. Could have said the words plainly, the way she'd have said them to Denise, here's what I was doing, here's what I wanted, and here's what happened instead. For a second she almost did.

"I'm fine," she said instead. "Just tired. Long day."

"You sure? You want the tea?"

"I'm sure. I'm going to head up."

He nodded, already reaching for his phone to look up something else about the boat, some forum thread he'd apparently bookmarked earlier, and didn't watch her walk out of the kitchen. She took the stairs slowly, wine glass left behind on the counter, the robe still tied loosely at her waist like it had been waiting all night for a moment that had already come and gone without noticing her.

In the bedroom she untied the robe and let it drop over the chair, then reached back and unhooked the new bra, easing the straps down her arms and setting it carefully on the dresser rather than tossing it, too new to treat carelessly, freed at last from underwire and expectation both. There was no point sleeping in it, not tonight, not for an audience of no one, and her breasts settled heavy and bare with the relief of it as she peeled the thong off next and dropped it in the hamper. Another day, then. She pulled an old oversized tee shirt over her head, soft from years of washing, and padded to the bathroom to brush her teeth, catching her own eyes in the mirror over the sink, still faintly amused at herself despite everything.

Back in bed, she lay listening to Richard's voice carrying faintly up the stairs, still narrating boat specs to himself or to the internet, and felt the low simmer from earlier settle into something patient instead of gone. Disappointed, yes. Not defeated. There was a difference, and she knew it well enough to sit with it instead of stewing.

Tomorrow she'd tell Denise the truth: that the lingerie had done exactly what it was supposed to do, and her husband had bought a boat instead of noticing.
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Dead In The Water
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The drive down to Siesta Point took forty minutes on roads that got worse the closer they got to water, cracked asphalt giving way to crushed shell, pine flatwoods thinning out until the marina appeared all at once past a bend, masts and outriggers catching the sun in a long uneven row. Kristin had her window down the last ten minutes just to smell it, diesel and salt and something green underneath, mangrove maybe, and felt something in her chest loosen that she hadn't noticed was tight.

Richard talked the whole way, running through slip numbers and gate codes he'd written on the back of a receipt, checking his phone at red lights to reread an email from the broker. She let him talk. It was easier than telling him what she was actually thinking, which was that she hadn't been this close to a marina in twenty years and her body seemed to remember it faster than her mind did.

Second Chance sat in slip 114, and Kristin knew her the second she saw her, the way you know a stranger's face is going to disappoint you before they even turn around. White hull gone chalky at the waterline, a long diagonal scuff along the port side nobody had bothered to buff out, isinglass windows in the cockpit enclosure gone cloudy and stiff with age. Thirty four feet of boat that had clearly spent the last several years being someone's slow, expensive regret before it became Richard's.

"There she is," Richard said, already climbing out of the car, and the pride in his voice made it worse somehow, not better.

The heat hit her the moment she stepped onto the dock, thick and wet, the kind of Gulf Coast heat that sat directly on the skin instead of just filling the air around it. By the time they reached the slip her shirt was sticking to her spine and her bra band felt like it was working for the first time all week, doing exactly the job it was built for while sweat gathered slow beneath both breasts. She didn't mind it. It felt like proof she was somewhere real.

Richard went straight for the dock lines the second they reached the slip, already narrating before he'd done anything. "Okay, so the guy just had this cleated off basic, but I watched a whole video on proper cleating last night, figure eight wrap, locking hitch, the works. Let me just redo this real quick."

The line was already tied off fine. Nobody had asked him to touch it. But he crouched down anyway and started working the bowline loose with the particular focus of a man about to demonstrate competence nobody had requested, sweat soaking through the back of his shirt within minutes, a dark plate spreading between his shoulder blades. His glasses kept sliding down his nose no matter how many times he pushed them back up with the back of his wrist.

"You want help with that?"

"No, no, I've got it." He didn't have it. The line came off easy enough, but re-cleating it turned into a production, wrap crossing wrap the wrong way, the tail end left too long and trailing in the water before he yanked it back up. The fender on the port side knocked against the dock with a sound that made a man two boats down look up from what he was doing.

Kristin stepped back and let him work it out, arms crossed, watching a fifty two year old tenured professor lose an argument with a piece of rope he hadn't needed to touch in the first place. She wasn't annoyed, exactly. It was more that she recognized the shape of this, the same shape as every home project he'd ever narrated his way through with total confidence and zero result, and some old, familiar fondness sat right alongside the urge to just do it herself and be done with it.

The boat itself, once they were finally aboard, was worse up close than from the dock. The cockpit cushions had gone stiff and sun-bleached, one seam split open and leaking foam. Below, the cabin smelled like standing water and old carpet, a smell she'd know blind in twenty years, boat that had sat unused and unloved for a long stretch of time. She ran a hand along the teak trim at the companionway, worn smooth in places, and felt the same pull she used to feel walking down a dock toward her own boat before a race, low and steady under her ribs, half anticipation and half something closer to hunger.

Richard was already down in the cabin, pulling up a hatch cover to look at the engine with the confidence of a man who had never once looked at an engine in his life.

"Alright," he said, rubbing his hands together like he was about to perform a magic trick. "Let's see what we're working with."

Richard climbed down into the cabin and settled himself in front of the engine hatch like a man approaching a job interview, manual already open on his knee, a highlighted printout of some forum thread tucked inside the front cover. He found the key, found the ignition, and turned it with the flourish of someone expecting an ovation.

Nothing happened. Not a click, not a groan, not even the halfhearted turn of a battery giving its last effort. Just silence, and the small electrical hum of the cabin lights he'd left on, which didn't so much as flicker.

"Huh," he said, and turned it again, same result, then a third time like the engine might change its mind if he was patient enough.

"It's not going to start because you keep asking it the same way," Kristin said from the companionway, not unkindly.

"No, it's got to be a fuse or something, the guy said it ran fine when he last had it out." Richard flipped to a dog-eared page in the manual
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