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Chapter 1

Liam put the mugs down on the coffee table and pulled the blanket across both our knees with the same routine care he always used, which made the living room feel settled, even though my attention kept slipping off the screen and onto the small details.
My hair tie sat on my other wrist, my phone rested face down when I never left it like that. The soft cotton of my sweatshirt pressed against me in a way that made my skin register every point of contact, as though my body kept a separate accounting from my mind.
He leaned in to kiss my cheek and remained close after, his hand resting low on my hip with an absent familiarity that should have calmed me. I held my smile in place. I needed him to still have the version of me he expected.
The show kept playing with its bright voices and canned laughter and I kept track of the plot with the surface part of my attention while another part counted the distance between this couch and that cabin, between this warmth and the other heat that followed me home.
I told myself that it had been contained in that weekend, that the drive back had formed a line, that the front door had been a line too, that the shower had been a line, but the proof kept showing up in smaller ways that had nothing to do with memory and everything to do with how my body reacted when Liam’s fingers traced the edge of my waistband and my breath caught before I could decide what it meant. I tightened my grip on the mug so my hand had a job and I watched his eyes flick to me for a second, the check-in glance of a man who cared, before he turned back to the screen.
My phone vibrated against the couch cushion and the sound landed in me with a force. I knew the group chat was active and I knew Mateo had a habit of dropping into it as though nothing ever happened anywhere. I reached for the phone and the screen lit my palm with the name. I kept my face neutral while my thumb hovered over the notification. Liam sat close enough to see the angle of my screen if he turned his head.
The message was short, posted to everyone, a casual line about getting together after practice and bringing food over, and a second line came through a moment later, a follow-up that had no business reading as a private signal even though it did. It referenced the cabin with a harmless joke that Isabelle answered immediately with a string of emojis. I stared at the tiny icons and waited for my pulse to settle dow. I set the phone back down with care. Any hurry would have told on me.
Liam asked what the plan was for the weekend. His voice carried that gentle confidence that our life made sense, so I gave him the answer that kept the shape of us intact while the other conversation kept unfolding on my phone. I said that dinner with Mateo and Isabelle sounded fine, that we could bring something, that it would be fun to see them.
I heard my own tone and understood that I had crossed a line of a different kind. I was no longer avoiding the situation that had broken me open. I turned my head toward Liam and met his eye. The affection there made me press my shoulder into his chest while my phone sat inches from my thigh, lighting up again with another message that I didn't open.
Liam nudged my knee with his and turned his head toward me, his mouth still curved from whatever joke the show had tried to make. “So what do you want to do this weekend?” he had said, so casual, so easy, already assuming the answer would be something we both wanted.
“I don’t know,” I said, keeping my voice light while my thumb rested against the edge of my phone without touching it. “We could stay in, or we could do something with Mateo and Isabelle if they’re free, whatever.”
Liam’s hand tightened around my hip in that small possessive way that always made me relax. It almost worked, until my phone buzzed again and the screen lit against the couch cushion. He didn't look down. He never policed me. That trust pressed on me harder than any suspicion could have.
“You mean dinner,” he said. “At their place or here?”
“Either,” I said, non-commital. I took a slow breath through my nose. I needed my body to stop reacting as though I had already agreed to something private. “I can bring something. We can keep it simple.”
“Perfect,” Liam said. “I’ll grill if you want, or we can order in and pretend we’re adults who can cook.”
I smiled and leaned in to kiss him. That was what a good wife would do in this moment and I wanted to be good with him. But the kiss carried a strange second layer that I couldn't admit even to myself. I knew Mateo would be in the room soon enough and I knew how quickly my sense of what was normal got rewritten when Mateo was close.
Liam pulled back first, still smiling. Turned back toward the screen. I waited until his attention settled there before I picked up my phone and opened the thread.
Isabelle had replied with excitement, a few lines about making it a whole evening, games and dessert, the tone so open and friendly that it made my stomach tighten. Mateo had followed with a short answer that landed differently. It was too clean, too controlled, a sentence that couldn't be accused of anything and yet still managed to feel aimed at me. He offered their place, mentioned that he had a bottle of wine left from the trip. Then added one more line about how the cabin weekend had made him miss having people around, which was innocent enough for Liam to read over my shoulder, yet still made my pulse climb. I knew exactly his subtext.
I locked the phone and set it down again, screen facing the couch. I kept my face neutral. I couldn't afford any reaction. Liam laughed at the show and reached for the remote. I matched his laugh a beat later, catching the rhythm so nothing looked out of place.
“What are you thinking?” he asked, still looking at the TV, his fingers drawing a small circle on my hip as though he had all the time in the world.
“I’m thinking we should go over,” I said. I kept my eyes on the screen. I didn't trust my face with the truth. “Isabelle sounds excited.”
“Then we go over,” Liam said. He kissed my forehead with the kind of affection that made me feel chosen. “We’ll bring something good so they can’t make fun of us.”
I nodded and I told myself that this was still a normal plan, still a normal night, still a normal group of friends, while my phone sat warm against my thigh and my body held the knowledge that normal had become a costume I could put on without anyone noticing.
When the episode ended and the credits rolled, Liam stretched and stood. He asked, “Do you want tea or do you want me to make popcorn and pretend we're in college.” 
“Tea,” I said. I followed him into the kitchen. Liam leaned over to kiss me, slow and familiar. His palm rested on my lower back. I answered him with my mouth.
The phone buzzed against the stone and my eyes dropped. Liam kept his attention on the kettle and the cupboards, pulling out tea bags and two mugs. I reached for my phone. Mateo’s name filled the screen and the message carried the same clean tone he used in the group thread.
He wrote that he had the wine and he could drop it off before practice. He asked if Liam would be around. I stared at that question and understood that he already knew the answer he wanted. It was a question that contained a plan. I typed back that Liam had a shower after work and that I would be home. I put the phone down with the screen facedown.
“You look tired,” Liam said. He slid a mug toward me as the kettle clicked off. “We can skip dinner with them if you want.”
I forced my smile. “I want to go. Isabelle will be excited.”
Liam nodded and moved behind me.His arms came around my waist while he rested his chin on my shoulder. “Then we go,” he said. His voice carried that steady confidence that made the lie in my pocket feel heavier. He turned away to rinse the kettle and I watched his back for a moment and tried to locate the part of me that had been solid before the cabin.
The next day the knock came while the bathroom fan ran and the sound of the shower filled the hall, and Liam called out, “I’m in here,” as if the world could enter our home without consequence. I moved toward the front door with bare feet on the wood and my pulse in my throat. When I opened it, Mateo stood there with a bottle in one hand and a paper bag in the other, his hair damp from practice and his eyes fixed on mine with a calm that made my stomach drop. “I had it with me,” he said. He held the wine up a fraction as if this was only delivery. “I can go.”
“You can come in,” I said. The words left my mouth with a steadiness.
Mateo stepped inside and the door closed behind him. The space between us turned dense. “He's in the shower,” he said. It was not a question. His gaze moved over my face and down my throat as if he could read the places where I held tension. I nodded and told myself I would keep distance. My body ignored that plan when Mateo reached out and set the wine on the console table and took my wrist in his hand. His fingers held firm heat against my skin. He pulled me close enough that I could feel the ridge of his belt through his shirt.
“This isn't a good idea,” I said. The sentence came out as a ritual rather than a boundary.
Mateo’s mouth met mine. The kiss didn't ask for anything gentle and I opened for him. His hand slid up my side under the hem of my sweatshirt and his palm closed over my breast. I bit down on a sound. Mateo’s thumb dragged over my nipple through my bra and my knees went soft. I grabbed the front of his shirt to keep my balance and I felt his cock hard against my hip as he pressed me into the wall beside the coat rack.
He broke the kiss and held my face in his hand. He said, “Turn around,” with a low voice that carried certainty. I did it. Mateo’s hand slid down the front of my leggings and under the waistband of my panties. His fingers found the wetness waiting for him. My breath caught hard enough that my throat hurt. He pushed two fingers into me with a slow force that made my thighs tense. He worked them in and out while his other hand held my hip and kept me pinned. I stared at the hallway wall and listened to the water running while he used my body as if it belonged to the secret we had built.
From the bathroom Liam called, “Babe, can you grab me a towel?” His voice cut through me with the bluntness of daylight.
Mateo’s hand froze inside me. He leaned in until his mouth touched the shell of my ear. He whispered, “Go,” and he pulled his fingers free with a slick drag that left me open and shaking. I turned, grabbed a towel from the linen closet. Walked it down the hall with my face composed and my legs tight. When I came back Mateo stood by the door with the wine in place and his expression set. He brushed his fingertips across my lower belly as he passed, a touch that carried a claim without leaving evidence.
Mateo opened the door and stepped out without a glance back. The click of the latch landed in my chest as a hard, clean sound that belonged to the house and not to what had happened in the hall. I stood with my hand on the edge of the console table, looking at the bottle he had brought as though it mattered. I pressed my lips together until my mouth stopped trembling. The water kept running, the fan kept pushing air through the bathroom vent. My legs carried a faint weakness that forced me to stand with care.
Liam’s voice came down the hall again. “You got it?” he called. “Thanks.”
“I put it on the door,” I answered.
I walked into the kitchen and rinsed my mug and I turned the faucet on until the noise filled my ears. My phone sat on the counter beside the kettle, dark and quiet. I didn't touch it. I dried my palms on a dish towel, pressed them against the cool cabinet door. I watched the seconds pass in the microwave display until I heard the shower stop and the fan shut off.
Liam came out with damp hair and a towel around his waist, steam trailing behind him from the bathroom doorway. He smiled at me with the softness that had never asked for anything beyond honesty. He reached for me in the kitchen with bare skin and easy warmth. “You okay?” he said. “You look tense.”
I took his face in both hands and kissed him. His hands slid to my hips and held me. I had to keep my breath steady when the contact pulled attention to places I wanted to erase.
Liam pulled back and brushed his thumb across my cheek. “Did Mateo drop the wine?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said. I kept my eyes on his. “He had it with him after practice.”
“That guy is on top of everything,” Liam said. He laughed in a way that should have made me laugh with him. “Did you talk for a minute?”
“He came in, set it down, and left,” I said. I watched Liam’s face for a flinch that never came. “He said he had to get moving.”
Liam nodded and turned toward the fridge. “We should bring something good. Isabelle will go big and we’ll look lazy,” he said. “Do you want to bake, or do you want me to pick up something from that place on the corner?”
“I can bake,” I said. The word tasted wrong in my mouth. I opened the pantry and looked at the flour and sugar as though the ingredients could give me a script.
Liam came up behind me and rested his chin near my shoulder. “I love you,” he said. He kissed the side of my head.
“I love you too,” I said. My throat tightened around it. My phone buzzed against the counter, and Liam didn't turn. I didn't move.
Liam stepped away to pull on jeans. I reached for the phone with a calm grip that didn't match the pulse in my wrist. The screen showed a single line from Mateo. It didn't say anything crude, but it carried the weight of a hand on my body and a door closing behind him.
“Saturday,” it read. “Wear that green dress for me.”
I stared at the words until the letters blurred. I set the phone down again before my fingers left indentations on it.
I kept my hands busy with flour and a mixing bowl. The recipe gave me steps I could follow without thinking about why my phone sat facedown beside the kettle. Liam came back into the kitchen in jeans and a T-shirt, still damp at the hairline. He leaned his shoulder against the counter while he watched me measure sugar.
“What are we making?” he asked.
“Brownies,” I said. “Isabelle will do something dramatic, so we should show up with something that disappears fast.”
Liam smiled and stepped in close enough that his hip touched mine. “You always say that and then you put work into it anyway,” he said. He reached for the spoon to steal a taste.
I caught his wrist before he could. “Wait,” I said. I let the word land with a soft laugh so it didn't sound sharp. “Go pick up ice cream instead.”
Liam kissed my cheek and took his keys from the hook by the door. “Text me what kind,” he said.
“I will,” I answered. I held my smile until the door closed and the quiet returned.
I didn't touch the phone right away. I could still feel Mateo’s hand on my body in the place where no one could see. I could still hear Liam’s voice in the hallway asking for a towel as though it was the only request a man could make. When I finally picked up the phone, Mateo’s message sat there with the simple command about the green dress. My pulse tightened in my throat. He had chosen something that existed in my closet, something he had seen on me before, something he could picture.
I walked into the bedroom and opened the closet. The green dress hung where it always did, calm and ordinary among cotton and denim. I pulled it free and held it up against my body in the mirror. My face remained composed while my eyes gave me away. My mouth tightened and my shoulders lifted with that private tension that had started to feel familiar. I laid the dress across the bed and smoothed the fabric flat with my palms, then I pushed it under a folded sweater when I heard footsteps in the hall. My hands wanted to hide what my mind was thinking.




Chapter 2

Liam came back in with a bag in one hand and a carton in the other. “Vanilla and that salted caramel one,” he said. “Tell me I nailed it.”
“You nailed it,” I said. I kissed him. It was the right answer. He had done nothing wrong. My body needed to prove it could still belong to him. He kissed me back with the same steady warmth. His hand drifted down my back until it rested at my waist. I kept my breath even until the moment passed.
He turned to set the ice cream down. His gaze caught the edge of green fabric where it showed from under the sweater. He paused, then he looked at me instead of the bed.
“You wearing that Saturday?” he asked.
I kept my face still. “Maybe,” I said. “It has been a while.”
Liam nodded once, slow, as though he was filing it away. “You look so good in it,” he said. He turned toward the kitchen again, casual, normal, already moving on.
I followed him out and kept talking about brownies and game night and whether we should bring coffee. I matched his rhythm until it felt real. When my phone buzzed a second time, I flipped it over without thinking. I caught the smallest change in Liam’s posture, a brief stillness. He said nothing while his eyes remained on the counter for half a second too long before he asked me, “Do you want me to cut these while you pour the batter?” in a voice that remained warm even as something quiet in him began to watch.
Liam cut brownies at the counter while I poured batter into the pan. The kitchen smelled of chocolate and heat from the oven, which should have made the night feel domestic, but the room kept catching on the wrong details. My phone sat near the edge of the counter with the screen down. I kept my eyes on measuring cups. My attention drifting toward it. Liam worked with care, lining pieces into neat rows. When he reached for a bite he looked at me first, as though he was waiting for my reaction. That tiny pause landed as something new.
“You're tense,” he said.
I held his gaze without blinking.
Liam nodded and set the knife down. “We can stay home,” he said. “I don't care.”
“We should go,” I said. I heard the firmness in my own voice, which made my stomach twist. “It'll be fun.”
Liam picked up the tray and slid it into the oven. “Then we go,” he said. He kissed my forehead again. His hand remained on the back of my neck for a second longer than usual.
I didn't check my phone until he left the room to grab plates. When I lifted it the screen showed a new message from Mateo, short and clean, a question about what time we would arrive. I typed back a time, then I added a line about brownies and ice cream to make it look normal. I watched the typing bubbles appear and vanish before his answer came through. He sent a single word that was not crude but still made my pulse climb. It carried a private claim inside something harmless.
“Good.”
Saturday came with cold sun against the windows and the strange focus that arrives before a risky night. I dressed with care. The green dress waited in my closet and I had already answered it by not deleting the message. The fabric slid over my hips and settled at my thighs. When I looked in the mirror I saw a version of myself that could walk into a dinner with friends and look innocent, even though my body held a separate truth that never remained buried. I chose underwear that made me feel put together, then I stood there for a minute with my hands on the dresser, steadying my breathing before I left the bedroom.
Liam looked up from the couch when I came out. His eyes moved over me with open appreciation, then he smiled. “Damn,” he said. “That dress should be illegal.”
I gave him a small laugh. It gave him the reaction he wanted. I stepped close enough for him to put his hands on my waist. His palms held me there, warm and familiar. He kissed me with a soft patience that made guilt crawl up my throat. When he pulled back, his eyes remained on mine.
“You good,” he asked.
“I'm good,” I said. I kept my tone steady. “Are you?”
“I'm great,” he said. He grinned. The grin looked real, which made the tightness in my chest worse.
At Mateo and Isabelle’s place, Isabelle opened the door with the kind of energy that filled the hall, and she threw her arms around me, then stepped back to take in the dress. “Okay,” she said. “You look insane.”
Liam’s hand found the small of my back in a natural way. He guided us inside as though he owned that one unit of space. Mateo stood near the kitchen entrance with a drink in his hand. He smiled at Liam first, then at me, calm and controlled. His eyes didn't linger long enough for anyone else to notice, even though the look hit me low in the body.
“Good to see you,” Mateo said to Liam, then he turned toward me. “You made it.”
“We made it,” I said. I held my face still. Isabelle watched everything with happy attention.
Dinner unfolded in the living room with plates balanced on knees and Isabelle talking about work drama, and Liam jumped in with a story about someone at the gym. The conversation remained normal in the way it always did when people wanted a night to feel easy. Mateo sat across from me at first, then at some point he moved, carrying plates to the kitchen. When he returned he took the spot beside me as though the seat had been waiting for him all along. Isabelle didn't react. She trusted him, and Liam didn't react. He trusted me. The trust wrapped around me until it felt hard to breathe.
Mateo’s leg touched mine under the edge of the coffee table, a contact that could be an accident. My thigh tightened before I could stop it. He didn't look at me when he did it. He kept talking to Liam about practice, but the pressure remained, steady, a quiet insistence that turned my body into a live wire while the room kept laughing at jokes about a show on Netflix. My hand held my fork with a careful grip. I forced myself to keep chewing while my pulse climbed.
“You okay?” Liam asked. His eyes remained on my face as he said it.
I lifted my glass and took a sip to buy time.
Liam nodded, but he didn't turn away right away. I saw him register the small changes I couldn't hide: the way my breath caught, the way my shoulders held tension, the way my leg pressed back against Mateo’s knee instead of moving away. He didn't say anything. He didn't confront. The silence from him landed with weight. It was a silence that belonged to observation, not obliviousness.
Liam kept his hand on my knee a moment longer. The contact pinned me in place. I couldn't move my leg away from Mateo without making it a scene. I couldn't press into Mateo without giving myself away to Liam’s eyes. Isabelle kept talking about a coworker who had gone on a date with a man who brought his own protein powder to the restaurant, and she laughed hard enough that her shoulders shook. Mateo answered her with a grin. He was good at acting present. I forced my mouth into the shape of a laugh when the group did. I kept my fork moving so my hands had a job, but my pulse kept climbing in my throat.
“You're quiet,” Isabelle said, and she pointed her fork at me with mock accusation.
“I'm not judging,” I said. I lifted my glass toward her. “I'm taking notes.” I winked at her.
Liam’s fingers tightened on my knee, then released. I watched him tuck that away behind his smile. “She's always taking notes,” he said. The tone remained warm, but his eyes didn't leave my face when he finished the sentence.
Mateo shifted in his seat. His knee pressed mine again under the table in a way that turned the contact from accident into choice. I kept my posture still. My whole body wanted to react. He reached for the bowl of chips and held it out toward Liam with a casual offer, then he turned his head toward me and asked, “Do you want another drink?” as though the question lived in the same world as the conversation.
He held my gaze for a beat that pushed beyond ordinary.
Liam watched that beat. He took a sip of his drink without breaking eye contact with Mateo, then he put the glass down with care. “I’ll grab one,” he said. He stood. “Anyone else want anything?”
Isabelle started listing things with the happy focus of a host. Mateo waved a hand and asked for nothing. I sat there with my hands on my lap while the space beside me remained charged. When Liam walked into the kitchen, I heard cabinet doors and ice clinking. I kept my face turned toward Isabelle and answered her questions about work while my body kept track of Mateo’s every movement.
Mateo set his plate down and leaned toward me as though he needed to tell me something about the game. His fingers brushed the hem of my dress where it rested on my thigh, a touch that lasted a fraction longer than an accident would allow.
Isabelle reached over and squeezed my hand. “I'm serious,” she said. “You look perfect tonight.”
“Thanks,” I said. My voice held steady. Isabelle’s sincerity made everything worse.
Liam came back with fresh drinks. He set mine down in front of me, then he sat with his shoulder angled toward me as though he wanted to claim my space in the room. Mateo’s knee withdrew. The relief should have settled me, but the withdrawal landed as a promise instead of a retreat. I felt myself hold my breath without meaning to.
Isabelle clapped her hands. “Game,” she said. “we're doing a game.”
Mateo stood and started clearing plates. He called over his shoulder, “I’ll get it set up,” with the tone of a man who had done this a hundred times. Isabelle followed him into the kitchen with a plate in her hands, still talking, and Liam rose to help, which left me alone on the couch for the first time all night with a room that suddenly felt too large.
The phone on the coffee table lit up with a notification from the group thread. I didn't touch it. My hands had started to feel clumsy. I stood to smooth my dress and walked toward the kitchen with the excuse of helping, and as I reached the doorway I saw Isabelle at the counter with her back turned, pulling cards from a box, and Liam at the fridge, reading labels. Mateo was at the sink rinsing glasses with his sleeves rolled up.
“Where do you keep the trash bags,” Liam asked.
“In the pantry,” Mateo said.
“I’ll grab them,” I said. I took one step into the pantry alcove, which was narrow and dark compared to the kitchen lights.
Mateo followed without speaking. The distance between my back and his chest vanished in a single breath. He filled the doorway behind me and his hand closed around my wrist near the shelf. His mouth touched the side of my neck for a brief second. The contact shot through me with the same shock as the hallway at home. My hand tightened around the roll of bags until the cardboard bent.
“Rachel,” Isabelle called from the counter, “did you want to be on my team or Liam’s?”
“I’ll be on yours,” I called back. My voice held. The words were ordinary and the moment was not.
Mateo’s palm slid to my hip. His fingers pressed against the fabric of my dress in a way that made my knees soften. He kept his face close to mine without turning my head. “You wore it,” he said.
I stepped forward and broke the contact. Any second longer would spill into my face. I walked out with the trash bags in my hand, my posture set, my breath measured. Isabelle smiled at me and handed me a stack of cards, and Liam moved behind me to open a cabinet. His hand brushed my waist as he passed, a touch that should have meant nothing and still made my skin tighten. I didn't know which man my body was reacting to in that moment.
We sat back down with the game spread across the table. Isabelle read the rules with a voice full of confidence, and Liam teased her about being competitive. Mateo played along with jokes about how she never lost. I laughed in the right places and kept my eyes on the cards, but I felt Liam’s attention in the gaps between sentences. He watched my face when Mateo spoke and he watched my hands when Mateo moved. He kept acting normal in a way that told me he had begun choosing silence on purpose.
Halfway through the first round, Isabelle stood and said she needed ice. Mateo stood at the same time and said he would get it, and Liam leaned toward me with his forearm on his knee.
I met his eyes and held them. I needed him to believe me even while my body carried Mateo’s touch under my dress and the memory of Mateo’s mouth on my neck. Liam nodded. His hand settled on my knee again. He kept it there, steady, claiming, while the kitchen drawers opened and closed and Mateo’s voice floated back into the room, talking to Isabelle about something that sounded harmless. I understood with a cold clarity that the night had changed shape.
Isabelle came back with a bowl of ice and a grin that made her look younger and she dropped it on the table as though hosting a night with friends. Mateo followed with glasses and a bottle. He set them down with the calm hands of a man who could do anything in a room without drawing eyes. That talent had become a weapon. He could touch me and remove the touch without leaving a trace that anyone could point to. Liam kept his hand on my knee and kept his face open. It forced me to play two roles at once without letting either one crack.
“Team Isabelle is going to destroy you,” Isabelle announced, and she slid the first card across the table with a laugh that filled the space.
Liam leaned toward Mateo with a mock serious look. “You hear that,” he said. “She’s threatening us in our own home.”
Mateo smiled and lifted his glass toward Isabelle. “She doesn't bluff,” he said. His eyes moved to me for a beat that carried meaning, then moved away.
I kept my focus on the card in my hands and read the prompt while Isabelle argued about the rules and Liam argued back. The normal talk flowed around me in a way that should have carried me with it. My body refused that ease. Mateo’s presence had trained me to listen for gaps, to watch the doorway angles, to keep track of where hands could reach without being seen. When Mateo stood to get more napkins, I kept track of him without turning my head. When he came back his hand brushed my shoulder as he passed behind the couch, a touch that could be friendship in front of the room and something else in the private part of my mind that never slept.
Liam noticed.
He didn't turn fast. He didn't change his expression in a way anyone could read, but his hand on my knee tightened and his thumb pressed into the soft place below my kneecap as though he had decided to mark the moment for himself. I kept my face aimed at Isabelle. I answered her question about a coworker’s holiday party with a voice that remained smooth. I felt my pulse in my throat. The room held three kinds of attention at once. Isabelle watched for fun, Mateo watched for control, and Liam watched with a new kind of focus that had no warmth in it even while his mouth kept smiling.
A round ended and everyone reached for drinks at once. I stood to clear plates. Moving gave me a reason to break the triangle of knees and hands. Liam rose with me. He took two plates from my stack and carried them to the kitchen with the careless ease he always had, but when he turned back toward the living room his eyes flicked to Mateo before they returned to me.
“Trash,” Liam said. He pointed toward the pantry. “I’ll take it out.”
“I’ll help,” I heard myself say. The words landed with the wrong force. I knew what Mateo would do with the opening. I watched Liam register my offer with a brief pause.
“You don’t need to,” Liam said. His tone remained light, but his gaze held mine longer than the sentence required.
“I want to,” I said. I hated the truth inside it. It was not about trash.
Liam nodded once and walked into the pantry alcove. I followed with a bag in my hand and the sense that I had stepped onto a narrow board above deep water. Mateo stood at the counter with Isabelle, laughing at something she said. He watched me go with eyes that remained calm as though he had all the time in the world. I kept my face composed and stepped into the pantry. The doorframe swallowed some of the kitchen light, and Liam turned toward me with the trash bag open in his hands.
“What’s going on?” he asked. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't soften the question with a joke.
“I don’t know what you mean,” I said. My throat tightened around it.
Liam held the bag open and kept his eyes on my face. “I’m not blind,” he said. The sentence remained flat. “You get tense when he sits near you, and you check your phone when he texts, and you wore that dress after he sent something.”
My hand went cold around the plastic. I stood there with the pantry shelves at my back and the sound of Isabelle’s laughter in the next room. I understood that this was not a confrontation that would end with a clean argument. This was Liam telling me he had started collecting moments. He needed to know what his life was. He had reached the point where he could ask without sounding confused.
I opened my mouth, but no answer came out that held the whole truth. The truth had grown too large for a sentence.
My fingers tightened around the trash bag until the plastic creased. I kept my eyes on Liam. I couldn't risk glancing toward the kitchen and giving him a reason to turn his head, since Isabelle and Mateo were right there with their laughter and their glasses and the easy noise of a normal night. Liam stood with the bag held open in both hands. The shape of his mouth had gone still in a way that didn't match his posture. He remained relaxed enough to look casual from the doorway, but his eyes had narrowed into a focus I had not seen before.
“I don’t know what you want me to say,” I answered. My voice came out steady. I had learned that steadiness could carry me through anything if I kept it plain. “Mateo texts the group thread, and you see it. I get annoyed. Then I put the phone down. I don’t want to talk about him every time he pops up.”
Liam didn't blink. “You’re not annoyed,” he said. “You’re wired.”
“I’m wired? You’re staring at me in a pantry,” I said. The attempt at humor fell flat. Neither of us gave it a laugh.
Liam set the bag down on the floor without looking away from me, then he reached for the second bag and hooked it into the bin with the same neatness he used when he cut brownies. The ordinary motion made my stomach twist. It reminded me of what he was trying to preserve. “Did something happen at the cabin?” he asked. He kept his tone low and even, which made the question worse than anger.
My throat tightened. I hated myself for the pause. The pause was an answer in its own right. “Nothing happened,” I said. The sentence landed with a weight I couldn't carry.
Liam nodded once, slow, then he glanced toward the doorway. I followed his eyes to the narrow slice of kitchen where Isabelle’s voice floated past, bright and careless. Mateo answered her with a laugh that belonged to a man who had never needed to explain himself. Liam looked back at me and held my gaze until my skin started to prickle.
“Okay,” Liam said. “Then nothing happened.”
The words should have been relief, but they hit as a warning. He didn't say them with belief. He didn't say them with surrender. He didn't say them with confusion. He reached up and smoothed a stray hair back from my forehead with two fingers, gentle enough to look like affection, then he leaned in close and pressed his mouth to my cheek.
“I’m going to take this out,” he said. His voice returned to the warm tone he used in rooms with other people.
I nodded and stepped aside. He carried the bag out through the side door with an ease. A man who remained calm had room to think. I stood in the pantry alcove with my hands empty. I stared at the shelves as though a label on a cereal box could tell me what to do next. I heard the back door open and close, then Liam’s footsteps returned across the floor.
When he walked back into the kitchen, he smiled at Isabelle and lifted his glass in her direction. “We’re good,” he said. The sentence sounded normal enough to slip into the conversation without snagging.
Isabelle grinned. “We’re winning,” she said, and she pointed toward the table as though the only stakes in the room were cardboard and points.




Chapter 3

Liam came back to the couch and sat close enough that his thigh touched mine. He rested his hand on my knee again with a calm pressure that read as possessive comfort to anyone watching, but his thumb remained still instead of moving in the familiar absent circle. Mateo’s eyes met mine from across the room for a brief moment. The look held the same controlled confidence as before, but I saw the smallest change when his gaze flicked to Liam’s hand on my knee and then returned to my face.
Isabelle dealt the next round and laughed as she read the prompt. I laughed at the right time with a mouth that worked while my body remained tight. I understood what Liam had done in that pantry: he had taken the question out, looked at it, and put it back on the shelf. The quiet choice to leave it there told me the night was not going to explode, but it also told me I was no longer alone with the secret.
Isabelle read the next card with the same bright confidence she used at work, and she kept the room moving with jokes about how none of us could be trusted to follow rules, and Liam played along. He always did. He liked watching people be happy. He had no interest in making anyone uncomfortable. I kept laughing and answering when it was my turn, but my attention remained split between the game on the table and the new weight in Liam’s hand on my knee, since the touch had stopped being casual affection and started being a marker that said he was present and paying attention. Mateo sat across from us with his drink in his hand. He acted relaxed enough that Isabelle kept leaning into him when she laughed, which should have made him unreachable. It didn’t. He could keep his face open to her while his gaze kept returning to me at the precise moments when the room got loud.
“You two are too quiet,” Isabelle said, pointing at me and Liam as though we were a single unit. “This isn't a museum.”
Liam smiled at her. “We’re thinking,” he said. “We’re building a strategy.”
“You don’t build strategy for a party game,” Isabelle said, and she shook her head while she dealt the next round.
Liam turned his head toward me and kept his voice soft. “You want water?" he asked, the question gentle enough to be nothing, and pointed enough to be something.
“I’m good,” I said. I kept my eyes on his. He had earned that from me even when I was failing him.
Liam nodded and reached for his glass. His hand remained on my knee, steady, calm, and still. The stillness made my skin feel exposed. It gave him room to notice everything.
Mateo stood to refill his drink. Isabelle followed him into the kitchen, still talking about a show she had watched, and Liam leaned forward to read the card in his hand with exaggerated seriousness. “This is a trap,” he announced to the room.
Isabelle called back, “Everything is a trap,” and she laughed.
Mateo came back too, moving with the same ease he had all night. He didn't pause when he passed behind the couch, but his fingers brushed the top of my shoulder in a way that could pass as a friendly squeeze. My body answered it before I could stop it. My breath caught, my fingers tightened on the card, and Liam’s hand on my knee pressed harder, not enough to hurt, but enough to remind me that he felt the change.
“Do you want to switch seats?" Liam asked. The sentence floated out in the same tone he would use to offer me the better view of the screen at home.
“No,” I said. The word came too fast.
Liam looked at me for a beat, then he smiled and turned back to the table. “Okay,” he said. The smile held for the room, but his eyes remained alert.
Isabelle returned with a bowl of pretzels and dropped it on the table. “Fuel,” she said. “No excuses.”
Mateo took his seat again, but he chose the chair on the other side this time, putting himself closer to Liam than to me. The move should have eased the heat in my body, since distance was safer. It didn't ease anything. Mateo didn't need proximity to make me tense. He rested his forearm on the table. His phone sat near his elbow with the screen dark. My own phone lay near my thigh, facedown, close enough to touch without moving.
The next prompt went around. When it came to Mateo, he answered with a calm, simple line that made Isabelle laugh and made Liam shake his head. Then Mateo’s phone lit up and went dark again. Mine followed a second later, a vibration against the cushion that I felt through my leg. I kept my face still. The room had learned my face was a map.
Liam’s gaze dropped to the phone without moving his head, then lifted back to the table. His hand on my knee remained in place. “You should answer if it’s important,” he said. He said it to me, but he didn't look at me when he said it. He was offering me a normal excuse and watching what I did with it.
I reached for my phone with a careful motion that didn't hurry. The screen showed a message from Mateo with no crude words and no obvious meaning. It still made my stomach tighten. The meaning sat under the sentence. He had written, “You’re wearing the dress,” followed by, “don’t shake.”
My fingers hovered over the screen. I locked the phone instead of replying, then I set it back down where it had been. I forced myself to take a sip from my drink so my hands had a task.
Isabelle leaned toward me, smiling. “What?" she asked. “Is it work?"
“It’s nothing,” I said. My voice remained even. The word had to cover too much.
Liam picked up the pretzel bowl and held it out toward Mateo. “You want some?" he asked. The question sounded normal, but the timing landed as a test.
Mateo took a pretzel and met Liam’s eyes for a beat that felt longer than it should have. Then he smiled. “Thanks,” he said, easy.
Liam smiled back and turned to Isabelle. “Tell us the rest of your story,” he said. “You stopped at the part where the guy brought protein powder.”
Isabelle launched back into it, delighted. The room relaxed into laughter again, but I couldn't. My phone sat dark against the cushion and the message remained in my mind. Liam’s hand remained on my knee with a calm weight that turned every small reaction into something he could measure. Mateo didn't touch me again. He didn't need to. I understood that he had found a new way to reach me that didn't require his hands, and Liam had seen it. He had chosen, for now, to keep it inside himself.
Isabelle kept talking, her hands moving as she described the restaurant, the guy, the protein powder. The face the server made. The room remained warm enough that it would have been easy to forget anything else if my phone had not been sitting there with Mateo’s message locked inside it. Liam laughed at the right places and gave Isabelle the attention she wanted. Mateo played his part across the table with relaxed answers that gave Isabelle room to sparkle, but I watched Liam’s hand on my knee and the stillness in his thumb. That was the new thing in the room. He held me with the same contact as before, but the touch had stopped being absent and started being deliberate. It made my skin feel exposed.
When the round ended, Isabelle stood and reached for her empty glass. “I’m getting more wine,” she said. “Rachel, come with me. I need moral support.”
Liam’s fingers pressed once into my knee, a small signal that made my throat tighten. “Go,” he said. His voice remained warm enough for Isabelle to hear it as normal.
I stood and followed Isabelle into the kitchen. I kept my posture composed. I could feel Mateo’s gaze track the movement even when he kept his face aimed toward the table. Isabelle opened a cabinet and reached up for glasses. “You look insane tonight,” she said again, smiling at me over the rim of the shelf. “Liam is going to try to keep you home.”
“I’m not trying to torture him,” I said. The answer landed with a strange edge in my mouth. That was not the line I was walking.
Isabelle laughed and handed me a glass to hold. “Mateo is in a mood,” she said, and she said it in the easy way girlfriends did, as a simple observation about their boyfriend. “He’s been weird since the cabin. He won’t talk about it.”
My grip tightened around the stem. “Weird how?" I asked. I kept the question light.
Isabelle poured wine and shrugged. “Restless,” she said. “He keeps checking his phone. He keeps looking at you. I can’t tell if he wants you to be my best friend or if he wants you to tell me something I missed.”
A cold line ran down my back that had nothing to do with the room temperature. “He looks at everyone like that,” I said.
Isabelle gave me a look that remained friendly and still held a point. “Not this much,” she said. “I’m not mad, by the way. I just notice things.”
I nodded. I had no clean answer that could meet her honesty. “Maybe he’s stressed about practice,” I said. I heard how thin it sounded.
Isabelle set the bottle down and leaned her hip against the counter. “Are you okay?" she asked. Her voice softened. “You’ve been tense all night.”
She reached out and touched my arm in a gentle way that made me want to fold in on myself. Her care was real and it was aimed at the wrong thing. “If something is going on, you can tell me,” she said, and she kept her eyes on mine.
I opened my mouth, then closed it. I turned the motion into a small smile that I could wear. “Nothing is going on,” I said. “I’m just tired.”
Isabelle watched me for another beat, then she nodded and lifted both glasses. “Okay,” she said, and she made her smile wider. “Then we’re going to win this game and you’re going to stop overthinking.”
We walked back into the living room with the glasses. The moment we entered, Liam’s gaze found my face with that calm focus again. Mateo’s gaze found the hem of my dress, then moved away before Isabelle could catch it. Isabelle handed Mateo his drink and sat beside him, curling into his shoulder with a natural affection that should have shut the door. Mateo put an arm around her with the same ease he used for everything, but his hand remained loose, not gripping, not claiming, just performing.
Liam reached for my glass as I sat and took a sip, then handed it back to me. “You good?" he asked, low enough that Isabelle couldn't hear it.
“I’m good,” I said. I met his eyes. I needed him to believe that I was still here with him.
Liam nodded and turned to the table, but his hand returned to my knee. This time his thumb moved once, slow, pressing into the inside of my leg near the edge of my dress. The touch made my breath catch. I hated myself for it. The reaction didn't belong to Liam alone anymore.
Mateo’s phone lit up on the table. My own phone buzzed against the cushion a moment later. I didn't reach for it. Liam’s hand tightened. Mateo didn't pick his phone up either. He leaned back and looked at the ceiling for a second, then he turned his head and met my eyes across the table. The look he gave me carried a quiet command that had no words and no proof.
Liam saw that look land. He smiled at Isabelle and said, “Next round,” in the same easy tone he always used. He dealt the cards with steady hands while the room kept laughing. I sat there between the two men with my body lit up in places I couldn't show, knowing that Liam had begun keeping score and Mateo had begun pushing for the next opening.
Isabelle slapped the deck on the table and pointed at Liam with a grin. “Your turn to read,” she said, and she leaned into Mateo’s side while she watched him react, happy and keyed up in the way she got when she felt in control of a room.
Liam picked up the card and read it. He kept the tone light while his eyes kept returning to me between sentences. “Okay,” he said, “this one is brutal. I want it on record that I didn't write it.” He looked at Isabelle and then at Mateo. “Answer it, and don't lie.”
Mateo smiled and set his glass down. “You first,” he said.
Isabelle rolled her eyes and launched into a story that got louder as it went. The table filled with laughter. I laughed with them. I knew how to do that while my nerves remained tight. Liam’s hand remained on my knee under the edge of my dress. When I shifted in my seat to breathe, his fingers pressed into my leg with a steadying pressure that held me in place.
Isabelle stood again and said she needed the bathroom, and she made a face at Mateo as she walked away. “Don't start without me,” she said, and she pointed at all of us, and she looked pleased when Liam held up a hand and promised.
The bathroom door closed down the hall. The room changed. Mateo leaned forward and reached under the coffee table, then he pulled out a board game box. “We should do this one,” he said. He looked at Liam while he spoke. “You always win at it.”
Liam smiled. “You’re lazy,” he said. The words remained friendly, but his gaze didn't soften.
Mateo opened the box and started sorting pieces. His phone lit up beside his elbow, then went dark. Mine buzzed against the couch cushion. I kept my hands flat on my lap. I couldn't afford to move. Liam’s eyes dropped to my phone, then lifted to my face. His hand tightened on my knee.
“Answer it,” he said. He said it in the same tone he used when he told me to take a sip of water, quiet enough for Mateo to hear it as a normal comment.
“I don’t need to,” I said. The sentence came out fast.
Liam held my gaze. “Answer it,” he repeated. The repetition landed as a choice he was giving me.
I picked up the phone and unlocked it. Mateo’s message sat there on the screen with a line that made my stomach turn. He wrote, “Come help me in the kitchen,” and he added, “Two minutes.”
My fingers hovered over the screen. I didn't type. Any reply felt like consent in ink. I locked the phone and set it back down. I kept my face calm. Mateo watched without moving.
“I’m not going,” I said to Liam. I held his eyes while I said it.
Liam nodded once. His hand remained on my knee. “Good,” he said. He turned his attention to the pieces Mateo was sorting. “Isabelle is going to murder us if we start.”
Mateo didn't react, but the corner of his mouth tightened for a beat. He stood and carried the game box into the kitchen as though he needed more space. He didn't ask again. He didn't touch me in the room. The restraint made the pressure worse. He had learned he could move me with a sentence.
Isabelle came back and clapped her hands. “Okay,” she said. “Teams. Rachel, you’re with me. Liam, you’re with Mateo, so you two can stop acting married and start acting ruthless.”
Liam laughed at that and leaned back. He kept his arm behind me along the back of the couch. His hand returned to my knee in the same spot. Mateo sat across from us. He watched the board and played clean. Isabelle got loud and competitive. The night ran forward on rails that looked normal to anyone outside the room.
Halfway through the next round, Isabelle stood and said she needed ice cream, then she grabbed Liam’s sleeve and pulled him toward the kitchen. “Come on,” she said. “You’re in charge of dessert. You brought it.”
Liam stood, but before he moved, he leaned in close enough that his mouth brushed my ear. “Don't go with him,” he said. The words came out soft and controlled.
“I won’t,” I whispered back. I didn't add anything else. I couldn't.
Liam followed Isabelle into the kitchen. Their voices rose there, arguing about bowls and spoons. I sat alone on the couch with Mateo across the table. He didn't move at first. The lack of movement carried its own tension. He had all the time in the world to wait for my mistake.
Then he stood and walked toward the hallway. He stopped at the edge of the light where the living room ended and the hall began. He didn't look back at me. He said, “Two minutes,” and he kept walking.
I remained seated for a breath, then I stood. My body had started making decisions without waiting for my mind. I followed him down the hall with my steps quiet enough that Isabelle’s voice covered the sound. Mateo stopped near the closed bathroom door and the spare room door. He turned toward me and reached for my wrist.
His hand closed around me and pulled me in. His mouth met mine with a force that erased the room. I let it happen. My body had already crossed the line. His palm slid over my waist and under the hem of my dress. His fingers gripped the curve of my hip. The contact lit heat through me in a way that made my knees soften. I pressed my hand against his chest, not to stop him, to hold myself upright. I heard my own breath in the hall, too loud. I forced it back under control.
The kitchen voices rose, then fell, then rose again. Isabelle laughed. The laugh pierced me with a clean reminder of who stood ten steps away. Mateo broke the kiss and held my face for a beat with his hand. His eyes remained locked on mine. The control in his expression made my stomach twist.
“Back,” he said. He released my wrist and stepped away. He walked into the spare room and closed the door without a sound.




Chapter 4

I stood in the hall with my heart pounding and the fabric of my dress shifted on my waist. I smoothed it down with both hands and walked back toward the living room with my face set. When I came around the corner, Liam was returning with Isabelle, each of them carrying bowls. His eyes went straight to my mouth, then to the hem of my dress, then back to my face. He smiled at Isabelle and set the bowls down as though he hadn’t seen anything at all.
He set the bowls down and kept talking to Isabelle about how she was ruining the ice cream with too much topping. His voice remained easy, but his eyes remained on me in a way that made my skin tighten.He looked at the exact places a man looks when he has started counting evidence and has decided to keep his mouth shut. Isabelle laughed and stole a bite from his bowl, then pointed at the couch as if the only crisis in the room was our team losing momentum.
“Get back over there,” she said, and she waved her spoon at me. “You’re going to sabotage us with your calm face.”
“I’m not sabotaging anything,” I said. I sat down with care.The hem of my dress had crept higher in the hall and my hands had already smoothed it once.
Liam sat beside me, then he slid closer by a fraction and rested his forearm along the back of the couch behind my shoulders. The touch looked affectionate from the room while his hand found the inside of my knee with a firm claim that made my breath catch. He didn't look at me when he did it. He kept his attention on Isabelle’s story. The control of that made my stomach turn in a way that had nothing to do with guilt alone.
“You’re warm,” Isabelle said, and she looked at me with a grin. “Are you okay.”
I forced a small laugh. Anything else would have dragged eyes toward me.
Mateo remained out of the room long enough to stretch time, then the spare room door opened. He stepped back into the hall with the same calm posture he always wore in groups. He came around the corner and took his seat across from us. He carried his bowl in one hand as though he had been in the kitchen the whole time. His gaze met mine for a single beat that pinned me to the couch harder than Liam’s hand did. Isabelle asked him what he had been doing. Mateo answered without missing a step.
“I was looking for the extra pieces,” he said. He held up two tokens as proof. Isabelle clapped as if he had performed a magic trick.
Liam’s fingers pressed into my knee again, slow and firm. I kept my face pointed at Isabelle while my body reacted to the pressure. The worst part was that the contact from Liam should have been comfort. But it was also control. The control echoed Mateo’s hand in the hallway in a way that made my throat tighten.
“Okay,” Isabelle said, drawing out the word with theatrical impatience. “We finish this round and then we switch partners. Mateo is dead weight.”
Mateo laughed and lifted his glass toward her. “You’re only winning. Rachel is carrying you,” he said. He spoke Isabelle’s name with affection while his eyes remained steady on me long enough to make my pulse climb.
I picked up a card and read it. The words on it blurred. My attention kept returning to hands and knees and the thin layer of fabric between me and exposure. Liam’s thumb moved along the edge of my knee in a slow path that made my muscles tighten. He kept doing it while he talked, while he smiled, while he remained present. The normal mask of him made the touch mean more than it should have.
Isabelle leaned toward me and asked, “Are you blushing?" with a grin that made it a joke.
“I’m drinking wine,” I said. I lifted my glass to give my hands something to do.
Liam tipped his head toward me and spoke under the room noise. “Your lipstick is smeared,” he said. He didn't say it with accusation. He didn't need to.
My fingers froze around the stem of the glass. “It is,” I said. The words came out flat.
Liam nodded, then he reached up and dragged his thumb along the corner of my mouth with a gentle motion that could be tender in front of Isabelle. It could also be a claim in front of Mateo. “There,” he said. He turned his attention back to the game. He left me with my mouth clean and my stomach tight.
Across the table, Mateo watched that gesture and didn't react with his face, but his eyes went harder for a brief moment. He took a slow sip from his glass without looking away. Isabelle kept laughing and talking and stacking points, and she didn't notice anything except that her team was winning.
“Switch,” Isabelle announced again when the round ended, and she pushed her chair back. “Rachel, you’re with Mateo now.I want to watch Liam suffer.”
Liam’s hand tightened on my knee one more time, then released. He looked up at Isabelle with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. “We can keep teams,” he said. “We’re almost done.”
“No,” Isabelle said, delighted by her own chaos. “We switch.”
Mateo stood first and pulled his chair out beside him. He held it for me with an easy motion that read as polite to anyone in the room. His fingers rested on the backrest. When I stood and stepped toward him, his hand slid down the chair edge and brushed my hip for a fraction of a second, a touch that carried heat through me. It was so small and. It happened in front of everyone without anyone seeing it.
Liam watched the movement and remained seated. He didn't stop me. He didn't ask a question. The silence from him landed as something chosen. I sat beside Mateo. The space between my thigh and his thigh disappeared as his leg angled in. Isabelle laughed and said, “See?" as if she had just built a cute seating chart.
Mateo leaned toward the table and picked up the deck. His knee pressed mine under the edge of the tabletop, a slow pressure that held there. He read the next card in a calm voice while my body lit up from the contact. I kept my face pointed at the table and answered when it was my turn. I could feel Liam’s eyes on me from across the space, steady and quiet, watching my breath and my hands and the part of me that wanted Mateo’s knee there even while my mouth remained loyal to Liam’s laughter.
Mateo dealt the next round with a calm hand. He read the card out loud with the same steady voice he used when he talked to Liam about practice, which made the contrast brutal. His knee remained pressed against mine under the table and the pressure never moved or faded. Isabelle leaned back on the couch across from us, laughing at something Liam said about the toppings, and Liam sat with his bowl balanced on his thigh, smiling and talking with her in the easy tone he always used in rooms where nothing was supposed to be wrong. I kept my eyes on the cards. The table gave me something to look at. I forced myself to answer the prompt with a light voice, while my body kept reacting to the contact at my knee with a heat that crawled upward under the hem of my dress.
“You’re on fire tonight,” Isabelle said, pointing her spoon at me as though my focus was just competitive energy.
“I’m on your team,” I said. I let my mouth form a grin. It was the safest shape to wear.
Mateo’s hand moved under the table. His fingers found the inside of my thigh above my knee, where my dress had ridden up when I sat down. The first touch landed soft and casual enough that it could have been an accident if anyone had seen it. I didn't move away. My body had already learned that distance meant nothing once he decided to do it. Moving would have drawn attention to the exact thing I needed to keep hidden. Mateo kept his face aimed at the table while he listened to Liam and Isabelle banter about dessert. His fingers traced a slow path up my thigh until they reached the edge of my underwear. The contact lit through me hard enough that I had to clamp my teeth together to keep my breath from changing.
Liam asked Isabelle what movie she wanted to put on after the game. Isabelle launched into a list of choices with the cheerful certainty of someone who expected to be heard. Mateo’s fingers slid under the fabric and pressed into me. I held my posture still. The touch was not gentle anymore and my body answered it with a warmth that felt immediate and wet. I kept my eyes on Isabelle and nodded at the right moments as though I cared about the movie options. The effort of keeping my face calm made my throat tighten. Mateo’s fingers kept moving with patience and control and the table hid everything except the smallest changes in my breathing.
“You’re not even listening,” Isabelle said, and she laughed as she said it, but her eyes remained on my face.
“I’m listening,” I said. My voice held. I had learned how to speak while my body burned. “You want something with a twist, and you want to talk through it the whole time.”
Isabelle laughed harder and pointed at me. “See?" she said to Liam. “She knows me.”
Liam smiled at me. The smile carried warmth, but his eyes didn't. “She always knows you,” he said. His gaze flicked down toward the edge of the table for a beat, then returned to my face as though he had trained himself to look away at the last second.
Mateo’s fingers pushed deeper. I felt the slick pull of my own wetness around him. My grip tightened around my glass until my knuckles went pale. He kept moving with the same calm rhythm while he talked. He asked Liam a question about the gym in a normal voice, as though his hand was not inside his friend’s girlfriend. I answered Isabelle’s next question with a laugh that came out a fraction too high. I took a sip of wine to cover the change in my mouth. The wine didn’t do a thing except give me another sensation to manage while Mateo worked his fingers against a spot that made my stomach clench and my thighs tighten.
Liam shifted in his chair. His knee bounced once, then stopped. He set his bowl down on the table with care.
I met his eyes. Part of me needed him to stop looking at me that way and part of me needed him to keep looking.
Mateo’s hand pressed harder. My body tightened around his fingers with a helpless response that made my breath catch in my chest. I kept my shoulders steady and my face pointed at Isabelle. I forced myself to speak again so my voice could anchor the room. “Pick the thriller,” I said to Isabelle. “You’ll talk through a comedy and miss the jokes.”
Isabelle laughed and slapped Liam’s shoulder. “She’s right,” she said. “You hear that, we’re doing the thriller.”
Liam smiled and nodded. He said, “Sure,” with a tone that remained normal. He reached for his drink without looking at Mateo. Mateo’s face remained calm, but his hand under the table started moving with a tighter focus. I felt the pressure build in my body in a way that made it hard to keep my legs still. I pressed my heel into the floor, braced my free hand against the couch cushion, and kept my mouth moving through the conversation while the heat gathered low and sharp and began to take over.
Isabelle reached for another card and asked me to read it. I looked down at the words and had to blink twice before they made sense. Mateo’s fingers pushed, curled. Held. The control in that hold pulled a sound to the back of my throat that I swallowed before it escaped. My vision narrowed for a moment. I forced myself to smile as I read the prompt out loud. The room demanded normal and Mateo demanded silence.
Liam watched me while I read. I saw the exact instant when he registered what was happening. His smile remained in place and the muscles along his jaw tightened once before he relaxed them again. He didn't speak. He didn't move. He kept his eyes on my face as though he had decided that if he watched long enough he would know the truth without forcing me to say it.
Mateo’s hand kept moving. The pressure climbed until my body crossed a point where holding still became a job that required everything I had. I kept talking, I kept laughing. I kept my face arranged for Isabelle, but my thighs tightened and my toes curled inside my shoes. The release hit me in a hard wave that I took into my chest with a tight breath. I sat there while the aftershocks ran through me in small pulses that made my hands shake against the glass. Mateo withdrew his fingers with a slow drag that left me wet and open under my dress.
Isabelle was still laughing, still talking, still safe inside her own story, and she never saw anything except that I had gone a little quiet. “You’re red,” she said, grinning. “That wine is hitting you.”
“It is,” I said. The answer came out hoarse.
Mateo lifted his hand from under the table and picked up his drink. He took a sip as though nothing had happened. His fingers glistened for a beat in the light, then he wiped them on a napkin with the same casual care as someone cleaning a spill. He turned his head toward Liam. “Your turn,” he said, easy.
Liam stared at Mateo for a beat that felt long enough to crack the room open, then he smiled at Isabelle and reached for the deck. “Okay,” he said. His voice remained calm. “Let’s finish this.”
I sat with my legs pressed together under the table. I could feel the wetness against the fabric. I kept my face pointed toward the cards. I didn't trust my expression. Liam’s hand settled on my knee from across the space when he leaned forward to deal. The touch looked innocent, a brief brush as he passed the cards, but his fingers pressed with a controlled firmness that told me he knew. He was still choosing silence. That choice landed heavier than any accusation could have.
The game limped to the finish with Isabelle crowing over the score and Mateo acting amused, and Liam kept smiling and playing along while his attention remained fixed on small things that would have meant nothing an hour earlier. I kept my legs pressed together under the table. The fabric between my thighs had turned into a constant reminder, and every time I shifted my weight to get comfortable I felt a fresh, sticky pull that made me hold my breath and keep my face neutral. Mateo didn't touch me again after the table. He didn't need to. The absence of touch became its own message. His calm expression across the room carried a confidence that sat in my stomach with a heavy warmth.
Isabelle clapped her hands and announced the movie, then she started clearing bowls and napkins with bright energy, and Liam stood to help without being asked. That was who he was. Mateo rose too, steady and unhurried. He gathered glasses while Isabelle kept talking about the plot she expected. The three of them moved around the living room and kitchen with the ease of a normal night. I stood last. Standing meant exposing my dress hem and exposing myself to my own body in a way I couldn't hide from. When I finally rose I kept one hand on the back of the couch for balance so no one saw how carefully I placed my feet.
Liam appeared at my side with a plate in his hand and his expression easy. He said, “Can you grab the trash?” in the same tone as the pantry moment, as though normal tasks belonged to us and would keep us stable. I nodded and followed him into the kitchen. Isabelle kept talking without a pause. Mateo stood at the sink rinsing glasses, his sleeves still rolled, his jaw calm, his posture loose. Liam held the trash bag open for me at the bin. When I leaned forward to drop the napkins in, the movement pulled the fabric of my dress tighter over my hips. I saw Liam’s eyes flick down for a fraction of a second, then back up to my face.
“You’re shaking,” he said, quiet enough that Isabelle’s voice covered it.
Liam nodded once and tied the bag closed, then he lifted it out with one hand and carried it toward the side door. I watched him go with a hollow feeling that had nothing to do with guilt alone. Mateo set a glass in the drying rack. He reached for a towel. When he turned to hang it back on the oven handle, his gaze met mine for a beat that said too much. He knew I couldn't speak and he knew I would not leave.
Isabelle walked in with the remote in her hand and bumped my shoulder with hers. “Come on,” she said. “You’re sitting with me. If Liam tries to steal you back, I’m going to fight him.”
I forced a smile and let her pull me toward the couch. I sat where she wanted with my posture careful and my legs crossed in a way that kept everything contained. Liam came back in and took the seat at the end of the couch, close enough to reach me if he wanted. He rested his arm along the back cushion behind Isabelle in a casual sprawl that made him look relaxed from the room. Mateo sat in the chair across from us, angled toward the screen. He held his drink low in his hand. The calm in him made the room feel even more dangerous. It meant nothing had rattled him.
The movie started, the room dimmed. The first minutes went by with Isabelle commenting on the actors and Liam teasing her about being unable to watch anything in silence. I laughed when they laughed and kept my eyes on the screen. I felt Liam’s attention drift toward me in the pauses between Isabelle’s lines. Te watched the way I held my breath and watched the way my hand kept smoothing the fabric on my thigh. At one point Isabelle stood to get more water, and Liam leaned forward as though he needed to adjust a pillow. His fingers brushed the edge of my dress where it rested on my knee, then pressed once with a controlled firmness that told me he was marking a detail for later.
When Isabelle came back and the room settled again, Liam didn't move his hand back to where it had been. He didn't say anything else, but his face changed in a way I could feel more than see. His quiet had stopped being kindness and started being decision. I sat there with my body still carrying the evidence of what Mateo had done. I understood with a cold clarity that the night was not going to end with a blowup. Liam had chosen a different path. That path meant he was going to keep smiling at the screen while he built his own private list of things that didn't fit.




Chapter 5

The movie ran to its ending with Isabelle talking through half the scenes and Liam answering her with that easy patience he had for her. I sat between them with my hands folded in my lap and my legs crossed in a posture that felt staged. My body kept carrying proof. Mateo remained in the chair across from us, calm behind his glass, and Liam kept his face open to the room while his attention kept returning to me in small checks that made my throat tighten. Each one told me he was watching for something specific.
When the credits rolled, Isabelle stretched her arms overhead and declared victory over the night, and she stood to gather bowls and spoons with the bright focus of a hostess who wanted a clean counter before bed. Liam rose to help. He carried dishes into the kitchen while he kept talking about the movie. I followed with napkins in my hand. Movement gave me something to do with my nerves. Mateo came in behind me and set his glass in the sink. His shoulder brushed mine at the narrow point between the island and the fridge, a contact that should have been nothing and landed as a spark low in my belly.
Isabelle said she needed to feed her cat and asked Mateo to grab the trash, and Liam offered to take the brownie pan back to the car. Their voices filled the kitchen with normal plans and normal tasks. I reached for my coat draped over the back of a chair. Mateo stepped in close enough that his breath warmed the side of my neck when he spoke.
“Come to the front hall,” he said, soft, controlled, as if he had asked me to bring plates.
I should have said no. My feet moved anyway.
The hall was dim compared to the kitchen. The coats on hooks made a narrow wall of fabric that swallowed sound. Mateo caught my wrist and pulled me into the corner by the closet door. His mouth met mine with a force that turned my knees weak. The restraint he wore in the living room vanished the second we left it. My back hit the wall, my fingers dug into his shirt. He kissed me until my lips felt swollen and my breath came in short pulls that I had to fight to keep quiet.
“Tell me you want it,” he said. His hand slid under my coat, found my waist, and pressed hard against the curve of my hip.
“I want it,” I said. The words left me as a confession and a command.
Mateo’s hand slipped under the hem of my dress and up my thigh. The contact hit the damp fabric there and paused for a beat. He felt what I had carried through the whole movie. He pulled my underwear aside with two fingers and touched me where I needed it most. I bit down on a sound with my mouth against his shoulder while he worked me with a patience that made my legs shake.
From the kitchen, Liam’s voice carried down the hall. “Babe, you ready?” he called, warm and casual, the voice of a man who expected me to walk out any second.
My stomach clenched. Mateo’s hand tightened at my hip.
“In a minute,” I called back. I kept my tone light enough to sound bored.
Mateo turned me so my face angled toward the closet. He lifted the back of my dress with one hand while his other hand worked between my thighs. The coat rack stood close. My coat brushed my cheek as I tried to keep my breathing under control. The risk made everything sharper and the house remained full of people who had no idea what corner they had built for us. Mateo pressed his mouth to my neck and held me there with his body while his fingers drove me toward the edge again. I felt that familiar tightening build low and hot until I had to brace my palm against the closet door to stay upright.
“I’m going to take you,” he said. The sentence landed with weight. He said it as fact, not fantasy.
He stepped back enough to open his belt. He guided me with a hand at my waist into a stance that gave him access. I let him. My body had been waiting for more than fingers since the moment I sat beside him at the table. He pushed into me in one firm motion that stole my breath. I pressed my forehead against the closet door while he filled me and held there for a beat. The stretch and heat hit me hard enough to make my thighs tremble. Mateo began to move, slow at first, keeping the rhythm tight and controlled. I felt the wet drag of him with every thrust. The sound of it made me clamp my teeth and keep my mouth closed.
Liam’s footsteps crossed the kitchen floor, and a cabinet door closed. I heard Isabelle laugh at something he said.
Mateo’s hand slid around my waist and up my ribcage, gripping me to keep me steady while he drove into me with more force. The pleasure tore through me in waves that came too fast. The danger and the secrecy and the pressure of his body against mine fused into one thing. My climax hit with a shock that made my knees buckle. Mateo held me up against the closet door and kept moving through it, pushing me to take more while my body pulsed around him.
“Rachel,” Liam called again, closer now. The warmth in his voice made my throat burn. “We should head out.”
“I’m coming,” I called. My voice sounded wrong to my own ears, too thick, too strained, but the hallway swallowed part of it.
Mateo thrust a few more times, deep and hard. I felt him tense and empty inside me with a tight exhale against my neck. He remained pressed to my back for a beat, holding me while I caught my breath. His hand smoothed down my side with a slow claim that made my skin prickle.
“Fix your dress,” he said. He stepped away, buckling himself with the same calm hands he used at the dinner table.
I pulled my underwear back into place with shaking fingers, smoothed my dress down over my thighs. Turned toward the kitchen with a face I had to rebuild from scratch. Liam and Isabelle waited in there with smiles and dishes and the clean lie of a normal night.
I walked back into the kitchen with my face rebuilt into something calm. I kept my hands busy with the simplest task I could find. Movement gave me a reason to keep breathing evenly. Isabelle was scraping plates into the garbage and talking about how the movie had been predictable, and Liam was at the counter stacking bowls, his posture relaxed enough for anyone to read it as normal while his eyes kept track of me in small, precise checks that made my skin tighten. Mateo stood at the sink and rinsed a glass. He turned his head toward Isabelle at the right moments, answering her with easy laughs that sounded earned. He didn't carry the strain in his voice the way I did.
“Ready?" Liam said. He held up my coat as though he had been waiting for me in the most ordinary way in the world.
“Yeah,” I said. I stepped closer to take it, keeping my shoulders set. My body wanted to betray me in a hundred tiny ways.
Liam’s fingers caught the lapel of my coat when he draped it around me. His hand lingered for a beat at the back of my neck, gentle and steady, the touch of a man who could comfort a woman without thinking about it. His thumb pressed once against my skin. The pressure landed as a quiet signal, not a caress, not a warning, just contact chosen on purpose. I met his eyes. He smiled. The smile remained warm enough for Isabelle to keep smiling too. That was what made my throat tighten.
Isabelle followed us to the front hall and hugged me again, and she said, “Next weekend too,” in the same excited tone as though our nights were a simple ritual that meant nothing beyond friendship. Mateo stepped in close and put his arm around her shoulders. He kissed the top of her head. The ease of it made my stomach drop. It was so clean and so practiced. He looked at Liam and clapped him on the shoulder with the casual familiarity of teammates.
“Good night,” Mateo said.
“Good night,” Liam answered. His voice remained easy.
We walked out into the cold. The air hit my face and sobered me with a sharp clarity. It made the warmth in my body feel out of place. It made the night behind us feel even more unreal. Liam unlocked the car and opened my door, then he got in and started the engine. His eyes remained forward while the heater clicked on and the dashboard lights washed his face.
“You good?” he asked. He kept the question gentle. He didn't want to hand me an excuse to make a scene.
I stared at the windshield. I couldn't trust my face to hold his gaze for too long.
Liam nodded and drove in silence for a few blocks, then he said, “You disappeared for a while,” and the sentence sounded casual enough to pass as nothing, but his tone carried a careful precision that made my palms go cold.
“I was helping,” I said. I kept the answer simple. Complexity sounded defensive.
Liam’s eyes remained on the road. “With what?" he asked.
“Cleaning up,” I said. “Isabelle kept pulling me into things.”
Liam nodded again, slow. The nod didn't mean agreement, it meant he was filing the line away. At a red light, his hand reached across the console and rested on my knee, warm through the fabric of my dress, steady and familiar. The touch should have felt safe. It didn’t. His hand remained still. That stillness carried the same deliberate control as the hand on my knee earlier. It told me he was feeling for the truth through the smallest reactions my body made.
Liam didn't argue with me. He didn't push again. The quiet that followed felt heavier than a fight would have. It meant he had decided to wait. When we got home, he locked the door behind us and turned on the hall light. The bright ordinary glow made me blink as though I had been somewhere darker than I wanted to admit.
“I’m going to shower,” I said. I needed water and the clean excuse of it.
Liam nodded and watched me for a beat that made my skin prickle, then he reached for my coat and hung it on the hook. “I’ll make tea,” he said. His voice remained gentle, steady, unchanged.
In the bathroom, I stood at the sink and looked at myself in the mirror. I saw the small signs I had missed. I didn't want to see them: the flush, the softness at my mouth that would not settle, the way my dress sat on my hips as though it had been adjusted in a hurry. I turned the shower on and stepped under the water. I closed my eyes and tried to tell myself that I could walk out and be normal again. I had done it once already. The proof sat in the fact that Isabelle had hugged me at the door.
When I came out with damp hair and a towel around my shoulders, Liam was in the kitchen with two mugs on the counter. He looked up and smiled as though nothing had changed. He crossed the room and kissed my forehead, then he held my face between his palms for a moment. The touch was gentle.
“I love you,” he said.
“I love you too,” I answered. The words came out true and painful at the same time.
Liam nodded, then he stepped back and picked up his phone from the counter. His eyes flicked to the screen with a quiet focus before he locked it again and set it down. He said nothing else. He didn't change his tone, but the decision in his silence filled the room. I understood in that moment that he was not trying to catch me in a dramatic scene; he was building a private certainty, piece by piece. He had started doing it with the calm patience of a man who intended to know the truth before he ever spoke it out loud.
I set my mug down and kept my hands wrapped around the warmth. It gave me something to hold onto, and Liam stood across from me with his own mug and a face that remained soft enough to be real, even while his eyes kept returning to the details I had stopped noticing. He asked about brownies, about Isabelle’s game obsession, about whether we should do a hike next weekend. I answered him with normal words in normal order. Normal was the only shield I had left.
“Do you want to wash that dress tomorrow?" Liam said. He kept his tone casual, the kind of question that belonged to a Sunday routine and not to a night where my body still carried another man’s pressure.
“It can hang,” I said. “It’s fine.”
Liam nodded and took a sip. “You never say that,” he said. “You always want it cleaned.”
Liam set his mug down and stepped closer. He rested his hands on my waist with a steadiness that made my throat tighten. He had always touched me with ease, and now the touch carried attention. “Come to bed,” he said.
In the bedroom, I moved through the motions with care, hanging the dress on the closet door instead of folding it, keeping my underwear out of sight without making a show of it, picking up my phone and setting it facedown on the nightstand. I couldn't risk the screen lighting my lies. Liam sat on the edge of the bed and watched me without staring, but he watched. The difference mattered.
He reached for me and kissed me. I kissed him back. Refusing him would have been its own confession. Some part of me still wanted the safety of his mouth and his hands. When he slid his palm down my side and under my shirt, my body reacted with a tight awareness. The reaction pulled a change into my breathing that I couldn't mask. Liam paused with his mouth against my cheek, then he drew back enough to look at my face.
“You want me?" he said. It was not a question.
“I do,” I answered. I needed the words to be true.
Liam’s hand moved again. My body tensed in a place I couldn't control. The tension made him pause a second time. He didn't push. He didn't accuse. That choice hit harder than a fight would have. It meant he was taking measurements instead of making noise.
“I’m going to turn the light off,” he said. He said it in the same tone he used when he asked about tea, calm and ordinary.
When the room went dark, he held me close and kept his touch simple. I lay there with my face pressed against his shoulder while my mind tried to decide whether relief or dread sat heavier in my chest. Liam fell asleep with his arm around me. His breathing deepened into the steady rhythm I knew. I remained awake long enough to hear my phone buzz once on the nightstand and then go still again.
In the morning, sunlight hit the bedroom wall and made the dust in the air visible, and Liam got up first and walked into the kitchen while I remained in bed with my eyes open, watching the minutes pass. My phone lay facedown where I left it. I told myself I would not touch it until I was alone. That was the rule that kept me safe.
Liam came back in with coffee and set a mug on my nightstand. “You want eggs?" he said.
“Sure,” I answered. I pushed myself up against the pillows.
Liam’s eyes moved to my phone, then back to me. “Your screen lit up last night,” he said. “I didn’t look, but it woke me.”
My stomach tightened. “It was probably the group thread,” I said.
Liam nodded once. “It wasn’t,” he said. He kept his voice even. “It was Mateo.”
I felt the blood drain from my face. I reached for the mug with a hand that didn't feel attached to me. “What did it say,” I asked. The question came out before I could stop it.
Liam watched me for a beat that felt long enough to split the room into before and after. “It said your name,” he said. “It said, ‘Don’t wash it.’”
The silence after that sentence had weight. There was no normal reason for Mateo to tell me what to do with my dress. There was no normal reason for me to care enough to defend it. Liam didn't raise his voice and didn't move closer. The stillness in him made my pulse climb harder than anger would have.
“I spilled wine,” I said. “He saw it.”
Liam nodded again, slow. His face remained calm. “Okay,” he said. “Then that’s what it was.”
He turned toward the door and walked out to the kitchen. His footsteps remained steady. The steadiness told me he had taken the message and stored it somewhere inside himself without needing anything more from me. I sat there with the coffee warming my hands and my phone facedown on the nightstand. I understood that I had handed him a clean piece of evidence with Mateo’s words on my screen. I also understood that Liam had decided not to use it yet. He was not trying to win an argument; he was building certainty.
Liam made eggs and toast and moved around the kitchen with the same steady competence he always had. The normal sounds of a pan and a knife on a cutting board should have made the morning feel safe, but his calm had gained a new edge that made every ordinary motion look chosen. He asked me how I wanted my eggs, he asked if I wanted coffee refilled. He asked if I wanted to go for a walk later, and each question landed in the space where his earlier sentence still lived. He had pointed to Mateo’s message out loud and then put it away without a fight. I answered him with the right words. I ate. I listened to him talk about a game he watched and a teammate who had sent him a clip. I kept my face composed while my phone sat on the counter facedown, heavy with the risk that it would light up again at the wrong moment.
When he carried plates to the sink, he paused at the end of the counter where my dress hung from the closet door in the hallway. He looked at it for a second too long before he turned away and rinsed a pan. He didn't touch it. He didn't mention it again, but the attention sat in the room with us. He had started noticing objects in the house as evidence instead of decoration. I stood at the sink to rinse my mug. He came up behind me and rested his hands on my hips in a way that could have been comfort. I leaned into it. I wanted it to be comfort. I needed him not to pull away.
“I’m going to run out for a bit,” Liam said. “I need to grab a couple things.”
“Okay,” I said. I kept my voice even.
He kissed the side of my head and picked up his keys from the hook. When he walked out, the quiet in the house felt thick. The part of me that had been holding still for him started moving again the moment the door closed. I picked up my phone, opened the thread, and saw Mateo’s name with a single new line that didn't bother with a greeting.
“Today,” he wrote. “Come see me.”
My pulse tightened in my throat. My first instinct was to type no, to type anything that would draw a boundary I could point to later. My thumb hovered over the screen without moving. I couldn't pretend I didn't want the pull of it. I typed a time and a place that sounded normal on a screen, then I deleted the whole line and set the phone down and walked into the bathroom. Even writing back felt like stepping across a line that had no return.
I showered with my eyes closed and my thoughts running. I stood under the water until my skin warmed and my breathing slowed. I told myself I would not go. The message Liam had seen was proof that my life had started leaking into his vision. When I stepped out and wrapped a towel around my hair, my phone buzzed on the vanity. The screen lit with Mateo’s name again. The sight of it hit me low in the body with the same heat it had the night before.
“I’m waiting,” he wrote. “Don’t make this a conversation.”
I stared at the words until my hands started shaking. I typed, “I can’t,” and I erased it. I knew the truth was not that I couldn’t, it was that I would go if I could find any gap to pour myself through. I unlocked the phone and answered with a time that matched the window Liam had given me without meaning to, then I turned the screen off and left it facedown on the vanity as though it was a dangerous object.




Chapter 6

When Liam came home, he carried a bag of groceries and talked about the store being busy. He asked if I wanted to go to the gym later. His voice remained warm enough that I could pretend the morning had been normal. I told him I had showered, I told him I had cleaned up. I told him I might run out to pick up something for dinner. I watched his eyes hold on my face while he nodded.
“What are you picking up?" he asked.
“Don’t know yet,” I said. “I want to grab a few things.”
Liam nodded again. His mouth remained in the shape of a smile. “Okay,” he said. “Text me if you need anything.”
I took my keys and walked out with my heart beating hard enough that my throat felt tight. I drove to the place Mateo had said, a parking lot that looked ordinary and empty and had no business holding the kind of decision I was making. Mateo’s car sat near the far edge. When I pulled in beside it, he didn't wait for me to walk around; he got out and opened my passenger door and leaned in. His hand caught the back of my neck and pulled me into him with a hunger that made my knees soften against the floor mat. His mouth met mine and claimed it with a force that erased the clean air in my head. I grabbed his shirt to keep myself steady. My body had started moving toward him without any instructions from my mind.
He broke the kiss and looked at me with a calm certainty that made it worse. “You came,” he said.
“I shouldn’t have,” I answered. The sentence sounded thin even to me.
Mateo’s fingers slid down my jaw and rested at my throat for a beat, not squeezing, holding. He kissed me again and moved his hand lower. My breath caught and my legs pressed together with a reflex that made my cheeks burn. The windows fogged at the edges. My hands moved over his shoulders, over his chest. I let the moment carry me until the part of my mind that still belonged to Liam forced itself back into place.
“I have to go,” I said. I pulled back and fixed my hair with shaking fingers.
Mateo watched me straighten my dress and smooth the fabric over my thighs. He nodded once as though he had granted me a favor. “Go,” he said. “Then come back next time with less fear.”
I drove home with my hands tight on the wheel and the warmth in my body refusing to cool. I walked into the house with my face set into the expression I used for errands. Liam was at the kitchen counter, rinsing produce. He looked up and smiled at me with the same gentle warmth. That warmth nearly broke me. I couldn't match it without feeling the lie in my throat.
“You get what you needed,” he asked.
“Yeah,” I said. I lifted a small bag I had bought on the way back so my hands had proof to show him.
Liam nodded and went back to the sink. The moment should have passed, except my phone buzzed on the counter where I had set it down. The screen lit with Mateo’s name again in bright letters that belonged to my kitchen.
He didn't move fast. He didn't snatch the phone, but his eyes went to it. His face went still for a fraction of a second before the smile returned. He reached for a paper towel and wiped his hands. In the same motion he lifted his own phone from the counter and angled it toward mine. He made a small movement with his thumb that told me he had taken a picture of the screen without touching it. He set his phone down again, picked up the knife, and started chopping vegetables with steady hands.
I stood there with my mouth dry and my heart pounding. The air in the room had changed without any words being spoken. I understood he had crossed into a new stage of watching where he no longer relied on memory or instinct. Liam glanced at me with a calm face and said, “Do you want to pick a movie tonight?" in the same tone he always used. I answered him with a nod and a smile I had to build from scratch. He had proof in his pocket now and he still chose silence. The choice made the house feel both safer and more dangerous than it had ever been.
Liam kept chopping vegetables with steady hands and a face that looked relaxed enough to be true. He asked me whether I wanted rice or pasta as though the only decision in the room was dinner. I answered him without thinking about the words. My attention remained fixed on the afterimage of Mateo’s name lit up on my phone and the quiet motion Liam had made with his own, a movement that had taken less than a second and still changed everything. The worst part was that he didn't look pleased with himself. He didn't look hurt in a way that asked for comfort; he looked calm, which meant he had already moved past the need to argue about what he had seen.
“I’ll do rice,” I said.
“Rice it is,” Liam replied. He rinsed a cup and set it in the cooker.
My phone buzzed again. The sound hit the room like a dropped utensil. I had stopped expecting it and. It happened right in front of him. The screen lit with Mateo’s name once more. The message preview sat there in bright letters, short enough to be read in a glance. It said, “You’re still wet.”
My throat closed. I felt heat climb into my face before I could stop it. Liam’s knife paused against the cutting board for a beat that made the silence louder than the buzz, then he resumed chopping with the same controlled rhythm as before, as if the sentence on my screen had been a weather notification.
“Can you put your phone on silent?" he said. He said it gently, almost amused.
“Yeah,” I said. My fingers fumbled for the side button as though my hands had forgotten how to work.
I turned the phone facedown and slid it farther from the edge of the counter. I stood there with my pulse racing. There was no clean explanation for that message that could survive the reality of it. Liam didn't ask what it meant. He didn't raise his voice. The restraint made the moment feel more intimate and more brutal. It meant he had decided not to fight on Mateo’s terms.
Isabelle texted a meme into the group thread a few minutes later. I could see the preview light up on my screen in the corner of my eye. I wanted that normality so badly it hurt. Liam kept cooking. He talked about a podcast episode he had listened to. He asked me whether I wanted to go skiing next weekend. His voice remained warm as though he was trying to keep the shape of our life intact with words alone.
After dinner, he washed dishes while I dried, and our hands worked beside each other with familiar coordination, but the air between us felt different. The ordinary didn't erase the evidence anymore. When we finished and the kitchen was clean, Liam turned off the lights and walked into the living room, then he sat on the couch and patted the cushion beside him.
“Come here,” he said.
I sat down. He put his arm around me and pulled me close. The contact made my chest ache. His body still treated mine as something belonging with it. He kissed my forehead and kept his hand on my shoulder, and for a minute we watched the opening credits of a movie without talking.
Then he turned his head toward me. “I’m not going to do this in a scene,” he said. His voice remained low and controlled. “I’m not going to ask you questions while you deny it and then I feel crazy.”
I stared at the dark screen. Looking at him felt like stepping into a spotlight. “Okay,” I said. The word came out thin.
Liam’s fingers tightened once on my shoulder, then relaxed. “But I’m also not blind,” he said. “I saw his name last night. I saw it today. I took a photo of it. I’m done pretending I imagined things.”
My mouth went dry. “Liam,” I said. My voice caught on his name.
He cut me off with a small shake of his head. “No,” he said. “Listen.” He kept his arm around me, still holding me. The hold made the words heavier. He was not pushing me away while he spoke. “You can tell me the truth, or you can keep doing this. I’ll keep watching, but either way I’m going to know what my life is.”
My pulse hammered in my throat. The part of me that had been hiding behind routines tried to find a sentence that could clean everything up. “It didn’t start like this,” I said. I hated the weakness in it. It sounded like an excuse.
Liam nodded. His face remained calm. “I don’t care how it started,” he said. “I care what it is now.”
I turned my face toward him and met his eyes. He looked like a man who had already crossed a line inside himself and was simply giving me a last chance to step toward him instead of away. “I messed up,” I said. The words landed in the room as plain truth, and even that small admission made my heart race.
Liam held my gaze and said nothing for a long beat. “Are you still doing it?" he asked.
I swallowed and nodded once. Shaking my head would have been pointless now that he had Mateo’s words sitting in his phone.
Liam exhaled through his nose, slow. “Okay,” he said. The calm in that single word made my skin prickle. He shifted slightly and kept his arm around me, still holding. He looked back at the movie as though he needed a second to decide what he could do next without breaking the whole room apart.
“Here’s what’s going to happen,” he said. His voice remained low. “We’re going to finish this movie. We’re going to go to bed. We’re going to act normal tomorrow. I’m not giving Mateo the satisfaction of watching me fall apart.” He turned his head toward me again. “And then you and I are going to talk, really talk, when we’re not tired. When Isabelle isn’t in the next room. When you can’t hide behind errands.”
He was offering me time and he was also taking control of the timeline. “Okay,” I whispered.
Liam leaned in and kissed my forehead again, slow and gentle. The gentleness made my eyes sting. It felt like a goodbye and a promise at the same time. He rested his cheek against my hair and kept his arm around me. We watched the movie while my phone sat silent on the counter and Mateo’s message burned behind my eyes. I understood the episode had turned. The end was not a blowup at Mateo’s house; it was Liam choosing calm, choosing evidence, and choosing a private plan that Mateo would not see coming.
The movie played on. Isabelle’s voice lived in my head even though she was not in the room. I kept hearing her laugh in the places where my body had been doing something else in her house. Liam kept his arm around me and kept his breathing steady. He reacted to the movie at the right moments with small sounds that belonged to him, which made the quiet between us harder to hold. It meant he was choosing normal on purpose.
I nodded when he spoke. I let my head rest against his shoulder. I tried to make my body behave as though it had not been pulled into two directions for days. When the credits rolled and he turned the TV off, he stood and offered me his hand. I took it. It was the only clean thing left in the night.
In bed, he pulled the blanket up and held me close. His hand rested on my ribs with a steady pressure that kept me from floating away into my own thoughts. I wanted him to touch me with hunger. I also wanted him to stop touching me at all. Every contact carried the question he had already answered for himself. I lay there in the dark with my eyes open, listening to his breathing. I kept waiting for the moment when anger would arrive and rip the calm apart.
It didn't arrive.
My phone sat on the nightstand facedown. The urge to reach for it kept rising in me in waves. Mateo had trained that response into my body with the simplest messages. I didn't touch it. Liam was beside me, awake enough to notice. I couldn't bear to see Mateo’s name lit up in my room again. Liam’s hand tightened once against my ribs, then eased. He pressed his mouth to my forehead.
“Sleep,” he said. The word carried care and control in the same breath.
I slept in fragments. When morning came, Liam was already up and dressed, moving through the kitchen with coffee and quiet motions that made the house feel organized. I walked in with my hair loose and my face bare. He looked at me with the same warmth he always had, which made my throat tighten. It didn't match the situation. He slid a mug across the counter and asked me if I wanted eggs. I said yes. I didn't trust my voice with anything larger.
We ate at the counter. He talked about nothing for a while, about a teammate who had sent him a clip, about the weather, about a plan to hit the gym later. I answered with short sentences that didn't give him openings. When I finished my coffee, he stood and carried our plates to the sink, then he returned and rested his palms on the counter across from me in a posture that felt steady and unmovable.
“Show me your phone,” he said.
I froze with my hands around the mug. The heat that climbed into my face felt childish. I had already been caught and still wanted to hide. “Why?" I asked. The word sounded weak.
“Because I’m done guessing,” he said. “I want to see what you have been seeing.”
I reached for the phone without looking at him. My fingers shook enough that I had to try the passcode twice. The screen lit. Mateo’s thread sat there among the others. I felt my body tense at the sight of his name even before I opened it. Liam didn't move closer. He didn't snatch the phone. The restraint made the moment worse. It meant he was still choosing control.
I handed it to him.
He scrolled with a calm focus that made my stomach drop. He didn't search for romance or apologies or a clean confession; he searched for timing, for phrases, for patterns, for the structure of what we had been building. He stopped at last night, then at this morning, then he lifted his eyes to me with a face that remained composed.
“This is what you have been living with?" he said.
I nodded once. There was nothing else to do.
He set the phone down on the counter between us, screen up. He said, “You're going to write him one message while I’m here, and you're going to mean it.”
My throat tightened. “What message,” I asked.
Liam’s gaze remained on mine. “You tell him to stop,” he said. “You tell him you're done. You tell him you're not meeting him. You tell him he doesn't get to talk to you this way.”
I stared at the phone. I hated that part of me wanted to bargain. The bargaining proved I was not done inside. “If I do that,” I said. My voice caught, “he'll push harder.”
Liam nodded once. “Then he pushes harder,” he said. “And I see it. And you see it. And you stop pretending it is private.”
I picked the phone up and opened the thread. My fingers hovered over the keyboard while my mind tried to find a sentence that didn't sound dramatic and didn't sound empty. I typed, erased, then typed again. Every version betrayed me in a different way.
Liam waited without speaking.
I finally wrote, “Stop messaging me. Don't ask me to meet you. I'm not doing this,” and I hit send. The sentence was true on the screen and not true in my body.
The typing indicator appeared at once. My pulse climbed in my throat. Mateo replied fast. The reply held the same calm command he always used. He didn't need to perform sweetness.
“Come over,” he wrote. “Or I tell Liam what you did in the hall.”
My stomach dropped. The threat landed in the exact place where Liam had already planted himself. I set the phone down with the screen facing up so Liam could see. I watched his face for the first crack.
He didn't crack.
Liam leaned closer and read the message, then he looked at me with steady eyes. “He thinks he owns you,” he said.
“He thinks you won’t do anything,” I answered. The words left me before I could filter them. That had been the truth Mateo worked from.
Liam nodded. The calm on his face shifted into something colder that still remained controlled. "He's wrong,” he said. He picked the phone up and took a photo of the screen, then he set it down again.
“What are you going to do?" I asked. My voice sounded thin.
Liam didn't answer the question right away. The pause carried weight. It meant he was choosing the shape of the next move. “We’re going to keep our plans,” he said. “We’re going to see Isabelle and Mateo again. We’re going to act normal. Isabelle doesn't deserve to be caught in the blast.” He held my gaze. “And you're not going anywhere alone. You're not answering him. You're not meeting him. If he tries to corner you, you walk to me. If he touches you, you move away.”
I swallowed. The instruction sounded simple. I knew how hard it would be when the moment arrived and my body started answering before my mind could. “He’ll find a way,” I said.
Liam gave me a small nod. “Then he shows his hand,” he said. “And I decide what I do with that.”
My phone buzzed again. Mateo’s name lit the screen. The message preview appeared in a short line that made my mouth go dry. "He'll not mind,” it read. "He'll watch.”
I stared at the words. My breath caught. Mateo had said the forbidden thing out loud, the thing my body had been trying to deny even while it reacted to Liam’s attention in the room. Liam looked at the screen, then he looked at me again. The quiet between us stretched until I could hear the hum of the fridge.
“You’re not blocking him,” Liam said. It was not an accusation.
I couldn't answer. The honest answer was ugly and simple. It would destroy the last clean line between my intention and my behavior.
Liam exhaled once, controlled. He reached for my hand and held it with steady warmth. “I’m not going to ask you to be someone else,” he said. “I’m asking you to stop letting him run your body while you keep your mouth closed.” His thumb pressed into my knuckles once, firm and grounding. “You and I are going to decide what happens next, not him.”
I nodded. The nod was real. It still didn't make the heat in my stomach go away. Mateo’s message sat there on the screen with the kind of certainty that made me feel seen in the worst way. Liam picked up his mug and took a sip, then he set it down and spoke with the same calm voice he had used all night.
“I’m going to text Mateo,” he said.
My heart kicked hard. “What?" I said.
Liam’s eyes remained on mine. “I’m going to invite them over next weekend,” he said. “Dinner, games, a movie.” He let the sentence land, then he added, “And I’m going to watch him try.”
My mouth went dry. The plan sounded insane and also perfect for the kind of story we had trapped ourselves in. “Liam,” I said. My voice shook on his name.
He stood and leaned down to kiss my forehead. The tenderness in the gesture made my eyes sting. It didn't match the steel behind it. “Eat something,” he said. He picked up his phone and walked toward the living room with steady steps.




Chapter 7

I remained at the counter with my phone buzzing again. Mateo’s name lighting the screen in bright letters that belonged to my kitchen. I understood that the episode had moved into its final posture. Liam now had proof, Mateo now had nerve. I was sitting in the middle with a body that kept answering the wrong man while the right man started building a trap that would not look like a trap until it closed.
Liam walked into the living room with his phone in his hand and his shoulders set. I remained at the counter with my own phone facedown beside my mug. I couldn't look at Mateo’s name again without feeling my pulse jump. The house was bright with morning light and clean surfaces. The normality of it made my hands shake. Nothing in the room matched the messages that kept landing in the middle of it.
I heard the soft tap of Liam’s thumb against his screen, then the pause, then another tap. I pictured him choosing words with the same care he used when he cut brownies into neat rows. I wanted to follow him and see what he wrote. I didn't move. I understood what the moment demanded from me, which was stillness and trust and the ability to endure what came next without rushing into defense.
Liam came back into the kitchen and set his phone down on the counter between us with the screen facing up. “I sent it,” he said.
I stared at the screen. His message sat there in the thread with Mateo, plain and direct, the kind of text that could be shown to anyone without embarrassment. “Dinner next Saturday at our place,” he wrote. “Bring Isabelle. Games and a movie.”
My mouth went dry. “That’s it,” I said. The words came out thin.
Liam nodded. “That’s it,” he repeated. His face remained steady in a way that didn't ask me to soothe him.
I picked up my mug and took a sip. My body had started reacting to the idea of next Saturday with a mix of dread and heat that made me want to stand up and run. My phone buzzed on the counter and the screen lit with Mateo’s name, and Liam’s eyes went to it without moving his head, then returned to me.
“Read it,” he said.
I picked up the phone with careful fingers and opened the message while my heart hammered. The kitchen felt too small and too bright for what was about to arrive.
Mateo wrote, “Sure. We’ll be there.”
Nothing else. No jokes, no pushback, no hint of the threat he had tried ten minutes earlier. The clean acceptance chilled me. It meant he had understood Liam’s invitation as a game of nerve. He had decided to walk straight into it.
Liam looked at the message over my shoulder, then he reached past me and took his own phone. He took another photo of Mateo’s reply without touching mine. He set his phone down and turned his attention back to me with the same calm eyes he had used last night when he said he would not do this in a scene.
“He thinks he can sit at our table and look at you,” Liam said. The sentence landed without anger, which made it worse.
“He can,” I said. I hated that I said it. My voice sounded honest in a way I had not earned.
Liam nodded once. “He can sit at the table,” he said. “He doesn't get the rest.”
The fridge hummed behind us. The silence between our breaths turned thick. We both understood what the rest meant without naming it. I could still feel how my body reacted when Mateo directed me. I could still feel the shock of Liam seeing it without speaking. The mix of those two things had started creating a strange tension that lived in my skin and refused to leave.
Liam reached for my hand and held it. His grip was warm, steady, and firm. “This isn't a test for you,” he said. “This is a test for him.”
I swallowed. “What happens if he does something in front of Isabelle?" I asked. My voice tightened on her name.
Liam didn't answer right away. The pause told me he had already thought about it. “Then Isabelle sees her boyfriend,” he said, “and she decides what she does with that.”
The thought of Isabelle’s face changing from laughter to confusion to hurt landed in me with a sharp guilt that didn't soften anything else. I nodded once. I had no clean alternative that didn't involve pretending this could be kept private.
My phone buzzed again. My skin flared at the sound. The noise had started controlling my body. The screen lit with Mateo’s name again. I held the phone without opening it. I could feel Liam watching my hands for the smallest tremor.
“Open it,” Liam said.
I opened the message.
Mateo wrote, “Wear the dress.”
My throat closed. Heat ran through me in a way that made me angry at myself. The sentence was nothing but four words on a screen and my body treated it as a hook set deep. Liam read it. His expression didn't change, but the muscles in his jaw tightened once before he released them.
Liam reached for my phone, not to take it, just to point at it. “Don't answer,” he said.
I nodded. “I won’t,” I said. I meant it in the part of me that wanted to choose him, even while another part of me pulled toward the danger. It had been fed too many times.
Liam picked up his mug and took a sip, then he set it down and stepped closer until his torso touched mine. The closeness made my breath catch. It was simple and intimate and grounded. He kissed my forehead, then he kissed my mouth with a slow control that made my stomach tighten. He was not asking. He was not pleading. He was not performing a role for anyone else in the room. His hand moved to the back of my neck and held me there. The contact steadied me enough that my eyes stung.
When he pulled back, he kept his hand at my neck. “You're going to block him,” he said.
My pulse jumped. “Liam,” I said. The name came out as a protest before I could shape it into anything else.
He held my gaze. “Now,” he said.
I stared at the phone in my hand. Blocking Mateo would end the constant buzz that had started running my day. The idea of losing that buzz hit me with fear. That fear was the proof I didn't want to admit. It didn't belong to a woman who was done.
Liam watched my face without speaking. His silence didn't give me room to hide behind excuses.
I tapped the screen, opened the thread settings. Hit block. The phone asked me to confirm. My thumb hovered for a beat that felt too long. I could feel my body resist even while my mind pushed forward. I confirmed it and watched the thread go still. The quiet that followed felt both clean and brutal.
Liam exhaled once, then he nodded. “Good,” he said.
My phone sat silent on the counter for the first time in days. The silence had weight. It left space for everything else, including my own thoughts. I set the phone down and pressed my palms against the cool surface of the counter. I needed something physical that didn't carry desire or guilt.
Liam picked up his keys. “I’m going to the gym,” he said. “I’m going to do what I said I would do. I’m going to come back and we’re going to keep our day normal.”
I nodded. The word was all I had.
Before he walked out, he turned back and looked at me in the doorway with steady eyes. “Next Saturday is coming,” he said. “You and I decide what happens in this house.”
I watched him leave. The click of the door landed in my chest. He had given me structure and he had also taken away the one thing that had been driving my body from the outside. The kitchen remained quiet, my phone remained silent. My mind filled the space with Mateo’s short sentence anyway. The words had already gotten into me. The thought of the green dress hanging in my closet made my stomach tighten in a way that was not only fear.
Next Saturday arrived with the same ordinary light as any other weekend. That ordinariness felt like a threat. It made the whole plan look harmless from the outside. Liam went for a run in the morning and came back with flushed cheeks and calm energy. He moved around the kitchen making food prep lists and wiping counters as though we were hosting any friend couple. He asked me to chop vegetables and set out plates. He said nothing about Mateo for hours, which made the silence press in on me. It meant he was holding the whole situation in his mind without leaking it into his voice.
My phone remained quiet. Mateo was blocked. The lack of buzzing should have eased me, but it didn't. The quiet left room for anticipation to build without interruption. The green dress hung on the inside of the closet door. I looked at it more than once while I pretended to pick out something else. I told myself I would wear jeans and a sweater and keep the night simple. The thought held for about five minutes before I felt the pull of the dress again, not. Mateo had asked. My own body had learned that the dress meant a certain version of me.
Liam saw me staring at the closet and said, “Wear whatever you want,” in a calm voice that sounded generous.
I turned and met his eyes. “What do you want me to wear,” I asked. The question came out softer than I wanted.
Liam’s gaze remained steady. “I want you to look like yourself,” he said.
I put on the dress anyway.
When I walked into the kitchen, Liam looked up and held my gaze for a beat. He saw the choice in the fabric before I could explain it away. He said nothing at first, then he nodded once as though he had expected it.
“Okay,” he said. He turned back to the cutting board. “Help me with the salad.”
The doorbell rang right on time. The sound hit my stomach like a drop. Liam wiped his hands, walked to the front door, and opened it with a smile that looked real enough to fool anyone watching. Isabelle came in first with a bottle of wine in her hand, bright and laughing, and she hugged me and said I looked amazing. The sincerity of her compliment made my throat tighten. She had no idea what she had stepped into. Mateo followed her with a bag of chips and an easy grin. He hugged Liam in the casual way teammates did, then he turned to me and kissed my cheek with the same polite warmth he could have used on a friend.
“Hey,” he said. His voice sounded normal, which made my skin prickle. I could hear the private layer under it.
“Hey,” I answered. My voice held. My body had already started reacting to his presence the moment he stepped inside the house.
Isabelle walked into the living room and started talking about a new show she had found, and she made herself at home the way she always did. Mateo carried the chips into the kitchen as though he belonged there too. Liam took the wine from Isabelle and set it on the counter. He asked Mateo about practice with the same friendly ease he always used. I watched the two of them move around each other with a calm normality that made my chest ache.
Dinner went smoothly on the surface, full of jokes and small stories. The sound of forks and laughter filled the room. I kept answering and smiling. That was what a normal girlfriend did at a normal dinner. Under the table, Mateo’s knee pressed mine once, lightly, as though it was accidental. I felt my breath hitch before I could stop it. I kept my face aimed at Isabelle. I kept talking about a podcast I had listened to. My voice remained smooth while my body tightened at the contact.
Liam noticed. He didn't glance under the table. He didn't stop the conversation, but his hand reached across and rested on my thigh with a gentle claim that made my skin flare. The touch looked affectionate in the room. It also drew a line. It said Liam had felt something and had decided to put his hand there on purpose.
Mateo’s gaze flicked to Liam’s hand, then back to my face. The corner of his mouth tightened in a way that didn't look like a smile anymore.
Isabelle laughed at something Liam said and leaned toward Mateo. Mateo kissed her temple and smiled at her with real affection. The ease of it made my stomach twist. I could see how clean his performance was. Liam kept talking, kept laughing, kept being the host. He poured drinks and asked Isabelle about work. He made the night look normal enough to pass any test except the one he was running in his own mind.
After dinner, Isabelle insisted on games, and Liam brought out the same deck we had used before. Isabelle picked teams and made jokes, and she kept leaning into Liam’s playful side. The room warmed with the familiar rhythm of a night that could have been any night. Mateo sat across from me at first, then he shifted seats in a casual way that put him beside me without anyone commenting. The move made my pulse jump. It was too practiced to be random.
Mateo’s knee pressed mine again, firmer this time. His hand brushed my shoulder as he leaned forward to reach for the deck. The touch lasted a fraction longer than it needed to. My skin reacted as though it had been waiting for it. Isabelle didn't notice, and Liam didn't react out loud, but his hand moved to the back of my neck, steady, warm, a touch that grounded me and also marked me.
“You’re quiet,” Isabelle said, looking at me with a grin. “Are you nervous. You’re losing.”
“I’m thinking,” I said. I forced a laugh.
Liam smiled at Isabelle. “She gets intense,” he said. He kept his voice light while his fingers remained at my neck with a calm pressure that told me he was tracking my pulse.
Mateo leaned in close enough that his breath warmed my ear when he spoke. His voice remained low. “You wore it,” he said.
I didn't answer. I kept my eyes on the cards, but my body tightened at the sentence. It was private and it was said in my house in front of my boyfriend without anyone else hearing it. Liam’s fingers at my neck pressed once, firm enough to be felt as control. He said, loudly enough for the room, “Dessert,” as though he had decided to change the beat on purpose.
Isabelle cheered and followed him into the kitchen. Mateo remained seated beside me. The moment the room split, the air changed. Mateo turned his body toward mine and rested his hand on my knee under the edge of the table, a touch hidden by the tabletop. The heat that ran through me with the same dread and hunger as before.
The kitchen drawer opened and closed. Isabelle laughed at something Liam said. Mateo’s fingers pressed into my knee with a slow insistence that made my legs want to shift toward him.
Then Liam’s voice floated back from the kitchen, warm and casual. “Rachel, can you come help me.”
I stood too fast. The invitation felt like rescue. The chair legs scraped the floor in a small sound that made Isabelle glance up. I forced a smile and walked into the kitchen with my posture set, and Liam was at the counter with brownie slices and ice cream. He looked at me with calm eyes that carried a question.
He spoke without moving his mouth much, so Isabelle wouldn’t catch it. “Did he touch you?" he asked.
My throat tightened. “Yes,” I whispered. The honesty came out before I could stop it.
Liam nodded once. He set the knife down with care. He turned toward Isabelle with a smile that looked real. “Hey,” he said, “can you grab the spoons.”
Isabelle turned toward the drawer. In that brief moment when her back faced us, Liam leaned closer and said, “Okay,” in a voice that held steel under calm. “Now I know.”
He straightened and kept his smile in place. He handed me a plate as though the only crisis in the room was dessert. Isabelle returned with spoons. We walked back to the living room. Mateo looked up at me with a calm expression that carried private confidence. He thought he could keep pressing under the table all night and still leave the house with Isabelle smiling. Liam set the dessert down and sat beside me with his arm around my shoulders. He turned on the movie with the remote. His hand rested on the back of my neck again, steady and warm.
The screen lit the room, Isabelle curled into Mateo’s side. Mateo’s hand slid over her thigh with absent familiarity. I sat there with Liam holding me and Mateo sitting across the room. I understood the night had reached the end of the episode’s arc. Liam had gotten the confession he needed, Mateo had shown his nerve inside our house. The next move would not be a conversation. It would be a choice.
The movie ran with Isabelle talking through the parts she cared about and Mateo giving her the attention she expected from him. I sat under Liam’s arm with my hands folded in my lap and my body tight in a way I couldn't hide from myself. Mateo didn't touch me again after Liam called me into the kitchen, but he kept sending pressure across the room through eye contact that held long enough to make my pulse jump, and every time Isabelle laughed and leaned into him, I felt a sharp twist in my chest. She looked happy and safe inside a story that had nothing to do with what was happening.
Liam kept his hand at the back of my neck, steady, warm, and deliberate. The contact grounded me in a way that felt protective and possessive at the same time, since he was not holding me for comfort alone. He was holding me as a signal to Mateo and a reminder to me. I could feel how much control it took for him to keep his face open toward Isabelle while he kept track of the room with a focus that didn't blink.
When the credits rolled, Isabelle stretched and announced that she was starving again, then she started listing the snacks she wished we had, and Liam laughed and told her she would survive. Mateo stood and gathered empty bowls with an easy host-guest rhythm. He moved through our kitchen with the same confidence he had carried into Isabelle’s house the week before, which made my skin prickle. It meant he felt entitled to every room we entered.
“I’m going to use the bathroom,” Isabelle said, and she pointed a spoon at Mateo as she walked away. “Don't touch anything.”
Mateo smiled at her and said, “I won’t,” then he turned toward the kitchen with the bowls in his hands.
Liam watched Isabelle disappear down the hall, then he looked at Mateo with a calm face that carried a decision. “Hey,” he said. “Come with me for a second.”
Mateo paused with the bowls in his hands and met Liam’s eyes. “For what?" he asked. His tone remained friendly.
“Trash,” Liam said. He nodded toward the side door.
Mateo set the bowls down and followed Liam without hesitation. I stood up without thinking and drifted toward the hallway corner where I could see the back door from the living room without stepping into it. Liam opened the door and stepped out onto the small patio. Mateo followed him into the cold air. The door remained cracked enough that I could hear their voices.




Chapter 8

Liam didn't raise his voice. “You touched her,” he said.
Mateo didn't pretend confusion. “You invited me,” he replied.
Liam held the line in his tone. “This house doesn't belong to you,” he said. “My girlfriend doesn't belong to you.”
Mateo gave a short laugh that held no warmth. “Then tell her to stop,” he said. “She keeps showing up.”
Liam didn't react in his face. The calm in him felt more dangerous than anger. “You're done,” he said. “You can walk out with Isabelle tonight and keep your relationship, or you can keep pressing and I will speak to her and I will show her what I have, and you will own the result.”
Mateo’s voice dropped. “You have nothing,” he said.
Liam answered without changing volume. “I have your words on her screen,” he said. “I have your threats,” he said. “I have her answer to my question in my kitchen,” he said. “I have enough.”
A pause followed. In that pause I heard the old house sounds, the fridge hum, the quiet tick of the wall clock. My own breath in my chest.
Mateo spoke again with a tighter edge. “You want to play the steady husband,” he said. “Go ahead. She'll still think about it.”
Liam let the sentence sit without chasing it. “That part is between her and me,” he said. “Your part ends now.”
Mateo made a sound that could have been agreement or contempt, then he said, “Fine,” and the word landed flat.
Liam stepped back inside first and pulled the door closed. When he turned toward me, his eyes met mine and held for a beat that made my throat tighten. He knew I had listened and he had not tried to stop me. He walked past me into the kitchen and started stacking bowls with the same controlled hands he used for everything. Mateo came in a moment later with his face reset into a relaxed expression that would not alarm Isabelle.
Isabelle returned down the hall still talking about a scene from the movie, and she didn't notice anything except that the kitchen looked clean again. “Okay,” she said, clapping once. “We should go. I have an early day.”
Liam smiled at her and helped her into her coat, then he held the door while she walked out. Mateo followed with his hands in his pockets and his posture easy. Mateo looked at me on the way out. His eyes held mine for a beat that carried a private promise, then he moved away and put his arm around Isabelle as they walked toward their car.
When the taillights disappeared, the house went quiet in a way that felt heavy. The night had ended without a scene. That lack of a scene meant there was no release. Liam locked the door, turned toward me, and stood still for a moment with his hands at his sides, as if he needed a breath before he chose the next words.
“You heard it,” he said.
I nodded. I couldn't find a clean sentence that made me look better than I was.
Liam walked into the living room and sat on the couch, then he patted the cushion beside him. I sat down. He turned his body toward me and rested his hand on my knee with steady pressure. His face remained calm, but his eyes held a tired focus that made my chest ache.
“I told him to stop,” Liam said. "He'll not stop. He cares about rules. He'll stop. A cost shows up.”
I swallowed. “What cost?" I asked.
Liam kept his gaze on mine. “Isabelle,” he said. “His place on the team,” he said. “His standing with you and me,” he said. “Any cost that lands where he lives.”
My hands tightened together in my lap. The thought of Isabelle finding out felt brutal. It also felt unavoidable now that Mateo had brought it into our house.
Liam continued without changing his tone. “You have choices,” he said. “If you want to stay with me, you cut contact, you stop the meetings, and you stop putting your body in rooms where you can't pretend you had no say.” He paused. The pause carried weight. He didn't dress it up. “If you want him, you tell me. I step aside before I become a man who watches his own life fall apart.”
The words hit hard. He said them without drama. The lack of drama left me nowhere to hide. I looked at his hand on my knee and then back at his face. The truth sat behind my teeth with an ugly mix of guilt and need.
“I don’t want to lose you,” I said.
Liam nodded once. “Then stop feeding him,” he replied.
I felt my eyes sting and kept my face steady. I didn't want tears to become another way of avoiding the truth. “I blocked him,” I said.
“I know,” Liam answered. “That doesn't erase what your body does when he walks into a room.”
The sentence landed in me with a sharp shame. It said the part I had been refusing to look at. I sat there with my throat tight and my hands clenched. The silence between us held the real problem, which was not the messages or the games or the dinner plans. The real problem was that Mateo had found a way to make my body respond, and Liam had watched that response begin to show on my face.
Liam leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I'm not asking you to pretend it never happened,” he said. “I'm asking you to stop letting it happen again.”
I nodded. The nod felt real and fragile.
Liam reached up and held the back of my neck again, warm and firm. The contact settled me more than it should have. “Tomorrow,” he said, “you and I are going to meet Isabelle for coffee, and you're going to tell her what needs to be told in a way that protects her from the worst of it.”
My stomach dropped. “Liam,” I said. My voice tightened on his name.
He didn't move his hand. “I'm not letting him keep a clean life while he uses you as a secret,” he said. “That ends.”
I sat there with my breath tight in my chest. The episode had reached its end point in a way that felt final, since Liam had drawn a line and decided the next step would not stay private. He kept holding the back of my neck with steady pressure. I understood that he had chosen a path that would force the truth into the open. That path was the only one left that didn't leave Mateo in control.
Morning came with the clean light that made everything in our kitchen look innocent. I hated that the day had the same shape as any other day. It meant my body had to carry the secret through normal motions again. Liam made coffee and moved with the same steady focus he used for hosting. He didn't circle the topic or throw questions at me; he acted as though the plan had already been set and his job was to carry it out without giving Mateo a chance to steer the moment.
Isabelle texted in the group thread about meeting for coffee, cheerful and full of exclamation points. My stomach tightened. The invitation had no weight for her. Liam read it over my shoulder and answered with a simple time and place. The calmness of his thumbs on the screen made me feel exposed. He was the one choosing the pace now.
“Wear something comfortable,” he said. He said it in the same tone he used when he reminded me to bring a jacket.
I opened my mouth to argue and no words came out. Any argument would have been a confession of motive.
We drove to the café with the heater on and the radio low, and Liam kept one hand on the wheel and one hand on my knee, not a squeeze and not a caress, a steady weight that held me in place. He talked about nothing, about the route and parking and whether we should grab groceries after. I answered with short replies. My mind kept building scenes of Isabelle’s face changing in slow stages from confusion to hurt.
Isabelle was already there with two coffees on the table and a pastry box open between them, and she stood and hugged me as soon as she saw me, warm and familiar. That warmth made my chest ache. Mateo was not with her. The absence hit me with a strange mix of relief and dread. It meant this meeting might stay between the three of us. It also meant Mateo had chosen to send her alone into whatever came next.
“I ordered you the one with oat milk,” Isabelle said, and she pushed a cup toward me with a grin. “I remembered.”
“Thanks,” I said. My hands closed around the cup. I needed something to anchor myself.
Liam sat across from Isabelle and thanked her for the pastry. He asked her about work, and she launched into a story about a client who had been dramatic over nothing. The story had jokes and eye rolls and small details about office politics. It was almost comforting. It belonged to the life we used to share without this pressure.
While Isabelle talked, Liam listened with real attention and nodded at the right places. I watched him do it. The steadiness mattered. He was not rushing toward a dramatic reveal; he was giving her a normal on-ramp so the truth would not hit her from a dead stop.
Isabelle finished her story and laughed, and she leaned forward with her elbows on the table. “Okay,” she said. “Now tell me why you two look tense. I'm not missing that.”
Liam took a sip of coffee and set the cup down with care. “I want to ask you something,” he said. “I want you to answer from your gut, not from your loyalty.”
Isabelle blinked once, then her face shifted into focus. “What is this?" she asked. Her voice lost some of its play.
Liam kept his tone level. “Has Mateo said anything to you about Rachel?" he asked, “or has he acted in a way that made you watch him more than you want to?"
Isabelle’s mouth opened and closed once. I saw her mind start moving fast. “Why?” she asked. Her eyes went to me for a beat.
Liam didn't dodge. “Because I saw messages from him to her,” he said. “I saw them on her screen. I took photos.”
Isabelle’s posture went stiff. Her hand tightened around her cup. “Messages about what?" she asked. The word landed sharp.
My throat tightened. I stared at the coffee lid. Looking at Isabelle felt brutal.
Liam watched Isabelle, not me. That choice mattered. It kept the focus on her reality. “Messages that crossed a line,” he said. “Messages that don't belong between a man and his teammate’s girlfriend.”
Isabelle let out a short breath through her nose and leaned back in her chair. “No,” she said. The word came fast. “Mateo doesn't do that.”
Liam nodded once. “I expected that answer,” he said. He reached for his phone.
I felt my stomach drop when he unlocked it. Part of me still wanted this to stay in the dark where it had lived, and part of me wanted it dragged into daylight so my body could stop running my life.
Liam turned the phone screen toward Isabelle. He kept his thumb on the edge of it so he could scroll without handing it over. Isabelle leaned in. Her face changed as she read. Her eyes moved left to right, her jaw tightened. The color drained from her cheeks in a slow wash that made my chest ache.
Isabelle sat back and stared at the table. Her lips parted as though she wanted to speak and couldn't pick a first sentence. “When?" she asked. Her voice sounded thinner than I had ever heard from her.
“Last week and this week,” Liam said. “Yesterday in our kitchen.”
Isabelle looked at me again. Her eyes searched my face with a need that felt raw. “Rachel,” she said, and she swallowed. “Tell me you didn't.”
My mouth went dry. I felt the heat rise into my face. The truth had nowhere to go. “I did,” I said. The sentence came out plain. Anything else would have been cruel.
Isabelle pressed her fingertips against her temple and shook her head once, small and sharp. “No,” she said. “That makes no sense.”
Liam kept his voice low. “It makes sense when Mateo decides he can take what he wants,” he said, “and when Rachel makes choices she can't take back.”
Isabelle’s eyes filled, and she blinked hard and looked away toward the window. “Why?" she asked. The question went toward me with a soft edge that made it worse.
I couldn't give her a story that would spare her pain. No story could. “I can't explain it in a way that makes it clean,” I said. “I can tell you it happened and it should not have.”
Isabelle’s hands clenched around the cup until her knuckles went pale. “He's at practice,” she said. Her voice tightened. “He's with Liam all the time.”
Liam nodded. “That is part of why I'm doing this now,” he said. “I'm not giving him a private lane anymore.”
Isabelle looked at his phone again, then at me, then down at the pastry box as though the sugar could ground her. “Did he threaten you?" she asked. The question landed with a new seriousness.
Liam answered before I could. “He threatened to tell me,” he said. “He threatened to corner her. He pushed.”
Isabelle’s face went hard for a moment. I saw anger fight with shock. “I want his phone,” she said. “I want to see what he sent.”
Liam held her gaze. “You can ask him,” he said. “He'll deny and he'll delete.”
Isabelle’s breath hitched, and she pressed her palm to her mouth for a beat, then she lowered it and looked at me again with a pain that felt direct. “Did you block him?" she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Liam made me do it.”
Isabelle flinched at the sentence. I hated myself for saying it that way. It handed her a new angle that made this sound like a power struggle between men, when the truth had started in my own choices.
Liam spoke again. His tone remained calm. “Isabelle,” he said, “you have to decide what you want next. I won't tell you what to do.”
Isabelle stared at the table for a long beat. Her voice came out low. “I want Mateo here,” she said. “I want him in this chair, in front of me.”
My stomach dropped. The café had people and noise and bright light. The thought of Isabelle confronting him here felt brutal.
Liam didn't argue. He reached for his phone again and unlocked it. “Do you want me to text him?" he asked.
Isabelle nodded once, tight. “Text him,” she said. “Tell him to come now.”
Liam typed with steady thumbs and set the phone down. Isabelle sat with both hands wrapped around her cup as though it was the only stable thing left.
I stared at the door. I could already picture Mateo walking in with that easy posture and that calm face. I understood that the moment I had been avoiding had arrived anyway. It had arrived in public where no one could hide behind a kitchen counter or a hallway corner.
Mateo walked in with his shoulders squared and his jacket unzipped. He scanned the room in one clean sweep that landed on Isabelle first, then on Liam, then on me. The order told me he had decided what story he wanted to sell before he had even crossed the threshold. He carried a coffee cup in his hand, unopened. He held it as a prop that said he had been on his way somewhere normal. He gave the barista a nod that looked friendly enough to pass. Isabelle didn't stand to greet him. The absence of her usual warmth made his posture tighten for a fraction of a second before he pulled it back under control.
“What is this?" Mateo asked. His voice remained level, but his eyes held on Isabelle’s face with a directness.
Isabelle’s hands remained wrapped around her cup. Her gaze remained fixed on him without blinking. “Sit down,” she said.
Mateo set the cup on the table with care and sat. His knee angled toward Isabelle out of habit, an old motion that would have read as closeness on any other day. Isabelle didn't move toward him, and she didn't reach for his hand. The distance between their bodies made the table feel wider than it was.
Liam spoke first. He had chosen that role and he didn't flinch from it. “Isabelle saw messages you sent Rachel,” he said. He kept his tone steady enough that no one in the café turned their head.
Mateo’s mouth tightened. He gave a short laugh with no warmth in it. “Messages,” he repeated. His gaze flicked to me and back. “What messages?”
Isabelle reached into her purse and pulled her phone out. Her hand shook enough that the movement looked wrong on her. Isabelle never shook in a room, not at parties, not at work, not in arguments. She set the phone on the table and unlocked it with a stiff motion, then she turned the screen toward Mateo.
“Those,” she said.
Mateo leaned in and looked at the screen. The café noise kept moving around us, cups clinking and voices rising. The ordinary sounds made the moment feel sharper. Our table held a private collapse inside public light. Mateo’s face didn't break into panic; he kept it composed. He let his eyes move across the lines without any rush. When he sat back he did it with a slow calm that made my stomach drop. I recognized the same calm he used on the field when he decided he was going to force a play through contact.
He looked at Isabelle. “Those are out of context,” he said.
Isabelle’s eyes filled, and she blinked hard and looked away for a beat, then she snapped her gaze back to him. “What context makes you say that to my friend?" she asked. Her voice carried a crack that made my chest ache.
Mateo spread his hands on the table, palms down, an open gesture that meant he was about to take control of the story. “Rachel and I joked,” he said. “You know how the group gets when we drink and watch movies. It crossed a line in text. It should not have. I can own that.”
Liam’s jaw tightened once. “Don't do that,” he said, still calm. “Don't turn this into teasing.”
Mateo’s eyes slid to Liam with a flat look. “You invited us,” he said. “You kept bringing us together.”
Liam didn't react to the deflection. “Answer Isabelle,” he said.
Isabelle’s voice came out lower. The anger inside it started to show. “Did you touch her?" she asked, and she said it without dressing it up in softer words.
Mateo paused. The pause held more truth than his sentences had. He looked at Isabelle. His gaze remained steady. “No,” he said. “I didn't touch her.”
My throat closed. Heat rushed into my face. The lie landed clean in the air and I felt how easy it was for him to say it while my body still remembered the contact in my house. Isabelle stared at him with a look that tried to force reality to hold still.
Liam turned his head toward me. “Rachel,” he said. He used my name with a firmness that felt gentle and brutal at the same time. “Tell her.”
Isabelle’s eyes snapped to me. The pleading in her face hit me hard enough that my hands went numb around my cup. Mateo kept his gaze on me too. He didn't frown or threaten; he watched with a quiet confidence that told me he expected me to protect him. That had been the pattern he fed.
I swallowed. My voice came out rough. “He touched me,” I said. The sentence landed plain and heavy.
Isabelle’s breath caught. Her hand flew to her mouth, then dropped to the table. Her fingers clenched against the wood. Mateo’s eyes remained on me, and for the first time his calm cracked at the edges. He had not expected my mouth to choose truth over the structure he had built.
Isabelle looked back at him. “You lied,” she said. The sentence came out with a cold steadiness that didn't sound like her.
Mateo leaned forward. His voice went tighter. “Rachel is upset,” he said. “You both are,” he said. He tried to aim the room back toward emotion and confusion instead of facts. “This has been a mess, and people remember things wrong when there’s drinking.”
Liam’s hand moved across the table and rested on the edge near my cup, not touching me, not making a scene, placing himself there as a wall. “Stop,” he said. “Don't call her a liar.”
Mateo’s eyes hardened. He sat back in his chair with a muscle in his jaw working. “So what is this?" he asked Isabelle. His voice carried irritation under control. “You want to blow up our lives in a café.”
Isabelle’s eyes filled again, and she didn't wipe them. She didn't care who saw the tears. “I want the truth,” she said. Her voice shook. “I want you to say it to my face without hiding behind word games.” She pressed her palm to the table. “How long.”
Mateo’s gaze went to the window, then back. His breath came out through his nose. “It didn't start as anything,” he said. “It became something. Nobody stopped it.”
My stomach turned. The sentence dragged Liam and Isabelle into the blame without naming either of them. Liam didn't bite on it.
“I stopped it,” Liam said. His voice remained low. “You didn't.”
Isabelle stared at Mateo with a look that looked older than her. “Did you plan it?" she asked. The word cut through the fog.
Mateo’s mouth tightened. “No,” he said. “I didn't plan anything.” He looked at me again. The look held a warning without any words. “Rachel made choices.”
Isabelle’s head turned toward me again. The pain in her eyes hit me in a way that felt physical. I held her gaze. I owed her that much. I spoke before Mateo could fill the space again.
“I made choices,” I said. My voice steadied as the sentence left me. “He pushed. I didn't stop it.”




Chapter 9

Isabelle’s shoulders collapsed inward for a moment, and she pressed her fingertips against her forehead and sat there with her eyes closed, breathing through something that had no clean exit. When she opened her eyes, she looked at Mateo with a flat calm that scared me more than shouting.
“You're not coming home with me,” she said.
Mateo’s face sharpened. “Isabelle,” he started.
She cut him off with a small shake of her head. “No,” she said. “You can leave. You can find your own ride. You can call anyone you want.” Her voice broke on the next sentence and she forced it back into place. “Don't touch me.”
Mateo’s chair scraped the floor as he stood. Heads turned in the café. The public attention made his face tighten with anger he couldn't show. He leaned toward Isabelle as if he could pull her back through force of presence, and Liam stood too, placing himself between them without raising his hands.
Mateo stared at Liam with a cold look. “You think you won,” he said.
Liam’s voice remained steady. “This isn't a game,” he said. “Walk away.”
Mateo’s gaze went to me one last time. The look was not longing or apology; it held possession stripped bare, the same possession that had made my stomach twist with heat and fear in my kitchen. He turned and walked out. The bell over the café door rang, bright and useless. The normal sound made me want to scream.
Isabelle sat there shaking, staring at her cup as though it belonged to someone else. I reached across the table with my hand open, moving slow enough not to startle her. She didn't take my hand. She didn't look at me.
“I need air,” she said. Her voice came out small.
Liam nodded. “We’ll go,” he said. He reached for his wallet, paying without argument. He knew money didn't matter in the moment.
We walked outside into cold air. Isabelle stood on the sidewalk with her arms crossed tight over her chest, looking toward the street as if she expected Mateo’s car to return. Her breathing came shallow, and she blinked hard and kept blinking, trying to hold her face together in public.
“I trusted him,” she said. The sentence landed without drama, which made it worse. She turned her head toward me and met my eyes. The pain there made my stomach drop. “I trusted you too.”
“I know,” I said. My voice cracked on the second word. “I know what I did.”
Isabelle looked away again. Her jaw clenched. “I can’t talk to you,” she said. “Not today.”
Liam stepped closer to her, keeping his voice low. “Do you want us to drive you home?" he asked.
Isabelle shook her head. “I want to walk,” she said. “I want to be alone.”
She turned and started down the sidewalk. I watched her go with my throat tight and my hands cold. The episode had ended in daylight with no room left for denial. The clean normal version of our friend group had disappeared in a single morning, leaving me standing beside Liam with my body still buzzing with the wrong kind of memory and my life stripped down to consequences that no amount of silence could hide.
Liam and I stood on the sidewalk after Isabelle disappeared around the corner. The cold air kept brushing my face while my body remained hot under my coat in a way that made me hate myself. The heat didn't match the ruin we had just watched unfold. Liam didn't put his arm around me in the street and he didn't step away either. He was holding the line he had chosen, which was calm control, no scene, no comfort that could be mistaken for a reward.
“We’re going home,” he said. His voice remained level.
I nodded. The motion felt mechanical. My throat had tightened into something that didn't want to open.
In the car, he drove with both hands on the wheel and his eyes forward. The quiet between us had weight. There was nothing left to argue about. My phone sat in my purse with Mateo blocked and Isabelle’s face burned into my mind, and every red light gave me a moment to picture Mateo’s last look and Isabelle’s last sentence and the instant when my voice said the truth out loud. Liam didn't ask me whether I regretted it. He already knew I regretted the consequences. The real question was what I would do when consequences stopped being fresh and the craving returned.
When we walked into the house, the warmth hit my skin and made the silence sharper. Our kitchen looked normal, our couch looked normal. The night before sat on the floor of my mind with the same clean surfaces wrapped around it. Liam took off his jacket and hung it up, then he turned toward me and kept his hands at his sides. I waited for the anger that never arrived.
“You saw what he did,” he said.
“I saw it,” I answered. My voice sounded small even to me.
Liam nodded once. “He lied to her first,” he said. “He tried to make you the unstable one second.” He paused, then he added, “He didn't expect you to speak.”
I swallowed and looked down at my shoes. The truth of that sentence made my stomach tighten. I had been useful to Mateo. I remained quiet and managed the room. The moment I opened my mouth in daylight the whole structure cracked.
Liam stepped closer and set a glass of water on the counter, then he set a second glass beside it and pushed it toward me. “Drink,” he said.
I took the glass and drank. My hands shook enough that the water tapped against my teeth.
“I need you to hear this,” Liam said. His voice remained calm in a way that made every word land heavier. “This isn't over. He doesn't handle loss with grace.”
My pulse climbed again. “What do you think he’ll do?" I asked.
Liam leaned his hip against the counter and watched me with steady eyes. "He'll try to control the story,” he said. "He'll tell someone first. The first version becomes the one people repeat.” He let that sit, then he said, “He may try to pull you back in. He may try to punish you for blocking him.”
My throat tightened. “I don’t want him near me,” I said. The sentence was true in my mind even while my body still carried the memory of how easily it had answered him.
Liam nodded. “Then we plan for what your body does when he appears,” he said. “We plan for what you do with your feet and your hands and your mouth when he tries to corner you.”
I stared at him. The bluntness made me feel stripped, but it also made me feel seen in a way I couldn't deny.
“I can quit hanging around them,” I said.
Liam’s expression held. “Isabelle isn't him,” he said. “Isabelle didn't earn exile.” He paused, then he added, “But we also don't pretend we can rewind.”
My eyes stung. I forced myself to speak through it. “I broke her,” I said.
Liam’s jaw tightened once, then released. “Mateo broke her,” he said. “You helped.” He kept his voice even. The evenness made it worse. It left no room for me to turn this into a softer story.
I set my glass down and pressed my palms to the counter to steady myself. “What happens with the team,” I asked.
Liam’s eyes remained on mine. “If he keeps it quiet, I keep it quiet,” he said. “If he tries to smear you or he tries to make you look unstable, I use what I have.” He lifted his phone from his pocket and set it on the counter without unlocking it. “I kept receipts for a reason.”
I nodded. The nod carried relief and dread at once. I wanted protection and I also hated that my life now required it.
My phone buzzed in my purse. The sound hit my chest hard enough that my breath caught. My body still responded to that vibration before my mind could catch up. Liam’s gaze went to the purse, then back to my face. His expression remained steady.
“Get it,” he said.
I pulled the phone out and saw a text from an unknown number with a single line that made my stomach drop.
“You should have remained quiet.”
My fingers went numb around the phone. My mouth went dry. I realized Mateo had already found a new lane into my life. Blocking him had never been the point for him. Liam held his hand out without rushing, palm up. I set the phone in it.
He read the message, then he took a photo of the screen. He handed the phone back to me. “Don't answer,” he said.
“I won’t,” I said. The words came out rough.
Liam took a breath and let it out in a controlled way, then he stepped closer and rested his hand at the back of my neck, warm and firm, grounding me in place. “This is what I meant,” he said. "He's going to escalate, and you and I are going to stay boring.”
My eyes stung again. I kept them open. I wanted the pain to stay real. “I don’t know who I'm right now,” I said. The sentence tasted ugly. It admitted how far I had drifted from my own self-story.
Liam’s gaze didn't soften into pity. “You're someone who made a choice and then made another choice,” he said. “You can make a third one. It can be the one that stops the spiral.”
I nodded. The structure of that sentence made sense in a way my feelings didn't.
Liam picked up his phone and looked at the time, then he said, “I’m going to text Isabelle and tell her we're here if she needs a ride or a witness.” He met my eyes again. “You're going to shower, you're going to put your phone on the counter, and you're going to come back out and sit with me. I'm not leaving you alone with that number buzzing your brain.”
I swallowed and nodded, then I walked toward the bathroom with my shoulders tight and my phone heavy in my hand. The day had ended one secret in public and another secret in my purse. The new episode had already started with a threat that proved Mateo’s real kink was control, not sex. That control had just been challenged for the first time.
I showered with my phone on the counter where Liam could see it. I kept the water hot enough to make my skin sting. I wanted something physical to focus on that was not the message sitting in my head. When I stepped out and wrapped myself in a towel, the house sounded the same as it always had, with the fridge humming and a pipe ticking once. That normal noise made my chest tight. It meant the world had not changed even though my life had.
Liam was in the living room when I walked out, sitting on the couch with his phone in his hand and his shoulders set. He looked up with a steady expression that told me he had already done what he said he would do. My phone remained on the kitchen counter, screen down. The distance between it and me felt necessary. I didn't trust my own hand to pick it up out of habit.
“I texted Isabelle,” Liam said. “I told her we're home. I told her Mateo sent a message from a new number.”
My throat tightened. “What did she say?" I asked.
Liam set his phone down on the coffee table and held my gaze. “She said she's walking,” he said. “She said she doesn't want to go home yet.”
I sat down on the couch with my towel tight across my chest. I tried to breathe through the ache in my ribs. The last twenty-four hours had moved faster than my mind could absorb. Liam didn't reach for me right away. The restraint mattered. Comfort felt complicated now and he knew it.
“We need to do this in order,” he said. “I want the whole timeline from you. I want it clean.”
My mouth went dry. “You already know the main parts,” I said.
Liam’s eyes remained on mine. “I know what I saw,” he replied. “I don't know what you did when I couldn't see you.”
I nodded. I refused the structure he offered. The truth would keep coming up anyway until it was spoken once all the way through. I pulled my knees up under the towel and locked my hands together so my fingers would stop shaking.
“It started at Isabelle’s,” I said. “It started with the table.”
Liam gave a small nod. “Go on,” he said.
I told him the order without decorating it. Decoration sounded like hiding. I told him about the hallway, about the coat rack, about the corner by the closet, about my voice calling back down the hall when he asked where I was. I felt my face burn as I said it. The memory didn't arrive only as guilt. It arrived in my body with heat. That heat made me want to crawl out of my own skin.
Liam’s expression remained steady while he listened, but his jaw set once when I described the hall. The set of it carried something that looked close to anger, then passed. When I moved to the parking lot, to the drive, to the way my hands held the wheel, he kept his gaze on my face and didn't look away. He had decided he would not flinch from any part of it.
When I finished, the room remained quiet for a long stretch. The quiet felt heavy. There was no clean sentence that fixed what I had said.
Liam leaned forward and picked up his phone, then he opened a note and typed without rushing. “Dates and times,” he said. “Approximate is fine, but I want the sequence right.”
I answered him. He typed. The sound of the keys tapping became the only movement in the room for a few minutes. I watched his hands while he wrote. Those hands had held me in bed the night before and those same hands were now building a record that could ruin Mateo if Mateo pushed again.
When Liam finished, he set the phone down and sat back. His eyes held mine with a tired focus. “He cornered you in our hall,” he said. “He took you to a parking lot,” he said. “He sent threats,” he said. “This isn't flirting.”
“No,” I said. “It turned into something else.”
Liam nodded once. “It turned into control,” he replied. “He wants you to respond on demand. He wants you to believe he can reach you no matter what you do.”
I swallowed. “He can,” I said. The admission tasted bad.
Liam’s hand came up and rested on the back of my neck, warm and firm. The contact anchored me in place in a way that made my breath catch. It was the same touch he used in the kitchen when he wanted me steady. “He can reach your phone,” he said. “He can't reach you unless you carry yourself to him.”
My eyes stung. I stared at the edge of the coffee table. I couldn't look at him without feeling the full weight of what I had done. “I carried myself to him,” I said.
Liam held the back of my neck a moment longer, then he let his hand drop. “You did,” he said. “That part is yours.” He paused, then added, “The part where he escalates into harassment is his.”
I took a breath that shook. “What happens next,” I asked.
Liam leaned forward and spoke with the same steady voice he used in the café. “We don't answer unknown numbers,” he said. “We document everything.” He pointed toward the kitchen with his chin. “Your phone gets a new number tomorrow. I'm the one who deals with the carrier.” He tapped his own phone once against his palm. “If he contacts you again after that, we have proof he hunted it down again.”
I nodded. The practical plan made my chest loosen a fraction. It gave me something to do that was not just regret.
Liam continued. “Second,” he said, “we decide what to do with the team.” He held up a hand to stop me before I could speak. “Not today. Today we let Isabelle breathe and we keep Mateo from controlling the story.”
I swallowed. “He already will,” I said.
Liam nodded. "He'll try,” he replied. “That is why I kept receipts. That is why Isabelle saw the messages with her own eyes.” His gaze remained on me. “If he tells people you chased him, I show what he wrote. If he tells people you're unstable, I show what he wrote. If he tries to pressure you in person, I put it on record.”
My throat tightened. “So I'm done seeing him,” I said. I heard the weakness in my own voice. Part of me still flinched at the finality even while I wanted it.
Liam watched my face. “Say it as a choice,” he said.
I forced the words out with a steadier tone. “I'm done seeing him,” I said.
Liam nodded. The nod looked like approval and relief in the same motion. “Good,” he said. “Now you act in ways that match it.”
The front doorbell rang. The sound hit my chest hard enough that my pulse jumped into my throat. Liam stood at once. The speed of his movement made my skin prickle. It was the first time he had moved with urgency since the café.
“Stay here,” he said. He walked to the door.
I heard the lock, the door opening. Then Isabelle’s voice, thin and broken, trying to speak through breath that would not settle. Liam said her name once in a low tone. The way he said it told me he had moved into the role of steady witness for her now.
Isabelle stepped into the living room with her coat half open and her hair out of place, and she looked at me for one beat, then looked away. That single movement carried more pain than any insult could have. She held her phone in her hand as if it had become heavy.
“He texted me,” she said to Liam. Her voice shook. “He said you ambushed him. He said Rachel came onto him. He said you were trying to ruin his life. You're jealous.”
Liam took her phone without pulling it from her hand. She offered it. He looked at the screen with the same focus he had used all morning.
Isabelle’s eyes filled again, and she pressed her knuckles against her mouth. “Tell me I'm not stupid,” she said. The sentence came out raw.
Liam’s voice remained steady. “You're not stupid,” he said. “You're facing reality.”
Isabelle let out a sound that was close to a sob, then she swallowed it down, and she looked toward me with eyes that held hurt and anger in the same stare. “Did you ever think about me,” she asked.
My throat closed. I nodded once. Anything else would have been a lie. “I did,” I said. “I didn't stop.”
Isabelle’s face tightened, and she looked away again. The room filled with a silence that had no exit. The truth had finally reached the only person who mattered most. Liam stood between us without making it a wall. He said Isabelle’s name again, grounding her.
“Sit,” he told her. “Breathe.” He looked at me with a direct, controlled gaze. “And you,” he said, “tell her the truth one more time, from start to finish, with no soft edges. The next phase is Mateo trying to rewrite it. Isabelle deserves the version that doesn't move.”
Isabelle sat on the couch with her coat still on and her phone in her hand, and she kept staring at the screen as though the words might change if she looked long enough. Liam stood near the coffee table with his shoulders set, holding the calm he had carried all day. I sat on the other end of the couch with my hands locked together. My body wanted to flinch away from Isabelle’s eyes and there was nowhere left to go.
“I'm going to tell you,” I said. My voice came out rough. My throat kept tightening on every sentence. “I'm going to tell you the order. I'm not going to dress it up. I'm not going to turn it into a story.”
Isabelle’s gaze snapped to me. The hurt in it made my chest ache. “Say it,” she replied.
“It started at your place after dinner,” I said. “We were at the table, you were laughing. Mateo put his hand under the table and touched me. I didn't move away.”
Isabelle’s face tightened. Her fingers clenched around the edge of her phone. “You let him,” she said.
“Yes,” I answered. “I let it happen.”
Liam remained silent. It forced the words to come from me instead of being carried by him.
“When you got up to do something,” I continued, “Mateo pulled me into the hall by the front closet. He kissed me.” I swallowed and kept my eyes on Isabelle. “I kissed him back.”
Isabelle’s breath hitched, and she turned her head toward the window for a beat, then she forced herself to look back at me. “In my house,” she said.
“In your house,” I said. The sentence tasted bad. It was true.




Chapter 10

I kept going. Stopping would turn this into fragments, and fragments would give Mateo room to rewrite. “After that night, he texted me,” I said. “He pushed for more. I answered him. Then I met him once when Liam thought I was running errands.”
Isabelle’s chin lifted a fraction. “You left Liam to meet him,” she said.
“Yes,” I said. “I did.”
Liam’s jaw tightened, then released. He kept his eyes on Isabelle. He had chosen to protect her from watching his anger land on me.
Isabelle pressed her fingertips against her mouth, then lowered her hand and spoke with a flat calm that scared me. “Did he force you?" she asked.
“No,” I answered. The truth had to stay clean. “He pushed. He used pressure. He said things meant to control me, but I went.”
Isabelle stared at the carpet for a long beat. When she looked up again, her eyes held a kind of disbelief that had no place to rest. “So you both lied to me,” she said. Her voice shook. “You sat with me and laughed.”
“I did,” I said. “I lied by omission. I lied with my face. I kept showing up. The routine made it feel normal when it was not.”
Isabelle’s shoulders drew inward, and she shook her head once. “Why?” she asked again. The question came out smaller than before.
“I can't give you a reason that makes you feel better,” I said. The sentence came out steady. I had no use for excuses anymore. “I can tell you that it started with a boundary I didn't defend. It grew. I kept letting it grow. I kept telling myself I could manage it.”
Isabelle’s eyes filled, and she wiped her face with the back of her hand with a motion that looked angry at the tears. “And Mateo,” she said, turning her head toward Liam, “what did he do when you confronted him at the café.”
Liam answered without raising his voice. “He denied it,” he said. “He tried to cast doubt on Rachel’s memory. He tried to paint this as teasing. When that didn't work he tried to blame everyone but himself.”
Isabelle let out a breath that sounded ragged and stood up, then paced two steps and stopped. The living room was not large enough for what she needed to do with her anger. “He came home after,” she said. “He acted hurt and noble. He said you ambushed him. He said Rachel chased him. He said you hated him for no reason.” She turned toward me again. Her voice broke on the next part. “He said you were unstable.”
Liam stepped forward one pace, not as a threat, but as a presence. “He sent Rachel a message from a new number,” he said. “He threatened her for speaking.”
Isabelle’s head snapped toward Liam. “Show me,” she said.
Liam held out his hand toward my phone on the counter. I brought it over with fingers that still felt numb. He opened the message thread with the unknown number and angled the screen toward Isabelle. Isabelle read it with a stillness that looked carved into her face.
“He'll not stop,” Isabelle said. The certainty in her voice made my stomach drop. "He'll keep trying to control the story. He'll keep trying to control her.”
Liam nodded. “That is why we document,” he said. “That is why we don't answer him.”
Isabelle looked at me again. The pain in her eyes had a harder edge now. “Do you want him?" she asked.
The question hit me in the gut. It forced a clean answer with no cover. I felt the old pull in my body rise up out of habit even while I saw Isabelle standing in my living room with her life in pieces. “I wanted the danger,” I said. The sentence came out with a blunt honesty that made my face burn. “I wanted the feeling of being pulled into it. I kept going. I didn't stop myself.” I swallowed and added the part that mattered. “I don't want him in my life.”
Isabelle’s mouth tightened, and she stared at me for a long beat, then she looked away. She had no space left to hold my feelings along with her own.
Liam spoke in the same calm tone he had used all day. “Isabelle, you decide your next step,” he said. “If you want a witness when you go home, I come.” He paused. “If you want to tell his coach, I come.” He paused again. “If you want to keep this private for a day so you can breathe, we do that.”
Isabelle stood still with her arms crossed tight against her chest, then she nodded once. “I want my keys,” she said. “I want my things. I want to sleep somewhere he isn't.”
Liam reached for his jacket. “Okay,” he said. He looked at me. “You stay here.”
Isabelle’s head snapped toward him. “No,” she said. The word came out sharp. “She stays away from him.”
Liam nodded. “She will,” he replied. “I'm taking you, and you're not walking into that house alone.”
Isabelle’s gaze held on me one last time. The anger in it landed clean. It was earned. “I can't be your friend,” she said. “Not now.”
“I understand,” I said. My voice cracked on the last word. I deserved the loss and I still hated it.
Liam guided Isabelle to the door with a hand near her shoulder, not touching, giving her space to keep her dignity. Isabelle walked out into the cold with her chin lifted as though posture could hold her together. The door closed. The house went quiet. I stood in the living room with my phone on the counter and Mateo’s threat sitting in my mind. The secret part of this had ended. What remained was the part where consequences kept moving even after the heat faded.
When the door closed behind them, the house felt too large. Every room held the residue of last night’s normal performance and this morning’s public collapse. The combination made my skin crawl. I stood at the counter and stared at my phone as though it could bite, then I carried it to the bedroom and set it in the top drawer with my charger cord. I needed one physical act that said I was choosing distance.
I tried to clean. Cleaning had always been my way of making a space feel controlled, but my hands kept stopping over pointless details, a dish that was already clean, a pillow that didn't need straightening, a blanket that didn't need folding. My mind kept replaying Isabelle’s face when she read the messages. It kept replaying Mateo’s eyes when I spoke in the café. That look had not held regret; it held a promise that he would not accept the loss without getting something back.
The drawer buzzed, muffled and ugly. My body had learned that vibration as a cue. I walked into the bedroom and opened the drawer, and a second message from the unknown number sat on the screen.
“You think he can protect you.”
I locked the phone without answering and set it back in the drawer, then I sat on the edge of the bed and pressed my palms against my thighs until the heat in my face settled. I wanted to answer with anger, I wanted to answer with fear, I wanted to answer with anything that made the pressure stop. The wanting itself proved the trap. The answer would not be for him; it would be for my own relief.
I walked back to the living room and sat on the couch with my knees drawn up. I forced myself to keep breathing in full, steady pulls. Short breaths turned into panic fast. I stared at the front door, then at the window, then at the hallway where my coat hung. My mind kept building a scene where Mateo appeared and I had to decide what I would do with my feet before my mouth made a decision for me.
My phone buzzed again, then buzzed again, then went silent. I remained seated. I refused to give him the satisfaction of watching me scramble. After a few minutes, my screen lit with Liam’s name. My breath came out hard as my thumb hit accept.
“Where are you?" I asked.
“On the way to her place,” Liam said. His voice remained steady, but I could hear traffic noise behind it. “How are you.”
“I got two messages from a new number,” I said. “Threats, the same tone.”
“Don't answer,” Liam replied. “Screenshot them and send them to me.”
“I will,” I said. My voice caught on the last word. I hated that I needed to obey the structure he had built for me.
Liam paused, then said, “He may try to show up.”
“I know,” I answered. The fear had already been living in my body for an hour.
“If he shows up, you don't open the door,” Liam said. “You don't speak through the door. You call me, and you call the police if he doesn't leave.”
My throat tightened. Hearing the word police made this real in a new way that had nothing to do with sex. “Okay,” I said.
Liam took a breath, then he said, “Rachel, listen to me. Your job is to keep yourself safe and keep your mouth closed. Mine is to handle what comes after.”
I nodded into the phone as though he could see it. “Okay,” I repeated.
We ended the call. I walked to the bedroom and took screenshots of the messages, then I sent them to Liam with no commentary. Commentary created openings. When I finished, I turned my phone off and set it on the kitchen counter face down, then I walked through the house and checked the locks twice. I didn't trust my own mind to hold the fact that I had locked them.
A knock hit the front door twenty minutes later, firm and paced, not a neighbor knock and not a delivery knock. My stomach dropped and my skin went hot. I knew the rhythm without needing to see the face behind it.
I stood still in the hallway, one hand on the wall to steady myself. I kept my feet planted. The knock came again, then a third time. The sound filled the house. It made every room feel exposed.
“Rachel,” Mateo called through the door.
Hearing my name in his voice inside my house made my throat close. The worst part was that the sound landed in my body with the old pull, the mix of fear and heat that had taken over too many decisions. I didn't answer. I turned and walked to the kitchen with steps that didn't rush. Rushing felt like surrender. I picked up Liam’s phone that he had left on the counter earlier from cooking, then I realized it was not there. I had to force myself not to spiral.
Mateo knocked again.
“Open up,” he said. His tone carried a calm command that had never belonged at my front door.
I walked to the bedroom, grabbed my phone from the counter where I had left it, turned it back on, and called Liam without looking at the screen.
He answered fast. “He's there,” he said, as though he had been waiting.
“Yes,” I whispered. I kept my voice low even though Mateo couldn't hear me through walls. "He's at the door.”
“Don't speak,” Liam replied. “Go to the bedroom, lock the door, and call the police if he doesn't leave.”
The instruction forced the situation into a shape that couldn't be romanticized or excused. I walked into the bedroom, closed the door, and locked it, then I sat on the floor beside the bed with my back against the frame. Sitting kept my body from doing something fast and stupid.
Mateo’s voice carried through the house again, louder now. “You think blocking me stops anything?” he called. “You owe me a conversation.”
The sentence made my stomach twist. He spoke as though obligation existed between us, as though my body had signed a contract my mind had never read. I remained silent and stared at the baseboard. I forced myself to hear Liam’s words instead of Mateo’s.
A sound came from the hallway, not a knock, a heavier thud, as if a shoulder had met the door. My pulse jumped hard enough that my ears rang.
“Rachel,” Mateo called again. The calm dropped from his voice for the first time, revealing anger under it. “Don't make me stand here.”
I closed my eyes and took a breath that shook. Part of me wanted to open the door and end the pressure. That part of me was the part that had nearly ruined everything already. I opened my eyes and dialed 911, then stopped with my thumb hovering. The act felt irreversible. The fact that it felt irreversible told me how far I had been living in fantasy.
My phone buzzed with a text from Liam.
“Police now.”
I hit call. I gave my address, I said an unwanted person was at my door, I said he had sent threats. My voice remained steady enough to be understood even while my hands shook. The operator asked whether he had a weapon. I said I didn't know. I heard how my own answer made the situation real in a way I had never allowed myself to consider.
The house went silent for a moment, then I heard footsteps on the porch, then the front gate latch, then nothing. I remained on the line until the operator told me officers were on the way. I didn't move from the floor. Moving felt dangerous even after the sound stopped.
When I finally stood, my legs felt weak. I held the bedframe to steady myself. My body had been living on tension for hours. I looked at the locked bedroom door and realized I had done the one thing Mateo hated most, which was to refuse him a response. The refusal would not end him. It would provoke him. The next part of this story would be built on that fact, with Liam and Isabelle making their choices in daylight while Mateo tried to drag the whole thing back into the dark.
The knock never came back while I remained on the call, but the absence didn't feel safe; it felt staged. Mateo had learned that leaving at the last second still left his mark inside my body. The mark was the part he counted on. I stood in the bedroom doorway after I hung up and listened to the house. The quiet held no comfort, since I could still picture him on the porch with his hand on the doorframe, deciding whether he wanted to escalate or retreat.
When the police arrived, the front door rapped with a rhythm that sounded official and clean. I called out through the bedroom door to confirm who it was before I unlocked anything. Liam’s instructions had already saved me from my own reflex to fix a situation by talking. I walked to the entryway with my phone in my hand and my pulse still high in my throat. I opened the door to two officers who looked calm and bored in the way people look when they have seen worse all day, which made my situation feel both small and terrifying.
I told them what happened in plain order. I handed them my phone with the screenshots ready. I watched their eyes move across the messages with a focus that didn't carry judgment, only assessment. One of them asked whether Mateo had a key, whether he had been inside today, whether he had touched the door hard enough to damage it. I answered no to the key, no to entering, and yes to a thud that sounded like impact. My voice remained steady. I had already used up my shaking in the bedroom. The officer walked to the door and checked the frame and the latch, then came back and told me they would log the report and patrol the area for a while. He asked whether I wanted them to try to contact Mateo if they found him, which landed as a question that carried weight I had avoided for days.
I said yes. Saying no would have been another version of protecting him. I had reached the point where protection meant complicity.
They left me with a case number and a reminder to call again if he returned, and after the door closed, I leaned my forehead against the inside of it for a moment and let my breath come out. The house still felt exposed even with the locks set. I walked through each room and looked out each window with the same methodical attention Liam used when he planned something he didn't want to fail. The act made me feel strange, since I was copying his steadiness. My own instincts had become untrustworthy.
Liam called while I was standing at the kitchen counter staring at nothing. His voice came through clear and controlled. “Are they gone?" he asked.
“Yes,” I said. “They took the screenshots and the report.”
“Good,” he replied. I heard car noise behind him. “I'm five minutes out.”
I wanted to tell him I was sorry again, but sorry had become a word that filled space without changing reality, so I said the only thing that mattered. “He left when I called,” I said. “He didn't wait.”
Liam paused, then said, “That means he came for a response, not a conversation.”
The sentence hit hard. It made the whole pattern obvious in a way my body had refused to see while it was still getting something from the attention. I stood there with my hands on the counter and said, “Isabelle is going to get hit next.”
“I'm with her now,” Liam said. That detail landed with relief and dread together. “She's at her sister’s place, and she isn't alone.”
I swallowed. “Did Mateo go home?" I asked.
Liam’s answer came with no softness. “He tried,” he said. “Isabelle told him no through the door. He did what he does, which is talk until he finds a crack.”
My throat tightened. “Did he find one?" I asked.
“No,” Liam replied. “He moved on to you.”
He pulled into the driveway a few minutes later. When he walked in, he didn't rush to hug me; he looked at the doorframe, then at the locks, then at my face. He let his eyes take inventory the way he did in the kitchen the first time he realized the truth. He set his keys down and asked where the officers had stood, what they had said, what they had written down. He listened as if he were building a second record to match the first.
When I finished, he nodded once and sat on the edge of the couch, then he held his phone up so I could see Isabelle’s latest message without needing to touch anything. Isabelle had written a short line that made my stomach drop. "He's telling people I attacked him and Rachel chased him.”
Liam locked his phone and looked at me. “This is what I told you,” he said. "He's taking the first version.”
I stared at the floor. My mind tried to run through the roster of people who would hear it, the partners, the teammates, the friends who would choose whichever story protected their comfort. “What do we do?" I asked.
Liam’s gaze remained steady. “We stop playing defense,” he said. “I call my coach. I tell him Mateo showed up at my house after the café. I tell him the police report exists.” He paused. “I don't tell him details that hurt Isabelle. I don't offer gossip, but I make it clear that Mateo crossed a boundary and is escalating.”
I sat down across from him and forced myself to meet his eyes. The decision he was describing would change the team dynamic and the friend group in one move. It would also cut off Mateo’s ability to keep this in private shadows. “Will that protect Isabelle?" I asked.
“It protects her from being the only one holding the truth,” Liam answered. “It protects her from being painted as the unstable girlfriend when she reacts.”
I nodded. The logic held. Mateo had already proved that silence only gave him room.
Liam stood and walked to the counter where my phone lay facedown, then he turned it over and held it up without unlocking it. “We change your number today,” he said. “We keep this one active long enough to catch what he sends. We don't answer anything.” He looked at me with a calm that felt firm enough to hold me upright. “Your job stays the same. You don't talk to him, you don't meet him, and you don't rescue him from consequences.”
My throat tightened again. I nodded once. The part of me that used to crave the buzz of his name had been replaced by something colder, the understanding that he had walked to my front door to force contact. That fact had killed the last fantasy that this was only heat and danger.
Liam picked up his phone and said, “I'm making calls,” and he didn't ask whether I was ready for that. Readiness had stopped mattering the moment Mateo tried to put his will into my doorframe.
Liam sat at the kitchen table with his phone in his hand and his posture set. I stood at the counter watching his face. I could tell when he was putting his public voice on, the one he used with coaches and teammates when he wanted the words to land without emotion leaking through. He dialed, waited, then spoke in a tone that sounded normal. The normal tone made my stomach tighten. What he was saying was not normal at all.
I didn't hear every word, but I heard enough to understand his aim. He told the coach there had been an incident tied to a teammate, he told him there was a police report, he told him the'ssue involved unwanted contact and harassment. He kept Isabelle’s name out of his mouth, which mattered. Isabelle had already lost enough in one morning. He asked for discretion and a plan for how to handle any team fallout. His voice remained steady through the whole call. He was building a frame that Mateo couldn't twist later.
When he ended the call, he set his phone down and looked at me with a tired focus that made my chest ache.
“That part is done,” he said. “Now we do the next part.”
He stood and walked to the counter where my phone waited, then he picked it up and held it without unlocking it. “You're changing your number today,” he said. “We keep this one for evidence. It stays off unless we need it.”
I nodded. The nod felt real. The knock at the door had burned the last of my denial away. “Okay,” I said.
Liam called the carrier and handled the process while I sat on the couch with my hands locked together, listening to him answer security questions and confirm details with a patience that made me feel small. He was doing the work created by my choices. When he finished, he handed me a piece of paper with the new number written down. He told me to keep it in my wallet until the new SIM activated.
“Isabelle gets it,” he said. “Your family gets it. No one else gets it yet.”
My throat tightened. “What about your teammates?" I asked.
“They don't get it from you,” Liam replied. “They get whatever I decide they need when it matters.”
My old number buzzed from the kitchen counter, muffled under the towel Liam had draped over it. The sound made my pulse jump even though I had forced myself to stop checking it. Liam walked over, lifted the towel, and looked at the screen without handing it to me.
“New number again,” he said. He took a photo.
He set the phone back down and kept it under the towel, as though he was putting a lid on a pot. “He wants your eyes,” he said. “He wants your hands to move.”
My stomach turned. “What did it say?” I asked.
Liam held my gaze. “It said he'll tell everyone you begged,” he replied. “It said he'll make you regret calling the police.”




Chapter 11

The words made my mouth go dry. The threat was not about sex anymore, it was about reputation and fear. The change in his tactics proved he understood where the pressure points lived. I stared at the floor and felt the heat in my face return, not from desire, from shame and anger.
Liam spoke again. His voice remained level. “This is what I need from you,” he said. “You don't talk to him, you don't meet him, and you don't warn him about what I'm doing.”
“I won't,” I said. The sentence came out firm. I needed it to be true.
Liam nodded. “If you feel the urge,” he said, “you say it out loud to me. Secrecy is the only fuel he has left.”
My eyes stung. I kept them open. “I feel it,” I admitted. “Not the urge to meet him, but the urge to explain myself to him. I hate that it exists.”
Liam’s face tightened for a beat, then settled. “That urge is part of the trap,” he said. “He trained you to believe relief comes from response.”
I nodded again. The line hit the center of it with no softness.
His phone buzzed. He checked it and turned the screen toward me without handing it over. Isabelle had written, “he's at my sister’s door. he's saying he needs to talk. I'm scared I will open it.”
Liam typed back at once, then looked up at me. “we're going,” he said.
We drove to Isabelle’s sister’s place with the winter sky flat and bright. The streets looked normal in a way that made my chest tight. I kept wanting the world to announce that something was wrong. Liam kept his eyes forward and his jaw set. His hand rested on the wheel with a steady grip that matched his voice when he called the coach.
When we arrived, Mateo’s car sat at the curb, and seeing it made my stomach drop. My body still reacted before my mind could name it. Liam parked a half block away and spoke without raising his voice.
“You stay in the car,” he said.
“I want to help,” I answered. My voice tightened. Part of me wanted to take responsibility in a way that looked useful.
Liam shook his head once. “You being seen near him is what he wants,” he replied. “You stay here.”
He stepped out, closed the door. Walked toward the house with a pace that looked controlled, not rushed. That control mattered. Mateo fed on frantic reactions. I watched from the passenger seat as Liam approached. I saw Mateo turn from the porch with his shoulders squared. The shape of their bodies in the cold air made my chest tight. It looked too much as if this could turn into something physical.
It didn't. Liam stopped at the edge of the sidewalk and spoke to Mateo with his hands at his sides. Mateo answered with tight gestures, then he took a step closer and Liam didn't step back. I couldn't hear the words through the glass, but I could read enough in the posture to understand the message: Mateo couldn't bully Liam into giving him access.
Mateo’s head turned toward my car for a beat, and even from this distance I felt the look land. His attention always found me when he wanted it. I kept my eyes forward and my hands still in my lap. I refused him that small win.
Liam lifted his phone and held it up, screen out, then he pointed toward the street. Mateo’s posture changed in a way that told me Liam had said one word that mattered, the word report, the word police, the word record. Mateo spoke again, sharper, then he turned and walked to his car with quick steps, opened the door, and drove off with a jerk that threw gravel against the curb.
Liam walked back to me and got in without saying anything for a moment. I watched his chest rise and fall once, controlled, then he looked at me with the same steady focus.
“This ends in court if he keeps going,” he said. “This ends in a team suspension if he keeps going. This ends with him losing Isabelle for good. He knows it.”
I swallowed. “And what about me?” I asked. The question had been sitting in my throat since the café.
Liam held my gaze. “You live with what you did,” he said. “You stop feeding him, and you rebuild what you broke, one day at a time, with no secret doors.”
We pulled away from the curb and drove toward Isabelle’s sister’s place. The car felt warm and sealed against the cold, but my body still held the memory of Mateo’s voice at my front door. The story had moved past heat and into consequence. The only way out now was boring discipline, the kind that didn't offer relief, the kind that only offered time.
Liam parked and killed the engine. We sat in the quiet for a beat. Neither of us wanted to walk back into Isabelle’s life with our footprints on her carpet. He texted her sister that we were outside and waited for the reply, then he turned toward me with a steady look that carried a simple instruction.
“You keep your mouth shut unless Isabelle asks you a direct question,” he said.
“I will,” I answered. I meant it. The urge to explain had started to feel poisonous.
Isabelle’s sister opened the door and stepped onto the porch with a tight face, then she nodded at Liam and kept her eyes off me, which made my stomach tighten. The entire story was moving outward, away from our circle and into other people’s houses.
“She’s inside,” her sister said. “She’s in the back room.”
Liam thanked her and walked in first. I followed two steps behind with my hands cold and my phone heavy in my pocket. The house smelled clean in a way that made me feel intrusive. The living room held kids’ shoes and a throw blanket and a stack of mail, the small evidence of a stable life that had no room for Mateo’s version of chaos.
Isabelle was sitting on the edge of a bed in the spare room with her coat still on and her hair pulled back with a cheap elastic. The sight of her trying to hold herself together in someone else’s home hit me harder than the café did. She looked up when Liam entered and her eyes filled again, then she pressed her palm to her face and shook her head once.
“He keeps showing up,” she said. Her voice sounded thin. “He keeps acting as if he can talk his way back in.”
Liam stepped closer, slow, and sat in the chair by the wall instead of taking the bed, keeping space so she could breathe. “He can't,” he said. “Not if you don't open the door.”
Isabelle let out a breath that sounded ragged. “I keep wanting to,” she admitted. “I keep wanting one sentence that explains it.”
Liam nodded once. “There is no sentence,” he said. “There is only a pattern.”
Isabelle’s gaze drifted to me for a moment. The pain in it landed clean. It was real. “Did he come to your house,” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. My throat tightened on the word. “He knocked and he called my name and I called the police.”
Isabelle’s shoulders sagged as if the fact confirmed something she had been avoiding. “So he's doing it,” she said, more to herself than to us. "He's turning into someone I don't recognize.”
Liam kept his voice level. "He's showing you who he's when he doesn't get his way,” he said. “You don't negotiate with that.”
Isabelle’s sister appeared at the doorway with a glass of water, handed it to Isabelle, then looked at Liam. “Do you want me to call anyone?” she asked. “Their parents, the coach, someone.”
Liam answered before Isabelle could. His tone remained calm. “Not parents,” he said. “Coach, maybe, but only if Isabelle wants it.”
Isabelle stared at the water, then nodded once. “I want the coach to know,” she said. “I want him told in a way that doesn't become gossip.”
Liam nodded. “I already called,” he said. “I told him Mateo is escalating and there is a report.”
Isabelle’s eyes widened, then tightened. “Good,” she whispered. The word carried relief and grief together.
Her phone buzzed on the bed, and she flinched as if it had stung her. She picked it up, read the screen. Her face went hard.
“He says I’m ruining his life,” she said. “He says he'll make me sorry.”
Liam held his hand out. “Screenshot,” he said.
Isabelle did it with shaking fingers, then sent it to Liam. She stared at the screen a moment longer, then she looked up at me again. The anger in her eyes had a sharp edge now.
“I don’t know what I'm supposed to do with you,” she said.
“I'm not asking you to do anything with me,” I replied. My voice remained steady. I couldn't bear to take more from her. “You get to hate me, and you get to protect yourself.”
Isabelle swallowed and looked away. Her silence felt final in a way I couldn't argue with.
Liam stood. “Okay,” he said. “Next step is simple.” He looked at Isabelle’s sister. “Keep the doors locked. Don't open for him.” He looked back at Isabelle. “Tomorrow we go in person and we put this on record with the team. We ask for a no-contact order if he keeps coming to doors.”
Isabelle nodded once. Her jaw clenched as if she were bracing for a long fight. “He thinks he can outlast me,” she said.
Liam’s voice remained calm. "He's wrong,” he said. “He doesn't get to set the terms anymore.”
The next morning, Liam drove Isabelle and her sister to the facility before practice. I remained in the car with the engine off and my hands folded in my lap. The parking lot felt open in a way my house had not, with people arriving in trucks and sedans and the team logo on jackets that made everything look normal from a distance. Liam had told me not to come inside. I followed it. Any glimpse of me near Mateo would give him a story to tell before anyone asked what happened.
Isabelle went in with her shoulders set and her phone in her hand. Her sister remained close enough to stand in the doorway with her, and Liam walked beside them with the calm posture he used when he wanted something to land without drama. A staff member led them down a hall. The door closed. The waiting began, which turned time into something heavy. I couldn't do anything except sit there and hold the line with my silence.
When Liam came back out, his face looked controlled in a way that told me the meeting had gone as he intended, with the facts presented in an order that left little room for denial. Isabelle followed behind him with red eyes and a set jaw, and she didn't look at me as she walked to her sister’s car. She had no reason to give me anything, not a glance, not a nod, not a soft exit. She opened the passenger door and got in. Her sister drove away without turning their heads.
Liam got into my car and shut the door. The sound landed as a kind of seal. He didn't start the engine at first. He wanted the next words to land while the car remained still.
“They took it serious,” he said. “They have the report number, they have the screenshots. They have a plan to separate them at practice and games.”
I swallowed. Hearing the word separate made it sound formal. The formality made it real. “What did Mateo do?” I asked.
Liam’s eyes remained forward toward the building. “He tried denial,” he said. “He tried blame. He tried the line that you chased him. He ran into Isabelle’s face in the room. That face didn't give him a crack.” Liam took a breath and let it out with control. “He got angry. That anger didn't help him.”
My hands tightened on my knees. “Is he suspended?” I asked.
“Not yet,” Liam replied. “They said they need process. They said they will treat contact at doors as a separate issue that can move fast. It is harassment.”
I nodded once. The word harassment belonged here now, not flirting, not tension, not any of the softer labels my mind had tried to use. “What happens with Isabelle?” I asked.
Liam turned his head and met my eyes. “She's done,” he said. “She's staying with her sister, and she's filing paperwork for a no-contact step if he comes again.” He paused and added, “She asked me to keep you away from her.”
“I will,” I said. The sentence came out with a flat clarity. There was no alternative that didn't insult her.
Liam started the car and drove home with the same steady focus. I watched the road pass under us and felt the hollow space in my chest grow. The consequence I feared most had arrived, which was not Mateo’s anger but Isabelle’s absence. The heat that had once pulled me toward danger had turned into something colder, a sense of exposure. The secret world had collapsed and now every choice had an audience.
At home, Liam put his keys on the counter and took his phone out. He didn't sit down. “we're setting rules,” he said.
I nodded and waited. The part of me that wanted to negotiate had learned what negotiation bought me, which was another opening for control.
Liam spoke with no raised voice. “Your old number stays off,” he said. “That device stays in a drawer. It comes out when we need screenshots.” He looked at me with steady eyes. “Your new number goes to family. It goes to work. It goes to me. That is it.”
I nodded. “Okay,” I said.
He continued. “You don't go near practice, and you don't go near team events,” he said. “You don't go to Isabelle’s place, and you don't call her, and you don't try to clean this with words.” His jaw tightened once, then released. “You accept the distance, and you do the work inside this house.”
I kept my gaze on him. “What work?” I asked.
Liam leaned against the counter and held the pause for a beat. He wanted the words to land without decoration. “You build your life around not needing outside heat,” he said. “You stop chasing the rush that comes from secrecy. That rush will destroy you when the next man with a smile and a strong arm decides you owe him something.”
The sentence hit hard. It didn't grant me the comfort of framing this as a one-time mistake. I nodded once, then I said, “What about us.”
Liam’s face remained controlled. “We don't pretend this didn't happen,” he said. “We don't use sex as a bandage. We don't use anger as a show.” He stepped closer and rested his hand on the back of my neck, warm and firm, the same grounding touch he used when he needed me present. “We live in daylight.”
I swallowed and felt tears start. I kept them back. Tears had become a habit that solved nothing. “Do you still want me?” I asked.
Liam held my gaze without flinching. “I want the version of you that tells the truth,” he said. “I want the version of you that doesn't keep secret doors in her mind and call them freedom.” He paused, then added, “If you want me, you stop feeding a man who showed up at our door to demand your voice.”
“I want you,” I said. The sentence came out steady. It had to be a choice, not a plea.
Liam nodded once. The nod carried relief and weight together. “Then you act in ways that match it,” he said.
My new phone buzzed on the counter. The sound hit my chest hard. The vibration had become a trigger. My first thought was Mateo even though the number was new. Liam looked at the screen and read the name. His expression tightened.
“It’s the team group chat,” he said.
He opened it and read. The silence that followed told me the message had teeth.
“What?” I asked.
Liam turned the phone so I could see without taking it from him. A teammate had posted a short line that made my stomach drop, framed as a joke, framed as gossip, framed as nothing. It said Mateo had been “set up” by a “crazy girlfriend,” and that Liam was “trying to get him cut.” The words sat there in a line of laughing responses. Laughter was how people protected their comfort.
My mouth went dry. “He started,” I said.
Liam nodded. “He started,” he replied. He typed a response that didn't argue the details, didn't plead, didn't perform anger. He wrote a single sentence that carried a warning without drama, naming the police report and asking for respect and privacy. He ended it there. More words gave Mateo more room.
He set the phone down and looked at me with the calm that had held all week. “This is the hook,” he said. “He can't reach you through your phone, so he'll try to reach you through the room.”
I stared at the counter and felt the old instinct rise, the urge to explain, the urge to fix, the urge to run toward the noise and manage it. I understood that instinct had been the lever Mateo used from the start.
Liam touched the back of my neck again. The pressure grounded me. “You don't think,” he said. “You stay boring. You stay quiet. You let process crush him.”
I nodded. My throat tightened. Boring felt hard. Hard was the point.
That night, after the lights went out, Liam lay on his back and kept one hand on my shoulder, not a caress and not a claim, a steady contact that told me he had chosen to stay. I lay beside him with my eyes open, listening to the house. I understood the episode had ended with the truth on record and Mateo pushed into daylight, but the next episode would open with the rumor machine running and Mateo hunting for a new angle. He had lost control of my phone and decided to aim at my name instead.
The next morning, I woke up before Liam and lay staring at the ceiling while the house remained still. Silence had stopped feeling restful and started feeling like the space where my mind built disasters. The group chat sat in my memory with its laughter and its casual cruelty. The worst part was how fast it had taken the shape Mateo needed, since he didn't have to convince everyone, only enough people to make doubt feel safe.
Liam got up, showered, and dressed for work with the same steady movements he always had. The steadiness felt sharp now. It carried intent instead of routine. He didn't bring the chat up again over breakfast. He didn't ask me how I felt. Feelings had become a place Mateo could exploit through me, and Liam had decided we would operate on actions.
Before he left, he put his phone on the counter and said, “If anyone calls, you don't answer unknown numbers, and you don't answer teammates’ partners, and you don't answer anyone who sounds curious.”
I nodded. “Okay,” I said.
Liam held my gaze for a beat. “If you want to talk, you talk to me,” he said. “If you want to soothe something, you don't soothe it with outside attention.”
“I won’t,” I said. I meant it, even though the urge to fix had been running in my chest since the café.




Chapter 12

After he left, I tried to work at the kitchen table, but every time my phone lit up with a notification from a harmless app, my body reacted first, since it still wanted to map every vibration to Mateo. I turned the phone off again and forced myself into chores that had clear edges, folding laundry, cleaning counters, taking the trash out, anything that ended in a finished state.
At noon, I drove to the grocery store. The fridge was empty and. Staying inside all day felt close to hiding. Hiding felt close to shame. I parked and walked in with my head up, telling myself that this was still my city and still my day, but the store felt different. I kept scanning faces without meaning to. I picked up bread and produce and tried to focus on small decisions, then I turned down an aisle and nearly walked into a woman I recognized from team nights, the partner of one of Liam’s teammates. My stomach tightened before my mind caught up.
She froze with a box of cereal in her hands, then her eyes moved over my face as if she were searching for a crack that confirmed whatever story Mateo had already told. I forced myself to hold her gaze without flinching, since flinching would read as guilt, and guilt would read as proof.
“Hey,” she said. The word sounded careful.
“Hi,” I replied.
Her mouth tightened. “Rough week?” she said.
“Yes,” I answered. Pretending otherwise would invite her to push. I kept my tone even. “I’m keeping my head down.”
She nodded once, then looked past me as if she wanted to end the interaction without owning the cruelty of it. “I heard some stuff,” she said.
“I’m not discussing it,” I replied. The firmness surprised me. It sounded like Liam.
She held my eyes for another beat, then she shifted her cereal box in her hands and said, “Fair,” and walked away.
I stood in the aisle with my pulse high. The encounter had been small, but it confirmed the hook Liam had said, that Mateo had moved the pressure into the room where people could carry it for him. I finished shopping and moved through checkout with my hands cold on the cart handle, then I walked out into the parking lot with my bags and my keys ready.
Mateo’s car sat two rows over.
My stomach dropped so fast my knees went weak for a moment. My body tried to pull me toward the old reflex, the one that said the pressure would stop if I gave him a sentence, but I didn't move. I stood beside my trunk with my bags hanging from my hands and forced myself to breathe through my nose. The police report had taught me something simple, that I didn't have to perform courage by walking closer.
Mateo stepped out of his car and started walking toward me with his shoulders squared and his jaw set. His face carried a calm that tried to read as reasonable, which made it worse. I had heard that calm on my porch.
“Rachel,” he said. He kept his voice low. The parking lot had people.
I didn't answer. I opened my trunk and set the bags inside with hands that shook, then I took my phone from my pocket and held it where he could see it, screen up, the act itself a warning.
He stopped a few paces away and smiled with the corner of his mouth, a small expression that said he understood the game of appearances. “You’re going to call again?” he said.
I kept my eyes on the trunk latch. Looking at his face fed something I didn't want fed. “Leave,” I said. The single word came out flat and clean.
His smile tightened. “You think Liam can run my life?” he said. “You think the coach cares about you?”
I didn't answer him. Answers were oxygen. He had already taken too much. I closed the trunk and walked around to the driver’s side with my keys in my hand, then I stopped and turned my head enough to meet his eyes for a beat.
“You came to my door,” I said. “You came again today.” I held up my phone. “Walk away.”
He stared at me for a long moment. The stare held the same possession that had once pulled my body into heat, except now it carried irritation. I was not giving him the response he wanted. He took a step closer, then he stopped himself. The restraint looked practiced.
“You said my name in a café,” he said. “You threw me under a bus for your boyfriend.”
I opened my car door and got in without answering. My hands shook on the steering wheel as I started the engine. I felt him standing outside my window, close enough that his presence filled the space even without touch.
“You’re not going to get away clean,” he said through the glass.
I backed out and drove away with my eyes forward and my jaw locked. The first tears came at the next red light, not. I missed him, but. I understood he had changed tactics again. He was not trying to lure me into secrecy anymore; he was trying to make me feel watched in daylight. The only way to beat that was the same boring discipline Liam kept naming, the one that refused every invitation to react.
I pulled into the driveway with my hands tight on the wheel and sat there for a moment with the engine running. The groceries in the back seat made the whole thing look domestic and normal. The normal shape made my stomach twist. I carried the bags inside in two trips, set them on the counter, and locked the door behind me, then I checked the window blinds without touching them. I didn't want to train myself into a ritual that kept feeding panic.
My phone sat on the counter with the screen dark. I turned it on and called Liam before I could talk myself out of it.
“He found me at the grocery store,” I said when he answered.
Liam went quiet for a beat. “Mateo,” he asked.
“Yes,” I replied. “He waited in the parking lot, he walked up. He talked through my window.”
Liam’s voice remained calm. “Did you answer him?” he asked.
“I told him to leave and I drove away,” I said. “I didn't text, I didn't argue. I didn't touch him.”
“Good,” Liam replied. The word landed with weight. It meant the rules were working. “Did you get a photo of his car.”
“No,” I said, and shame rose in my chest. I had not thought past survival.
“That’s fine,” Liam said. “You have a receipt from the store, and you have the time, and you have a new contact attempt in a public place after a police report.”
My throat tightened. "He's making it so I can't go anywhere,” I said.
Liam didn't soften the sentence. "He's testing whether you will fold,” he replied. “You're not folding.”
I swallowed. “What do I do now?” I asked.
“Stay inside,” Liam said. “Lock the doors. Don't answer unknown numbers. I’m leaving in ten minutes.”
When the call ended, I stood at the counter and stared at the grocery list Liam and I had written the night before. The paper still held mundane words that belonged to a life I wanted back. I put the groceries away with a careful slowness that kept my hands from shaking, then I made coffee even though it was afternoon. The act gave me something to do while I waited.
Liam arrived before the coffee finished dripping. He came in with his face set and his jacket still on, then he checked the locks with his eyes and looked out the front window once, not searching for Mateo’s car, only confirming the street.
“Tell me the order,” he said.
I repeated the parking lot scene in clean sequence. I forced myself to stick to facts, the aisle, the teammate’s partner, the two rows over, Mateo walking toward me, his sentences through the glass, my leaving. Liam listened without interrupting, then he took out his phone and typed in a note, adding the time, the location. The phrase grocery store parking lot.
“Receipt,” he said.
I dug it out of the bag on the counter and handed it to him. He took a photo and saved it. He set his phone down and looked at me with steady eyes.
“We're calling the non-emergency line,” he said.
I nodded. The idea of calling again made my stomach tighten, but Mateo had already pushed me past the stage where avoidance bought safety.
Liam made the call and put it on speaker. He gave the case number, then he described the new contact attempt in a public place. He offered to forward screenshots and the receipt photo. The officer on the phone asked whether Mateo had threatened physical harm, and Liam answered in the same calm voice he used with the coach, stating the exact line Mateo used and the pattern of showing up at doors and now at a parking lot.
When the call ended, Liam set the phone down and took a breath, then he looked at me.
“This matters,” he said. “Each contact after the report builds the record.”
I nodded and kept my hands folded so I would not start picking at my nails. "He isn't going to stop,” I said.
Liam held my gaze. “He'll stop when the cost lands,” he replied. “We're making sure the cost has a path.”
He walked to the kitchen window and looked out again, then he turned back and spoke in a practical tone. “We change your routine,” he said. “No solo errands for a while. We do groceries together, we do coffee runs together, and you don't go to the same places on the same days.”
“I hate that,” I said.
“I hate it too,” Liam replied. The bluntness helped. It made this feel shared instead of me being managed. “Hate doesn't change the plan.”
My phone lit up with a message from the teammate’s partner, a single line that made my stomach drop.
“I saw you today. People are talking. Are you okay?”
I stared at the screen and felt the old instinct flare, the urge to answer and shape the story. Silence made rumors grow. Liam reached across the counter and turned the phone facedown with his hand, firm and calm.
“No,” he said.
“She thinks she's being kind,” I replied.
“She's being curious,” Liam said. “You don't give her material.”
I swallowed and nodded. He was right. The parking lot had proved Mateo was using every crack.
Liam’s phone buzzed next. He checked it and held the screen toward me. Isabelle had written a short line.
“He came to my sister’s work parking lot. He didn't get out of the car. He watched.”
Liam’s jaw tightened, then released. He typed back and kept his voice steady. "He's doing the same pattern,” he said to me. “He wants her to break and he wants you to break.”
I sat down at the table. My knees felt weak. I pressed my palms flat against the wood to ground myself.
“What is the end of this?” I asked.
Liam pulled a chair out and sat across from me, then he spoke in a low voice that remained calm. “The end is a no-contact order,” he said. “The end is team discipline if he violates it.” He paused. “The end is Isabelle choosing her life without him, and you and I choosing ours without him.”
I nodded. The sentence landed with a clarity that hurt. It meant loss had become permanent.
Liam stood again and took his keys from the counter. “I'm going to practice,” he said. “I'm not walking into that room blind.” He looked at me and kept his tone firm. “You stay here, you keep the doors locked, and you don't answer texts.”
“Okay,” I said.
Liam moved to the doorway, then stopped and turned back. “One more thing,” he said.
I looked up.
“If Mateo approaches you again, you don't negotiate,” he said. “You don't explain, you don't defend, and you don't try to leave him with dignity.” His eyes held mine. “You call, you document, and you let the record do the talking.”
“I will,” I said. The words came out steady. The grocery store had burned the lesson into me.
Liam left. The house went quiet again, but the quiet had a new shape now. It held a plan instead of fantasy. I stood at the window and watched the street without moving the blinds. I understood the episode’s ending had turned from a private scandal into a public pressure campaign, with Mateo trying to make the room carry his story for him.
The next move would happen at practice, where men in jerseys and jackets would decide which version felt easiest to believe, and Liam would walk into that decision with a police report number in his pocket and a calm face that refused to give Mateo the chaos he wanted.
Liam left. The house went quiet but the quiet had a new beat to it now. It held a plan instead of a fantasy.
I stood at the window for a long time after his car disappeared, not watching for Mateo, not watching for anything. Just standing, the blinds remaining still in my hands.
I had spent months reading my own body like a warning system I couldn't shut off. Every vibration, every notification, every room Mateo walked into had thrummed before I could decide what it meant. My pulse had been making decisions without me, my hands had known things my mouth refused to say. I had been split down the middle and I had called it wanting.
I understood now that wanting had been the easiest word for something harder to say. It had been the word that kept me from looking at what I was actually doing, which was choosing every time with full knowledge, to let something in that I knew would cost more than I had.
The body doesn't lie but it doesn't tell the whole truth either. It reports sensation and calls it meaning. It registers heat and calls it need. I had followed mine into a hallway while my husband called from the shower and I had told myself it was something that happened to me.
But it wasn't.
I pressed my palm flat against the cool glass of the window and held it there until my skin adjusted to the temperature and the cold stopped feeling like anything at all. Outside the street looked ordinary, a neighbor's sprinkler running in a slow arc, someone had left a bicycle on a front lawn overnight and it was still there, tipped on its side, going nowhere.
I didn't know yet if Liam and I would make it. I knew he was trying in the way that people try after they have stopped pretending the trying is easy. That was not nothing, and some nights it was the only thing.
What I knew for certain was smaller and stranger and more solid than love or forgiveness or any of the words I had been reaching for. I knew that my body had gone quiet. For the first time in months it was not mapping vibrations or counting distances or keeping its separate accounting from my mind. It was just mine again, tired and still, maybe, but mine.
I let the blind fall back into place. I walked to the kitchen and poured the coffee Liam had not stayed to drink. I sat down at the table with both hands around the mug and I let the warmth go all the way through me without flinching.
This was where we would start.
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