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      The afternoons in our neighborhood always felt the same in late summer. The air held that heavy stillness that made sound travel farther than it should. Lawnmowers hummed two streets over. A dog barked once and then gave up. The sun pressed down as if it had nowhere else to be.

      I liked the quiet of it.

      The pool sat tucked behind the house, boxed in by white fencing that had been there longer than we had. The wood had faded to a soft gray in places, warped slightly near the bottom where the sprinklers hit it every morning. It wasn’t a glamorous setup, but it was ours. Private enough to feel safe. Open enough to let the sky in.

      I stepped down into the water slowly, letting the coolness rise up my legs inch by inch. My bikini was new; navy blue, simple, and nothing flashy. I had bought it without thinking much about it beyond the fact that it fit well. It made me feel held in the right places.

      The water reached my waist, and I dipped under fully, slicking my hair back as I surfaced. For a few minutes I just floated, eyes closed, listening to the soft slap of water against tile.

      That was when I felt it, a prickle between my shoulder blades, subtle enough that I almost ignored it. It was a sense that I wasn’t alone. I rolled onto my stomach and pushed off toward the deep end, telling myself I was being ridiculous. The fence was high. The yard was shielded. No one could see in.

      Still, the feeling lingered.

      I moved toward the ladder and climbed out slowly, water streaming down my stomach, then my thighs, pooling briefly at my feet before disappearing into the concrete. I reached for the towel that was draped over the chair and paused.

      There was a gap in the fence where one board had shrunk slightly, leaving a narrow slit of space no wider than two fingers. Beyond it, across the narrow strip of yard that separated our properties, stood my neighbor.

      He wasn’t pretending to look or turn away.

      He stood next to his own fence, one hand resting on the top rail, gaze fixed directly on me.

      My first instinct was embarrassment. Heat flushed up my chest, into my neck. I glanced down at myself automatically, at the way the fabric clung darker and tighter now that it was soaked.

      I should have wrapped the towel around me. I should have stepped back into the shade. Instead, I lifted my chin. It wasn’t defiance or an invitation; it was curiosity.

      He didn’t smile or nod. He just watched.

      There was something steady about it. Unapologetic. Not frantic or leering. Just… intent.

      I adjusted the strap of my bikini top slowly, pushing damp hair over one shoulder. The movement was small, automatic enough that I could pretend it wasn’t deliberate. But I felt the difference inside my body when I did it. A subtle tightening low in my stomach. A kind of hum that rippled through me.

      The space between the fence boards felt charged.

      How long had he been standing there?

      How many times had I swum out here thinking I was alone?

      The thought should have unsettled me. Instead, it made my skin feel electric.

      I walked to the edge of the pool and dipped one foot back in, testing the temperature like I hadn’t already been swimming for twenty minutes. My hip shifted slightly as I leaned. I didn’t rush. I didn’t hide.

      His gaze didn’t waver.

      There was something about being seen without interruption. No conversation. No expectation. Just observation.

      Here at home, I was mom and wife. The one who kept track of schedules, groceries, and whether the trash had gone out. Even when my husband looked at me, there was history layered into it. A shared life with shared responsibility.

      This was different. This was simple.

      I slid back into the water and turned onto my back, letting myself float again. I kept my eyes closed this time, but I knew he was still there. The awareness threaded through me, sharp and bright.

      I arched slightly to keep myself balanced. It was a normal adjustment, nothing more.

      But I felt the way my body responded to the idea of being watched. Not touched or even spoken to, just simply observed.

      I rolled upright and brushed water from my face. When I looked toward the fence again, he was closer now. Not by much, just enough that I could see the outline of his shoulders more clearly through the gap.

      We had exchanged pleasantries before. Waved when taking out trash, said hello at the mailbox. I knew his name. Knew he lived alone. That was about it.

      He didn’t look away when I met his eyes.

      And this time, neither did I.

      The air felt thicker. My pulse was steady but louder in my ears.

      I stepped out of the pool again, slower than before, and walked toward the lounge chair. Water trailed behind me in uneven patterns. I reached for my sunglasses and slid them on, though the sun hadn’t shifted.

      The barrier gave me cover.

      I stretched out on the chair, one knee bent slightly, the other leg extended. It was casual, yet deliberate.

      The warmth of the sun soaked into my skin. I tilted my head just enough that I could see him without making it obvious.

      He was still there, and still watching, which sent a quiet ripple of satisfaction through me. I let my hand drift up to smooth sunscreen over my collarbone and all over my stomach. The motion felt different now. I did it intentionally, in a way that slowed my breathing.

      I wasn’t performing for him, not exactly. I was performing because he was there. Someone had noticed me without prompting and without context. The thought slipped in quietly.

      What if this wasn’t the first time? What if he had stood there before while I floated, unaware?

      My stomach tightened at the idea.

      A car door slammed somewhere down the street, and the spell broke just enough for me to blink. I pushed myself upright and reached for my towel, wrapping it loosely around my waist this time.

      When I looked back, he hadn’t moved. But there was something different in his posture. A shift in weight, maybe. I held his gaze for a beat longer than necessary. Then I turned and walked toward the house. I didn’t rush, and I didn’t look back.

      But I felt him there until the sliding glass door shut behind me.

      Inside, the air conditioning washed over my skin, cooling the heat that had built there. I leaned against the counter for a moment, heart steady but alive in a way that felt unfamiliar.

      Nothing had happened. There had been no words exchanged and no lines crossed, and yet … I could still feel the way his eyes had traveled over me. The way I had let them.

      I pushed off the counter and headed for the shower, telling myself it was just a strange moment. An accident of sightlines and timing. But under the spray of warm water, I closed my eyes and pictured the gap in the fence again.

      And I knew I hadn’t imagined the way my body had responded. The quiet of the afternoon didn’t feel quite so empty anymore.
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      The shower steamed up faster than usual that afternoon. By the time I stepped under the spray, the bathroom mirror had already clouded over, and the air carried the clean, warm scent of soap and damp tile. I stood there for a moment without moving, letting the water run over the back of my neck and down my spine, listening to the quiet hum of the exhaust fan above me.

      I tilted my head forward and worked shampoo through my hair, trying to focus on the simple routine, but my mind kept returning to the backyard.

      I had adjusted my bikini strap. Slid my sunglasses on. Stretched out on the chair like I belonged there.

      I closed my eyes and replayed it.

      Had he been there long?

      The pool sat directly behind the house, shielded by the fence on three sides, but the angle between the properties meant the corner where our yards met wasn’t completely hidden. I had always known that in a vague, architectural sort of way. It had never mattered before.

      Now it did.

      I thought about the afternoons I had spent floating on my back with my eyes closed, drifting in the shallow end while the neighborhood settled into its slow summer rhythm. I thought about the times I had climbed out of the water and stretched in the sun without worrying about who might be on the other side of that fence. A small shiver ran through me that had nothing to do with the temperature of the water.

      What if today hadn’t been the first time?

      The idea shouldn’t have felt good, but it did. When I finally shut the faucet off, the silence in the bathroom felt heavier than before. I reached for the towel hanging on the rack and wrapped it around myself, blotting the excess water from my hair before stepping out into the bedroom.

      A wave of thirst hit me, and I found myself craving water. Without thinking about it, I walked towards the door and opened it to the hallway. I was still home alone and would be for a little while longer.

      The clock above the stove ticked quietly as I crossed the kitchen, and the sliding glass door still showed the bright rectangle of sunlight spilling across the patio outside.

      For a second, I caught myself glancing toward the fence again, as if I expected to see him standing there even now. The yard looked exactly the way it always did.

      I shook my head at myself and opened the refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of water and leaning against the counter while I took a slow drink. The cold water cut through the lingering warmth in my chest, but it didn’t push the memory away. It didn’t fade; it focused.

      That realization followed me upstairs while I dressed. I chose a loose sundress from the closet without thinking much about it, something light and comfortable for the rest of the day. My hair was still damp when I twisted it loosely at the back of my neck, securing it with a clip before heading back down to the kitchen.

      The house carried the faint smell of chlorine drifting in from the patio, and the sunlight had shifted slightly while I was upstairs. I glanced at the clock again. My husband would be home soon. The thought settled into my chest with a quiet weight.

      We had always been honest with each other. It wasn’t something we talked about often because it had never needed explaining. Our life together had grown out of that understanding naturally over the years, the same way routines and habits did.

      Still, this felt different. I moved through the rest of the afternoon on autopilot, tidying the kitchen and starting dinner earlier than usual just to keep my hands busy. My thoughts kept returning to the fence, to the way the sunlight had caught the water on my skin while he stood there watching.

      Each time the memory surfaced, I thought about it, and my body reacted. By the time I heard the familiar sound of my husband’s truck pulling into the driveway, I had run through half a dozen different ways the conversation could go. Most of them ended with him being irritated or confused, and I couldn’t really blame him for either reaction.
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