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The Mediterranean sun beats down on my bare shoulders, turning my skin to warm honey. Six days into the cruise and I've finally stopped checking my phone for work emails. David's fingers brush mine as he passes a fresh mojito. I take a long sip, watching Taylor adjust the straps of her impossibly tiny bikini while Tyler pretends not to notice everyone else noticing her. 

"You're going to burn," David murmurs to me, his hand already reaching for the sunscreen. The bottle is warm from sitting in the sun too long. He squeezes a dollop onto his palm, and then his hands are on my back, working in slow circles.

We booked this cruise on a whim—three couples, six friends, fourteen days of floating luxury. The ship is massive, a gleaming white behemoth with twelve decks and five swimming pools. We're at the adults-only section on the top deck, where the pool water shimmers sapphire and there's no risk of being splashed by shrieking children.

Our other friend Renee lies on the lounger next to me, her auburn hair spilling across her shoulders as she flips through a psychology journal, and her husband Justin dozes beside her, one muscled arm flung over his eyes.

"Another round?" Taylor asks, stretching like a cat, all platinum blonde bob and perfectly manicured nails. Her electric blue eyes scan our half-empty glasses. "Same again for everyone?"

"I'll help carry," Tyler offers, unfolding his long frame from the lounger.

As they weave through the sea of sunbathers toward the bar, I sink deeper into my chair. David's fingers still trace absent patterns on my shoulder.

"How's the book?" I ask Renee, nodding toward her journal.

She looks up with that therapist smile—gentle but penetrating. "Fascinating study on couples' communication patterns. Turns out most people say the exact opposite of what they want during arguments."

"Sounds like Justin when he claims he doesn't want the last slice of pizza," David jokes.

Justin's arm shifts slightly. "I heard that," he mumbles without opening his eyes. "And I genuinely don't want the last slice. I just want to be asked so I can magnanimously decline."

Renee laughs, a soft sound that makes her seem younger than her 28 years. "See? Communication patterns."

David's fingers trace my spine, and I lean into his touch without thinking. We've been married three years, but sometimes his casual touches still make my skin tingle. It's comfortable between us—steady. Sometimes I wonder if that's enough. 

The sun feels good. The mojito feels better. I close my eyes and listen to the rhythm of conversations around us, the gentle slosh of pool water, the distant thrum of the ship's engines.

"Holy shit, you won't believe what just happened." Taylor's voice cuts through my daze as she returns, setting drinks down with a clatter.

I open my eyes to see her standing over us, Tyler just behind her with the rest of the drinks balanced in his hands. Her cheeks are flushed, either from the sun or something else entirely.

"What?" I sit up, adjusting my sunglasses.

Taylor glances around dramatically before leaning in. "Some couple at the bar just asked if we're into swinging."

The mojito I'm drinking goes down the wrong way. I cough, sputtering lime and mint. David's hand moves to my back, patting gently.

"You okay?" he asks, but his eyes are already on Taylor.

"I'm fine," I manage. "Just—what? Really?"

Renee doesn't look shocked at all. She just sets her journal aside, eyebrows raised with clinical curiosity. "What exactly did they say?"

Tyler hands out the remaining drinks before settling back beside Taylor. "They were subtle at first. Asked if we're traveling with friends, like couple friends, and if we're social or we usually keep to ourselves."

"I thought they were just being friendly," Taylor adds, gesturing with her glass. "You know, cruise ship small talk. Then they started getting flirty."

"Both of them?" Justin asks, suddenly awake and interested.

Tyler nods. "The guy asked about our plans for the evening. His wife kept touching my arm."

"Tyler looked so confused." Taylor laughs, leaning against him. "They finally just came out and asked if we and our friends might be interested in 'socializing more intimately.'"

"What did you say?" I ask, unable to stop myself.

"I said we'd have to consult our friends," Taylor winks at me. "Kidding. I told them we're flattered but not interested."

"You should've seen his face," Tyler adds. "Like we'd told him Christmas was canceled."

I laugh, but something flutters in my stomach. Curiosity? Embarrassment? I can't quite name it.

"What made them think we'd be into that?" David wonders aloud.

"Probably the fact that we're three relatively attractive couples traveling together," Renee offers casually. "Swinging is more common on cruises than you'd think. Anonymous, contained environment, vacation mindset."
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