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I’d gotten used to our Sundays being quiet, Tess curled against the far arm of the couch, bare legs folded under her, the hem of her soft grey sleep shorts barely covering her. She had on one of my old blue tees, stretched thin at the collar, the kind that clung to her chest and showed the lace of her bra through the fabric when the afternoon sun hit her right. Her hair was up in a loose knot that had started failing, a few strands slipping down her neck. She looked small and relaxed and completely at peace in that moment.
Then came the heavy footsteps in the hallway. They were unmistakable, that weighted, confident rhythm. Nobody else in the building walked like that. Tess didn’t even look up from her book, but her mouth twitched like she  knew it was coming.
The footsteps got closer. Our door swung open without a knock. Marcus filled the frame.
Marcus looked too big for our building. He had that presence, not just tall, but broad, shoulders near the width of the doorway, arms round as timbers under a tight black tank that stretched over his chest. The man was built like the gym was a religion and he was its priest. His smile hit first, wide, booming, too friendly to complain about. He always carried this loud, effortless energy that made the room shrink around him. And me.
“Afternoon fine people!” he shouted, like we were across a football field.
Tess lifted her eyes and the smile she gave him wasn’t something she gave anyone else. Bright, familiar, ready, and a little breathless. She tried to hide it by pushing her hair behind her ear.
“Marcus, you can’t just barge in! ” she started, glancing at me.
He didn’t bother to hear her. He crossed the living room in three steps, leaned over the back of the couch, his shadow swallowing her whole. Tess pressed her book to her chest, a half-laugh escaping her before she could stop it.
“No, Marcus, don’t, ” she squeaked, curling away and kicking her feet out.
He scooped her up, one hand under her thighs, the other around her back, lifting her like she weighed nothing. Her shorts rode up instantly, exposing the lower curve of her ass, the soft inside of her thigh brushing his forearm. She squirmed wildly, her legs flailing, toes straining. Her fists beat at his shoulder but each hit was really a gentle, helpless tap.
“Put me down! I was warm and comfy!” she cried, giggling through every word.
“Borrowing her,” he said to me, grinning like this was a standing tradition. It was. It had been going on every Sunday since football season began.
He moved her over his shoulder, her stomach pressed to him, her hair falling loose down his back. She kicked, playfully, and he gave her side a tickle with massive fingers. She folded instantly, gasping and laughing, her whole body shaking against him.
My stomach twisted. Watching my wife wriggle like that over Marcus’s shoulder, her tiny frame against that massive back and neck and shoulders of his, it did something to me.
“Marcus, seriously!” she tried to sound stern, but she was breathless and pink, twisting, gripping the back of his tank, her tiny fingers useless.
He just smirked and adjusted his hold on her like she was a bag over his shoulder.
“I’ll bring her back better than before,” he said over his shoulder as he carried her toward the door. “Eventually,” he added with a smirk.
She shot me a look as they reached the hallway, a quick flash of wide eyes and parted lips, panting and gasping. She shrugged her shoulders at me, rolled her eyes, shook her head. And the door closed on them.
The condo felt hollow after they left, just the hum of the fridge and the faint echo of her laugh ringing in my head. I sat staring at the door, waiting for I don’t know what. A text? A reason? An ETA for her return? Something that made sense?
Tess always dismissed Marcus’s physicality. “It’s a cultural thing, relax,” she said. “That’s just how he is.”
I told her it was inappropriate the way he picked her up and carried her out the door. She said I was being puritanical. She said he’s a good neighbor, he means nothing by it, it’s just good clean fun. I asked her what she does up there Sunday afternoons. She told me they watch football, that I’d hate it. I reminded her that she hated it too. “Ah, but I’m doing anthropology. I’m watching and recording everything!”
“How do you stand it?”
“It’s just different. It makes me feel different. I feel like some other person.”
“And you like that?”
“I’m just a curious person, you know that.”
“So nothing else is going on up there all Sunday afternoon?”
“You’re too suspicious,” she said. “It’s just tension, it’s just flirtation, it’s just a charged atmosphere,” she said. “I’m just having a little fun with it.”
About twenty minutes passed before I heard the door knob. Tess slipped inside, closing the door quickly behind her like she didn’t want anyone in the hallway seeing she’d returned. Her hair was a mess, the knot fallen apart, strands clinging to her neck. Her cheeks had that flushed, over-warm look she usually got after a shower, or something else.
“Oh, hey,” she said. Her voice was light but her breathing was uneven.
“Your back?” I asked.
She breezed past me toward the bedroom. “Just grabbing something to wear,” she said. “I should’ve changed before we went up. There’s other guys up there.”
I followed her to the doorway of the bedroom and leaned on the frame as she rummaged through her drawers. She moved with a quiet urgency, peeling off my t-shirt, tossing it on the bed, turning to change into a black lace bra that wasn’t one of her usual Sunday things. It wasn’t something she lounged in.
She pulled out a sundress, one of her short ones, soft yellow with tiny white flowers, cut high on the thighs. Very flirty, barely decent if she bent. She stepped into it, pulled it up over her hips, and the shape of her thong showed for a second before the fabric settled. The dress was one she’d picked with someone else’s eyes in mind, I could tell.
Then the makeup. She didn’t hesitate. Eyeliner, quick and sure. Frosted lipstick she never wore. A little shimmer on her cheeks. She tugged a delicate necklace from her jewelry box, clasping it behind her neck, then slid in a pair of long silver earrings that brushed her jawline.
I just watched. She finally looked at me in the mirror. “Don’t wait up,” she joked softly, and she blew me a kiss and chuckled. But her eyes avoided mine for a beat too long. It was only about 1 in the afternoon.
I waited until I heard her footsteps fade down the hallway, light, fast, excited. Then the soft elevator ding. Then silence.
I stayed seated for maybe thirty seconds, staring at the empty space she left behind. The scent of her fresh perfume hung in the air, faint but sharp. The sundress she’d picked wasn’t for lounging or for friends. It was the kind of thing she wore when she wanted to be looked at. Or when she knew she would be.
My hands wouldn’t stay still, balling into fists, then smoothing against my jeans, then clenching. I tried to talk myself down. I tried to pretend I wasn’t replaying the way Marcus had thrown her over his shoulder, the way she’d wriggled, the way she’d laughed. I tried to pretend I didn’t know why she suddenly needed eyeliner on a Sunday.
I grabbed my keys and headed for the hallway. The door shut behind me with a soft click.
The elevator took a long, dragging minute. I stared at the number display above the doors and every second felt hotter under my skin. My pulse was loud. I hated how nervous I looked in the steel reflection, slight slump in my shoulders, jaw tight, eyes darting. A man trying to look casual and failing miserably.
I found myself thinking about her sundress, how short it was, how easily it would ride up if someone pulled at her hips. The lace bra she’d put on. The thong. The earrings that brushed her neck when she turned her head.
I imagined her up there, walking into that huge penthouse with men sprawled across couches, the TV on too loud, all of them glancing up when they saw her. The dress catching their eyes. The perfume getting there before she did.
I imagined Marcus’s hand settling on her waist. Lower this time. Maybe tugging her closer so she had to lean in, had to tilt her head up at him. The picture was too clear, too real, too familiar.
The elevator slowed. The doors slid open. I stepped out into the carpeted hall of the penthouse floor. I could hear faint voices behind the double doors to Marcus’s unit, the rise and fall of men’s laughter, the muffled rumble of a game on TV. And under it, so faint I wasn’t sure I heard it right, a single bright sound. One female voice.
The door wasn’t locked and it never was. Marcus liked it that way, open, casual, like he lived in a clubhouse and not a penthouse suite that took up the entire top floor.
I pushed it open and stepped inside. The first thing that hit me was the size. Every time I walked into that place, it felt bigger than last time High ceilings, wide white walls, huge sectional couches arranged around a seventy-inch TV. The sound of the game filled the room, commentators shouting, crowd noise rising. The sound system made it sound like you were at the stadium. It was was a stunning space to walk into.
Three men were sprawled out across the main couches, beers in hand, all big men, all older than me. The kind of guys who lifted more for fun on a Sunday morning than I did in a month. One nodded at me, another lifted his beer in greeting. They were friendly enough, but we weren’t ever going to be friends.
And then my eyes found her.
Tess was on a smaller loveseat near the window, tucked into the corner. Her sundress looked even shorter in that lighting, the yellow bright against her skin. One of the straps had slipped off her shoulder, untended.
Marcus sat next to her, not touching her but close enough that the space between them felt sudden and intentional. His knees spread wide, his feet up on a bench, and he slumped deeply in the cushions. His arm stretched across the top of the loveseat behind her shoulders. She sat overly proper with her legs crossed, ankle bouncing, the toe of her sandal brushing his calf if you looked.
She looked up when I came in, her smile small, quick, nervous, like she hoped I wouldn’t make things awkward.
“Hey,” she said softly. “You came up.”
Marcus turned, wide grin spreading. “My man,” he said, and his voice filled the whole room. “Grab a seat. Game’s just getting going.”
I couldn’t tell if it was the lighting or if Tess really was that flushed. There was a shimmer to her cheeks, a shine on her lips from the frosted lipstick. Her earrings swayed when she adjusted herself and my eyes caught the way the dress rode up just enough to show the top band of her thigh.
One of the guys on the couch gestured to a spot. “Plenty of space, brother.”
I sat. I was aware of every inch of me, my posture, my hands, the stupid way I kept glancing at her without meaning to. She kept smoothing the hem of her dress, tugging it down each time it climbed up, which only made it worse because she did it with these slow, distracted strokes of her palm along her thigh, glancing at Marcus while she did.
Marcus noticed, of course he noticed. His smile deepened. He draped his arm around her shoulder. Tess leaned forward to reach for a bowl of popcorn sliding her hand down his shin for support, and got up to pass it to one of the men, leaning forward. The dress shifted. The neckline dipped. For a split second I saw the edge of the lace bra underneath, the black fabric she’d picked out so carefully.
She caught me looking and blinked hard, eyes flicking away.
“You want a drink?” she asked in a strongly soft intimate voice while standing over me. Her voice was too bright, too polite. “I can grab you something.”
“She’s a sweetheart, man,” one of the guys said, smiling at me. “All ladies should be like her.”
Marcus’s foot nudged her where she stood, not gently but not harshly, just familiar.
I tried to swallow, but my throat felt tight. “I’m good,” I said, though my voice sounded thin in my own ears.
She went to the kitchen, barefoot now, had she taken her sandals off?, and moved across the polished hardwood with a quiet urgency as if she needed to be doing something.
The men went back to talking about the game. I nodded along, only half-listening. Every time Tess bent to open a cabinet, the dress lifted a little too high. Every time she stood, she adjusted it, smoothing it over her hips.
She moved from cupboard to fridge to counter in a slow, restless loop, straightening things that didn’t need straightening, wiping at invisible crumbs with the edge of her palm. She was stalling, or steadying herself, or both. She knew her way around in there, though, I noted.
The men barely paid attention to her, but they didn’t ignore her either. Every so often one of them glanced over, just casual like, and not at her face, always lower. The dress made it easy.
Marcus watched my wife while sipping from his beer, elbow propped lazily on the back of the loveseat. His eyes tracked her movements with a comfort that made my stomach knot. He wasn’t watching the game at all.
Tess finally poured herself a sparkling water, twisted the cap slowly, head bowed. Her earrings swung as she moved and she came back into the living room holding the bottle with both hands. Her steps were lighter, careful. The hem of the sundress brushed mid-thigh as she walked, rising just enough with each step to keep me watching.
When she passed the main couch, one of the guys moved to make room for her to sit, a joke.“Thanks,” she said quietly, as she drifted back toward Marcus instead. She made narrow eyes at the guy who smirked back at her.
Marcus didn’t move his arm from the back of the loveseat, but rather waited, letting her fall into his body. She sank in, her hair slipped over her shoulder as she settled, and she slumped deeper.
“You comfortable?” Marcus asked her, his voice low enough for privacy.
She nodded. “Yeah. I’m warm.”
His lips curved. Not a smile, more knowing. “Yeah,” he said. “Up here it usually is, ain’t it.” He glanced at me.
One of the men on the main couch leaned over and nudged me with the back of his hand. “So how long you two been in the building did you say?”
I dragged my eyes away from her. “Two years.” I hadn’t said though.
He nodded like it was meaningful information, glanced from me to Tess and back. “It’s a good spot. Quiet floor. Except when big fella here makes noise.” He jerked a thumb at Marcus.
Everyone laughed, even Tess, but hers was softer, breathier, embarrassed.
Marcus took a long slow drink, watching her over the rim of the bottle. “You get used to the noise, am I right?” he said to her with a sly grin.
Tess moved in her seat, one small, instinctive adjustment. She crossed her legs the other way, and in the movement, the dress rode up high enough that the lower hem caught on the top curve of her thigh. She brushed it down with her fingertips, quick and flustered, glancing at me as she did.
Marcus leaned over toward her, just enough that his shoulder pushed the edge of her upper arm. The contact was subtle, but not accidental. “Well am I?” he said.
Tess inhaled one small breath and turned to hide a tiny grin. The men went back to debating a missed call on the TV, voices rised, hands motioning. My focus kept slid back to the loveseat.
She tucked her hair behind her ear, adjusted her strap that kept falling. moved the bottle from one hand to the other, every movement soft, feminine, aware, like she was fighting off the nerves of being watched. Or savoring them.
Tess taught at the college, English lit. She focused on early feminist writings. The very word “feminine” was a slur to her. Who she was now, I had no idea.
Conversation rose and fell around me, but my awareness orbited the loveseat where Tess sat into Marcus, the two of them arranged in a way that felt casual yet unmistakably intimate. The men on the main couch erupted into loud talk about a blown fourth-down conversion, their voices overlapping and animated, but every so often one of them would glance toward Tess in that subtle, sideways way men use when they want to see something without being caught looking. They weren’t leering, not openly, but they registered her. The dress, the legs, the way her necklace rested against the soft skin above her chest. They saw it all and stored it away behind their perfectly polite expressions. I could feel the polite part more than anything, the way they pretended this was normal, the way nobody commented on the fact that my wife was dressed like she was heading out for drinks Saturday night, not a Sunday afternoon hangout in a penthouse full of men.
Marcus seemed completely at ease. His body relaxed, his arm draped along the back of the cushion behind her, his thigh pressed solidly into her hip. Every now and then he moved, and each shift carried his presence closer to her without making a show of it. She responded with small changes in her posture, the way she smoothed her dress over her thighs with the back of her hand, or the way she dipped her chin and glanced sideways at him before watching the TV.
She lifted her sparkling water to her lips and took a slow sip, her fingers wrapped around the bottle in a way that made her bracelet slide down her wrist. The earrings she’d chosen, a pair of long thin silver ones, caught the light every time she moved her head, shimmering each time she tilted her chin toward Marcus to answer something he said. The air between them felt warm, charged, too comfortable in a way that made my chest tighten.
At one point Marcus leaned in, his voice lowered, and said something I couldn’t hear over the TV. Tess responded with a quiet laugh looking down, a kind of breathy release. Her legs crossed more tightly, her foot brushed his ankle impatiently.
One of the men asked me which team I liked, and I tried to answer, but my voice wavered under the distraction of watching Tess. She had tucked her hair behind her ear, exposing the curve of her neck, and Marcus was watching that small, delicate movement like he found it deeply interesting. He wasn’t talking to her, yet the attention remained fixed, deliberate, confident.
When Tess stood, it caught me off guard. She didn’t announce anything, just rose from the loveseat in a slow, tentative movement, her hand brushing the edge of Marcus’s shoulder as she straightened. It was a brief touch, feather-light and casual, but her fingers lingered for a half-second too long. He turned as she moved away, watching her walk toward the hallway that led to the upstairs rooms of the penthouse.
“I’m just going up to rest a bit,” she said quietly, her eyes on me, her hand smoothing the front of her dress again as she stepped up, the sway of the hem revealing the faint outline of her thighs with each step.
Marcus waited until she had disappeared around the corner, then set his beer down with an easy, controlled motion. He stretched, rolled his shoulders once, and then stood in a way that felt too purposeful to be casual. The room didn’t react; nobody looked at him with surprise or curiosity. It was as though this part of the routine was familiar to them, an unspoken pattern they expected to unfold.
“I’ll be right back,” he said to noone in particular. Nobody even acknowledged him.
He went upstairs with the same deliberate confidence he carried himself in every part of his life. He didn’t hurry, yet there was no doubt in the way he walked, the kind of movement a man uses when he knows precisely where he is going and what waits for him there.
The men kept talking about the game, raising their voices so they didn’t have to acknowledge what had just happened. But the silence beneath their conversation, the quiet thread of awareness, settled onto the room like a second atmosphere.
The men were too practiced at this. Their voices rose a little, as though deliberately louder, as though they wanted to give me something else to focus on besides the reality unfolding above our heads.
They went back to debating the play on the screen, arguing about the quarterback’s decision, talking over one another with a mixture of irritation and amusement that sounded absolutely normal. And they kept trying too had to include the professorial geek who didn’t belong there. They talked the way people talk loudly in a waiting room to avoid hearing something behind a closed door.
I nodded along and pretended to be into the game, but my attention drifted to the staircase. I could see only the bottom few steps from where I sat, the rest turning sharply out of sight, yet I kept watching that corner as if something would appear there. The soft glow from the upper floor leaked faintly into the hall, steady and warm. And then it dimmed to dark as though an open door to an airy room had closed.
The men weren’t looking at the stairs, but they weren’t not looking, either. Every so often one of them flicked his eyes that way, quick and discreet, acknowledging a presence they knew I couldn’t see. One of them leaned forward to grab a fresh beer from the coffee table and said, in a tone too casual, “You settle in here okay? Penthouse can feel overwhelming at first.”
I wasn’t sure whether he meant the size of the room or the dynamic in it.
I forced a small laugh and reached for the bottle he offered, my fingers brushing the cold glass. My pulse sat high in my throat, steady but fast, and I had to make myself take a slow breath so it didn’t show.
The game continued on screen, the commentators shouting over a replay, but the sound that kept slicing into my awareness wasn’t from the TV. It was a small, faint noise from upstairs. Maybe a muffled thump against a wall. Maybe footsteps moving across a floor.
I looked at the others to see if they reacted. None of them flinched, but there was a moment where one man paused mid-sentence as if something caught his attention, then resumed speaking with a stiffer tone, a staunched grin. Another leaned back, folding his arms over his chest, glancing at me with the kind of polite sympathy that wasn’t actually sympathy at all. It was recognition.
This wasn’t new to them.
I felt myself sinking into the couch, unable to force my muscles into a relaxed position. My mind kept circling the same images, the way Tess had stood up from that loveseat, the soft shake in her hands as she smoothed her dress, the unsteady breath leaving her lips when Marcus had spoken quietly to her, the way she ducked her face to hide her grin. She hadn’t looked at me when she said she was going upstairs to rest. She’d kept her eyes fixed on the hallway as though keeping her focus there would keep her purpose steady.
A small, sharp sound floated through the ceiling above us. Just a brief, clipped note, too quick to place, too light to categorize. It cut through the commentary on the TV and left the room for a fraction of a second, long enough for me to wonder whether I’d imagined it simply because I feared hearing it. One of the men raised the volume on the television just enough to signal that they’d heard it too.
The men resumed discussing the game with practiced ease, as though this part of the afternoon was expected.
I stared at my beer, the bottle sweating lightly against my fingertips, and tried to swallow the growing tightness in my chest. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with myself, pretend to watch the game, make small talk, act as though nothing was strange, but every instinct in my body was tuned to what I could not see and what none of them had to explain.
After another stretch of minutes so slow they hummed, I heard something else. Softer this time. Short and thin, a breath or a gasp carried faintly through a crack in the world above us.
I opened my mouth to say something, or to stand, or to leave, or to go up those stairs myself, but one of the men on the couch caught my eye and gave me a small, respectful nod. Not comforting, just acknowledging, as though he understood exactly what I was hearing.
Every minute felt stretched enough to make the waiting unbearable. The game on the television blurred into a wash of noise, commentators shouting numbers, helmets clashing, crowd reactions rising and falling, but none of it reached me. It all sounded filtered through water, distant and irrelevant. The only thing that felt real was the slow, rhythmic thud of my heartbeat and the faint, intermittent high pitched noises from the floor above.
The men around me kept talking, their voices weaving in and out of one another, never landing too long on any topic. They laughed at small plays, argued over stats, and made offhand comments about nothing, but under it all there was a simmering quiet, a kind of mutual, unspoken understanding. None of them asked where Marcus had gone. None of them wondered aloud why Tess hadn’t come back down. It was a pattern they understood, even if I was exposing the experience of it for them by my presence.
I moved my weight on the couch, elbows on my knees, beer untouched between my hands. My palms were damp, my fingers restless around the can. Every time I exhaled I caught myself listening harder, as though reducing the noise of my own body would sharpen whatever faint trace drifted from the rooms above.
Once, maybe five or six minutes in, I thought I heard a laugh. Not sharp or loud, but just a brief, breathy burst, unmistakably hers, the sort she couldn’t hold in when she was trying not to make a sound. Like she was being tickled.
It hung in the air for a second and then vanished, swallowed by the rest of the noise. I stared up at the ceiling, willing myself to believe I had imagined it, but the tight ache in my stomach wouldn’t let the possibility settle.
The men must have heard something too, because their conversation faltered, one of them clearing his throat before resuming whatever point he’d been making about the defensive line or something.
The minutes crawled. Ten. Fifteen. Maybe more, I wasn’t checking a clock. At some point the men all laughed at a joke one of them cracked, and I forced a smile I’m sure looked wrong, crooked and thin.
I caught another sound. Not a laugh this time. Not even clearly a voice. More like a short, high, breath-caught-in-the-throat noise, so brief I dismissed it, But it cut through me with a sharpness. My grip tightened around the beer can.
One of the men reached forward and casually turned the volume up another notch.
Shortly Marcus finally came back downstairs. He appeared at the edge of the landing, descending the last few steps with an easy, relaxed gait, as though he’d simply stepped away to take a phone call or check something.
But everything about him was different. His posture had the loose heaviness of someone who’d just exerted himself. His breathing wasn’t labored, but it was deeper, fuller, the kind that lingers after a body’s been busy. He wiped a hand lightly across his chest as though brushing off heat, and the muscles in his shoulders looked more pumped than they had twenty minutes earlier, the definition sharper beneath the thin fabric of his tank.
He caught my eye immediately and flashed a grin warmer than any he’d given me before. “Man, did I miss anything?” he said, strolling back into the room like every part of this afternoon made perfect sense. He was asking me if he missed something, as though I was one of the guys watching and understanding football.
“Couple bad plays,” one of the guys answered, glancing up at him with a knowing half-smile before looking back at the screen. They knew I had nothing to say.
Marcus dropped onto the loveseat, the cushion bouncing under his weight. He reached for his beer, not the one he’d left earlier, but a fresh one from the table, and cracked it open, the hiss of carbonation slicing the moment clean.
He didn’t look up the stairs. His attention drifted back to the game. His confidence wasn’t performative; it lived in the way he settled his arm back along the loveseat, the way he spread his knees as he leaned back, the way he exhaled as though everything in the world was exactly where it belonged.
I tried to mirror the other men’s ease, trying to keep my shoulders relaxed, my breathing even, my grip on the beer casual, but I could feel the tension in my chest pulsing like a second heartbeat.
I heard her before I saw her. Soft, careful footsteps descending the upper stairs, each one measured as if she were trying to place her weight lightly enough not to draw attention. The men kept watching the game, their bodies angled toward the screen.
I kept my eyes trained on the hallway, waiting for her to appear. The first thing that showed was her hand sliding along the railing, fingers curled delicately around the wood. Then the hem of her sundress came into view as she stepped down one more stair, riding up enough that I caught a hint of the lace pattern beneath when the fabric. She stepped fully into sight, and for a second I forgot to breathe.
Her hair was different. The careful knot she’d put it in earlier had completely fallen apart now, loose strands tumbling around her cheeks and down the back of her neck, soft and disorderly in a way she wouldn’t normally allow around strangers. A small flush colored the tops of her cheekbones, a shade deeper than anything makeup could have created. She blinked once, adjusting her focus to the room as though she needed a second to reorient herself before stepping onto the main floor.
She lifted a hand to smooth her hair, fingers trembling faintly as she tucked a strand behind her ear. The long earrings brushed against her neck with the motion, catching the light with a delicate shimmer.
Marcus glanced over his shoulder the moment she stepped off the last stair, and the smile he gave her was slow, warm, the kind of smile a man gives a woman when he knows exactly where she’s been. His fingers drummed once on his thigh before he leaned back against the loveseat, making room for her without saying a word.
Tess took a breath and started toward the living area. She moved lightly, a little unsteady, her steps smaller than usual, as if her legs weren’t entirely cooperative yet. Each step brought her dress shifting higher along her thighs until she paused halfway to tug it gently back into place, the gesture quick but undeniably flustered.
She didn’t look at me right away. She looked at the men on the couch, offering them a small, polite smile, apologetic in its softness, and they responded with nods that were respectful but not surprised. One of them even scooted his drink a little further out of her path as if he’d done this before, this exact kind of moment, this exact kind of return.
When her eyes finally met mine, it was brief, just a flicker, fast and fragile. I couldn’t read the emotion behind it. There was no guilt. No relief.
She reached the loveseat and stood beside it for a moment, smoothing the front of her dress with both hands, fingertips grazing the hem like she was making sure it stayed put. Marcus’s arm remained stretched casually along the back cushion, his posture easy, open, ready to accept her .
“You okay?” one of the men asked her, his tone casual but unmistakably attentive.
Tess nodded quickly. “Yeah, I just needed a breather,” she said, her voice light but carrying the faintest shake. She cleared her throat. “It’s warm upstairs.”
Marcus’s lips curved. “Told you,” he said, and the words lingered between them for a moment too long.
She lowered herself onto the loveseat beside him, choosing the same spot she’d occupied earlier, her thigh settling so close to his that the fabric of their clothes brushed. His arm didn’t move, but the placement of it behind her made the space feel claimed all the same. She let her back rest lightly against the cushion, tucking one leg beneath her so the other draped across the front edge of the seat, bare foot flexing once as she settled. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders casually, let his huge hand hang down over her body.
I watched the way she glanced toward the kitchen, toward the floor, toward anything that wasn’t me, her expression carefully neutral as if she were wondering about remodeling the place. Then, unconsciously, she pressed her lips together, the frosted color glinting under the overhead lights, freshly applied again, and ran her thumb along the bottom one to re-spread the sheen.
Every small movement she made felt loaded with context the men seemed to understand. The TV roared with crowd noise. The men reacted to a long pass. But all I could hear was the faint catch in her breathing as she exhaled and tried to act as though she belonged effortlessly in that seat beside him. He pulled her tighter to him.
Marcus watched the game with an easy calm, his body language solid and dominant in the quietest possible way.
At one point she moved forward to grab her water bottle from the low table, then she slid back into her seat, adjusting her spine against the cushion, tucking one curl of hair behind her ear with a hand that trembled only a little. She was more against him now.
The man nearest me leaned back against the couch and glanced in her direction before returning his attention to the screen. “Good to see you’re hanging in there this time,” he said to her, casual and friendly, as though she’d simply come back from a long meeting or a call with a relative.
She smiled politely. “I like football,” she said, shifting her weight, fingers smoothing the curve of her necklace where it rested at the hollow of her throat. The gesture was quick, unnecessary, but her hand hovered there afterward as if reminding herself to breathe normally.
Marcus tipped his beer bottle toward her and murmured, “You learning to.” His voice was easy, unhurried.
She glanced at him for a brief second, her lashes lowering, and then she nodded. “Yeah. I’m learning lots.”
The conversation among the men swelled, their voices rising with the next big play, and Tess used the moment to fold her hands in her lap and turn her gaze to the screen, trying to blend in. Her posture was careful, deliberate, rehearsed, yet there was a softness around the edges of her movements that betrayed her. She kept pressing her knees together, then drifting them apart, as though she couldn’t quite get comfortable. Her foot brushed the loveseat cushion each time she moved, toes curling once as if from residual tension.
From my seat, I could see the faint mark of where the sundress had twisted around her waist. Her hair, usually so neatly controlled, bore the signs of hands running through it, sections tousled, the lower strands loose and uneven across her shoulders.
She caught me watching her and offered a small, shaky smile, but it flickered out immediately, replaced by a careful neutrality. She didn’t want me to ask anything. She didn’t want me wondering, even though wondering was all I could do. She angled her body toward the men, trying to appear engaged in their conversation, the TV, anything except the reality of the space she’d just walked back into.
Marcus, without looking at her, moved his arm just enough that his fingers grazed the back of her neck. It was an accidental-seeming movement, stretching, adjusting his position, yet the light brush of his skin against hers made her exhale sharply.
One of the men pointed at the TV. “Hell of a throw.” Marcus nodded, but his attention wasn’t on the screen.
Tess leaned toward him, her voice soft. “Do you think so too?” she asked, even though she hadn’t been watching. She stretched forward to grab her drink, and her hand brushed Marcus’s knee. She had a teasing grin on her face.
Marcus let out a small laugh. “You’re asking for it,” he said privately.
“I’m not,” she replied, pouting. “I’m bored now.”
He gave her a look so subtle and deep it was practically a conversation.
“Bored?” he repeated, voice low.
She bit her lip. “Maybe.”
One of the other men turned to me. “You follow this game?” he asked, keeping me engaged, keeping me looking at him instead of them.
“Yeah,” I said, too quickly. “Yeah, sure I do.”
From the corner of my eye I saw her shift closer to Marcus, the movement fluid and quiet. She let her dress stay where it rode up, high along her thigh.
Marcus glanced down, then met her eyes. “You restless or something?” he murmured. “The matter with you girl?”
Tess shrugged, a small roll of her shoulders that made her dress strap slide another inch. “Maybe a little.”
“You just came down,” he said.
“So?” Her tone was light, teasing, edged with something impatient. “I can be bored, can’t I?.”
Another man chimed in loudly. “Third and long, damn, look at this setup.” He slapped the couch cushion.
But Tess wasn’t paying attention. Her hand slipped behind Marcus on the loveseat as she leaned forward to reach for a bowl on the table, and her fingers grazed the back of his arm, soft, deliberate, disguised as a stretch. But it was a scratch.
He didn’t move his arm away. He flinched though, she meant to hurt him a little.
She sat back with the bowl, set it in her lap, picked at a few chips without eating them. Her eyes kept darting to the hallway leading upstairs, then to Marcus, then away. A flush had risen along her neck, faint but deepening each time she moved her position.
Marcus finally leaned back and muttered, “You serious?”
“A little,” she said quickly.
“Already?”
She huffed, made a little playful noise, and nudged his thigh with her knee. “You’re distracting me, I’m trying to watch.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Watch what?”
She paused. Then: “The game, dummy.”
One of the men shot Marcus a knowing look, the kind men exchange when they’re aware of a tension building.
I felt heat crawl up my spine.
“If you’re tired again,” he said, “you can just go up and use my room.” He shot me the tiniest glance.
Tess hesitated. “Aren’t you tired?” she asked quietly.
“Might be getting there again,” he said with that same easy warmth in his voice. “You gonna be headed that way?”
She swallowed. “Maybe I am.”
The men pretended not to hear, but their silence turned razor-sharp for a moment. Even the TV felt muted under it.
I tried to keep my breathing steady.
Tess moved, her thigh brushing his impatiently. She bounced it on him. Marcus looked at her, long and slow. “You want to go up now?”
She exhaled a shaky breath. “Maybe in a bit if you need more time.”
He smirked. “Whatever you want, baby.” He glanced at me as though realizing the error.
I watched her fingers tighten around the edge of the bowl, knuckles pale, as if she needed to hold onto something to keep from standing up right then. The way her chest lifted when she breathed told me she was fighting something inside herself, or giving in to it. Her back arched.
She kept watching the game, but every part of her body betrayed how little she cared about what was happening on the screen. Each movement was small but unmistakably wired, like something under her skin kept nudging her forward. Her knee pressed into Marcus’s thigh harder; she lifted her foot and brushed it lightly against the side of his leg, a faint graze.
“You must be very bored,” he murmured, eyes on the television but voice meant only for her.
She pushed out a soft breath. “Very.”
“How bored?” he grinned sideways at her.
Her lips curled in a small, petulant pout. “Getting extremely bored.” Her fingers secretly twisted in the fabric of his top.
The man beside me chuckled softly at something on the screen, drawing my attention for a moment, and I answered him automatically when he commented on the replay. But even as I spoke, my eyes kept flicking back to her hands, the way her fingers played idly with the necklace at her throat, then slid down to the hem of her dress, then tucked behind her knee as she moved her weight. Then tucked under his thigh.
She glanced at the stairs. Marcus leaned toward her, lowering his voice to something I had to strain to hear. “You want something to do?”
She swallowed, her throat tightening visibly. “You’re teasing me.” Neither of them knew I could hear them murmuring to each other.
“I’m not teasing.”
“You are,” she whispered back. “And you’re doing it on purpose. When?”
He lifted one shoulder in a slow shrug. “If you’re bored, maybe go fix it yourself.”
She hesitated, her eyes flicking across the room to the others, then to me, then down to her lap. Her fingers parted the fabric of the dress for a split second as she adjusted herself, and that tiny, unconscious motion made my pulse spike. She smoothed the material, but her hand didn’t settle, it wandered to her thigh, then to the back of the loveseat, where her fingertips grazed Marcus’s arm once more. She pinched him. “When?” she growled under a low murmur.
He didn’t move. One of the men beside me leaned closer. “You picked a good Sunday to come up. Great fucking game today,” he said, pulling me gently back to the screen.
“Yeah,” I managed, though my voice barely held. “Yeah, it’s solid.”
He nodded like he approved of what I said, even though neither of us was watching the game.
Tess let out a quiet sigh that wasn’t frustration, it was impatient want. She leaned closer to Marcus, her shoulder brushing his upper arm, her voice low and soft enough that only he could hear her. “I’m going up then.” She bit her lip, a small, hungry flick of her teeth on her lower lip, and she whispered, “Come with me.”
His hand moved, not toward her, but upward, a stretch that made his fingers glide along the back cushion behind her. The motion pulled her closer, her body tilting into that small gravitational pull.
“I’ll finish this play,” he said calmly, nodding at the TV. “Then we’ll go.”
She shivered visibly, a faint tremor of anticipation, and sat back with a kind of restrained impatience now, her thigh pressed to his, her foot nudging his ankle under the guise of adjusting her position.
I watched all of it helplessly, unable to pretend I wasn’t seeing what was right in front of me. At what point do you call it? When do you confront it?
One of the men cleared his throat, leaned toward me, and said, “You want another drink bud?” His tone was casual, practiced, like he  knew I wasn’t following anything happening on the screen.
“No,” I murmured. “I’m good.”
He nodded. “Alright. You good.”
Tess’s eyes drifted up the staircase a second time, longer now, more openly. Her fingers brushed Marcus’s arm, and this time there was no accidental disguise. It was a signal. A request. A need. She pinched his skin.
He exhaled slow and confident. “Alright,” he said, rising to his feet as the next play ended. “Let’s go then.”
Tess stood before he finished speaking, as if the words had pulled her up. Her hand found the hem of her dress, smoothing it down, her breathing quick and visible, the flush on her neck deepening immediately.
Marcus stood, rising in that slow, unhurried way that carried more weight than any dramatic gesture. Tess’s eyes lifted immediately, drawn to him as though her body moved on instinct. She pushed herself up from the loveseat, legs unfolding beneath her, sundress settling high on her thighs.
She smoothed her hair, then her dress, then her hair, unable to decide which mattered more. Marcus reached out, not touching her, but placing his hand at her hip level, palm open, an unmistakable cue. She stepped toward it before he even said a word. He wrapped his hand around her hip.
“You need to bring a drink?” he murmured, voice low enough to miss.
Tess shook her head, a small, tight motion, her eyes flicking to the stairs and then back to him, lips parted in a breath she hadn’t quite finished.
He hooked one arm behind her knees and the other around her back, lifted her in one fluid motion. There was no startled squeak, no playful kicking, no light punches to his shoulder. She didn’t fight it. She didn’t even gasp. Her hands came up around his neck automatically, fingers curling into the back of his tank as though she’d been waiting, aching, for that moment. And she hid her face in his neck.
The men all pretended to stay focused on the game, but their gazes broke for a second, each of them stealing a brief glance at the sight of her draped effortlessly across his arms. He held her in front of him for a moment, her thighs resting along his forearm, the dress sliding upward until the lace at the top of her thigh showed plainly. He looked at her face, close enough that his breath touched her cheek. “You good ?” he asked.
Her voice came out soft, thready. “Yes!”
Then he moved her, lifting her higher, turning her gently, settling her across his shoulder with ease. Her body folded over him without tension, her arms draping naturally down his back, not reaching for escape the way she had earlier, but resting there, relaxed and open.
The skirt of her sundress slid even higher with the movement, baring the backs of her thighs. The men caught it in their peripheral vision and looked away a beat too late, each pretending not to have seen what they absolutely saw.
Tess released a quiet breath that brushed across Marcus’s spine, her fingers curling lightly into the fabric of his shirt, not gripping, not fighting, just holding onto him.
Marcus straightened with her over his shoulder, one large hand settling at the back of her thigh in a way that left no doubt about his claim. He tilted his head toward the men. “Be right back.”
One of them raised his beer in a small salute, the kind of gesture men use when they’re trying not to react too openly to something they understand all too well.
Marcus began walking toward the staircase. Tess didn’t lift her head. She didn’t make a sound. Her body stayed draped over him, not a single feigned kick this time, not a single gesture of protest.
As they reached the first step, her hair swung forward in a loose curtain, brushing along his lower back. He adjusted her with a small flex of his arm, fingers spreading along the underside of her thigh in a way that made her breathe in sharply, the sound faint but unmistakable from where I sat.
None of the men looked directly at me, but I felt their awareness closing in around my distraction, guiding me back toward the game, smoothing the surface as the real storm moved upstairs.
Marcus climbed the staircase slowly, confidently, each step lifting her a little higher, carrying her out of view with absolute, unhurried control. Tess’s fingers slipped from the back of his shirt toward his shoulder blades, her body settling more fully across his as they rounded the landing.
By the time they disappeared around the corner, the last thing I saw was the hem of her dress sliding up one more inch from the movement of his ascent. His hand was holding her black lace panty ass.
One of the men leaned forward and grabbed a handful of chips. “Man, that blitz was garbage,” he said, shaking his head as though nothing in the world was happening one floors above us. The others murmured in agreement, their voices casual, soothing in their steadiness.
They were guiding my attention away from the stairs without acknowledging they were doing it. I nodded and made a noise that might’ve passed for agreement, though my throat felt tight and my chest felt hollow. It was like my brain kept trying to tether itself to something safe, the sound of the commentators, the crunch of chips, the cold bottle in my hand, but every instinct under that veneer pulled upward, toward the floor above us.
Upstairs. Where Tess my wife had just been carried. Silently. Willingly.
I tried to sit back into the couch, to mimic their ease, but my body wouldn’t relax. My shoulders were tight, my jaw clenched, my grip on the beer too firm. I loosened my fingers, then found them tightening on their own.
The men kept talking. “Offense is asleep today.”  “Coach is gonna freak at halftime.” “Swear I’ve seen high-school teams run cleaner drills.”
The faintest sound drifted down, a dull, soft thud against something padded, a quick, high breath that might’ve been nothing. My fingers froze around the bottle.
One of the men reached forward and nudged the volume on the TV up a few clicks enough to place a thick layer of noise between us and the ceiling. “Can’t hear a damn thing,” he said lightly. “These commentators are half asleep.”
Another man chuckled. “Yeah, boost it. I wanna hear if they roast the QB.”
They were shielding me. But under that easy laughter, I could feel them clocking every small shift in my posture, my eyes drifting toward the stairs, my breath catching, the tiny tremor in my hand when I picked up my beer.
They didn’t comment. They didn’t smirk or elbow each other. They just kept the environment steady, as though the entire group had silently agreed not to let me fall apart too visibly.
Every few moments I thought I heard something, a soft movement, a faint exhale, the ghost of pressure through the floor, but the TV swallowed most of it. The men’s voices filled the rest, rising and falling with their easy banter, shaping the air into something steady enough that I couldn’t cling to any one sound.
Someone asked me, “You guys thinking of upgrading to a bigger unit someday?” His tone was light.
I blinked out of wherever my mind had drifted and forced a breath. “Uh maybe. We’ve talked about it.”
“Lot of good layouts on the upper floors,” he said. “Penthouse level’s different, though. Kinda has its own vibe.”
A few of the men exchanged very small looks, fleeting glances, imperceptible, the kind men use when they’re acknowledging something too charged to say aloud.
I swallowed hard. Another faint sound reached us, a short, high, breathy note, barely a sound at all, more like a vocalized inhale than anything else. It cut through me like a thread pulled taut.
The man nearest the remote said calmly, “Crowd noise is low. Need that up,” and bumped the volume higher, masking the moment instantly.
They were protecting a ritual. My mind kept replaying the image of Tess over Marcus’s shoulder, the way she hadn’t resisted, the way her hands had rested on him, the way the hem of her dress had slid up as he climbed the stairs.
I tried to push the image away. The laughter from the television roared. The men cheered at a big play. One of them slapped the couch in excitement. Someone handed me a fresh drink without asking. They made me feel included, or tried to.
Above all of it, above the forced normalcy and the rising game noise, the silence from upstairs twisted around me like a second pulse. I stared at the staircase, heat crawling under my skin, every minute stretching into the next with unbearable calm.
It felt like a full hour had passed, though it might’ve been twenty minutes. Time didn’t exist in any normal way anymore. The room kept its steady hum, men reacting to plays, the TV filling the silence, conversation drifting easily around me, but I wasn’t in it.
Finally, footsteps, slow, heavy, and controlled. Marcus appeared at the top of the staircase, not in a hurry, not flustered, not out of breath, but carrying a looseness in his body that hadn’t been there before. His shoulders hung lower, not slumped but relaxed in that deep, satisfied way a man wears. His chest rose in slow, even breaths as he descended, and with each step I could see the slight heat on his skin, the sheen, not sweat, but something warmed, across his upper arms and collarbone.
No one in the room said anything. The men didn’t look up, but they all registered his return. A few small movements gave it away, a slight lean back, a glance from the corner of an eye, a barely-there smirk exchanged between two of them before they smoothed their faces.
Marcus reached the bottom step and paused there for a moment, stretching his neck lightly, rolling his shoulders once in a slow, measured gesture that opened his chest and made his posture even larger.
“Damn, man,” one of the guys called out with a grin, “you disappear like you pay rent up there.”
Marcus chuckled, deep, warm, friendly. “Had to check on something.”
“Check on somethin’, huh,” another man said, the teasing obvious but not crude.
Marcus walked back toward the loveseat with an ease that said the matter didn’t need words. He picked up a fresh beer from the table, someone must’ve set one out for him while he was gone, and cracked it open with a clean, sharp sound that cut through the room.
He took a slow sip, letting his shoulders relax further into the cushions, one arm draping along the backrest in that same casual claiming gesture he’d used earlier. He sank into the loveseat like it  had a shape carved perfectly for him. He had had a busy afternoon, this man. His body looked worn out.
His breathing settled into a rhythm that was unmistakable, the kind of calm that follows a surge of something intense, something physical. His chest rose and fell in long, steady arcs, the kind a man has when the tension has drained out of him and settled somewhere else. He looked and sounded like a man just back from a vigorous workout.
One of the men stretched his legs out and said, “Missed a couple plays while you were gone.”
Marcus shrugged. “They’ll show the replays.”
Then he turned to me with a grin that hit me square in the chest. “You good, man? You enjoying this?”
His tone was too warm, too familiar, too close. I nodded automatically, unsure what expression I was wearing. He gave my knee a quick pat. “Good. Hate to have you bored up here.” Then he added, “Tess gonna need a minute.”
The men resumed their loud commentary, arguing over whether the last pass had been tipped at the line of scrimmage, laughing, calling out bad calls. But I wasn’t hearing any of it. I kept looking at Marcus, at the looseness in his limbs, the faint flush along his collarbone, the way his jaw moved with each quiet, satisfied swallow of beer.
Marcus settled deeper into the loveseat, stretching out his legs, eyes fixed lazily on the TV, the picture of a man who had gotten whatever he wanted out of the day. I sat there waiting for any sign of her, listening for the faintest sound from above, knowing that the way she returned would tell me more than anything he’d said.
I didn’t hear her at first. The men were loud, laughing, arguing, breaking down the last play as the game rolled into another drive. Marcus drank his beer with that slow, deep, steady rhythm of someone perfectly at ease. He didn’t look toward the stairs. He didn’t angle his head to listen. If anything, he looked more relaxed now than he had all day, one hand draped along the back of the loveseat, fingers tapping lightly in an absent, rhythmic pattern.
Then I heard a soft shift of weight behind us. A floorboard creaked, so faint I thought I imagined it. Another step followed. Then another. Slow, careful, controlled. But this wasn’t the shy, flustered descent she’d tried to hide the first time.
The men heard it too. They didn’t stop talking, but something in their tone softened, voices dipping, conversation slackening just enough to let her presence fall over the room.
She appeared at on the landing half way down. She held the railing lightly, fingertips grazing the wood as she made her unsteady way down. Her hair looked different: more undone, falling around her face in soft, uneven waves, pieces clinging to her temples and neck. The delicate silver earrings swayed with each step, catching the light in a way that drew the eye instinctively toward her throat.
When she stepped fully into view, I saw the flush along her chest, a faint, mottled warmth that spread across her collarbones and down to the line of the dress. Not makeup. Her breathing gave her away. Not ragged or dramatic, just deeper. Slower on the inhale, released through her nose in measured, deliberate exhalations as though she was trying to regulate it.
One of the men on the couch glanced up at her with just a brief look, polite, respectful, but knowing. He gave her a small nod and then looked back at the screen.
Tess reached the bottom step and paused, smoothing her dress, a quick motion that did nothing to fix the way it clung to her hips now. Her fingers brushed her thigh, her necklace, the side of her neck, as though she couldn’t decide which detail needed straightening most.
Marcus’s posture moved the moment she entered the room, just a subtle widening of his shoulders, a small lift of his chest as he took a slow breath. His jaw relaxed further. His fingers, resting along the back of the loveseat, curled once in a gesture that felt unconscious, like a muscle tightening in response to a familiar presence.
Tess moved toward the living area with that careful, weightless walk she had. Her steps were smaller than before, measured in a way that made the hem of her dress shimmy with every movement. She ran a hand through her hair, pushing it back, clearing her face, only for it to fall forward as if reminding her of what it had been pressed against.
She finally risked a glance in my direction. It lasted a second. Her eyes were soft, clouded with something not guilt, not shame. Something warmer and quieter, something that wasn’t meant for me. She looked away before I could decipher it.
The men didn’t speak to her right away., they gave her the space to cross the room, their comments about the game softening around the edges, their attention split between the television and the charged silence she carried with her like a second skin.
Tess reached the loveseat and hovered beside it, fingers smoothing the dress, adjusting the strap, brushing her knee as though grounding herself.
Marcus finally tilted his head in her direction. “You good now?” he asked in the same quiet tone he’d used earlier, but layered now with more meaning to it, hidden though it was.
She nodded once, slow, small, controlled. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I’m good now.”
He made room and she sank onto the loveseat beside him as if gravity had taken her over. Her leg now draped over his. He didn’t look away from the TV as the contact settled naturally between them, as if the two of them had agreed, wordlessly, upstairs, how the rest of the afternoon would be.
Tess settled into Marcus, and the way her body arranged itself this time wasn’t tentative or uncertain. She sank into the cushion like it was where she was supposed to be, her thigh hung on him, her arm resting down his leg.
The men glanced once, quick, barely-there flickers of recognition, glanced at me, then returned their attention to the television.
Tess’s eyes lowered, her lips parted, her body leaned the last inch into his presence. The distance between them disappeared.
Her hand curled into his thigh, her fingers lightly scratching. Her lips parted on a small, shaky exhale. She looked at me for the first time since coming downstairs, just a brief look.
“Hey,” she murmured, her voice soft and low, apologetic.
I leaned forward. “Yeah?”
She swallowed, eyes flicking toward Marcus, then down at her own lap before returning to me. “Maybe you should go downstairs for a bit.”
My chest tightened, and I wasn’t sure if I’d actually heard her right. “Downstairs?”
She nodded, her breath catching at the end of the motion. “Just for now,” she said with a shrug, whispering. “It might be better maybe.”
Marcus didn’t speak. The men on the couch didn’t look at me.
Tess tucked her legs under her, the hem of her sundress slipping and revealing a bit more of her thigh. Her hand slid a little farther along Marcus’s thigh as she adjusted herself, her fingertips brushing the fabric of the hem of his shorts before settling.
Her voice came softer. Warmer. pleading.”Maybe just go downstairs for a little while.” She kept her eyes on mine for a second, just a second, and in that second I saw the last moment of self-control. The last piece of her pretending this was just tension, just flirtation, just some charged atmosphere was falling away.
Her breath hitched, quiet, unsteady, and she turned toward Marcus with a movement so instinctive, so unguarded, it felt like watching something private erupt into the open. Her shoulder pressed fully to his chest. Her knee slid up higher against his thigh. Her fingers tightened on his leg, not a polite touch anymore, not a question, but a need she couldn’t disguise.
“Tess,” I said softly before I could stop myself.
Her body was angled toward Marcus in a way that made the meaning unmistakable. Marcus’s fingers curled along the loveseat’s back as if holding himself in preparation for what she was slipping toward.
Tess’s hand slid up Marcus’s thigh another inch, fingertips trembling, searching, desperate.
“Tess,” I repeated, louder this time, my voice cracking in the middle.
She looked at me from his neck.Her pupils were blown wide, her breathing deepening. Her lips parted around a tiny, involuntary sound she couldn’t swallow down. Her cheeks were flushed, her whole body was angling into him like she couldn’t hold herself upright without leaning into the heat of him.
Marcus lowered his head a fraction closer to her, not touching, but near enough that she felt the warmth of him. Her breathing stuttered. Her shoulders trembled.
“Tess,” I tried one more time.
She shook her head, a tiny frantic gesture, and turned more sharply into Marcus, her thigh lifting as she leaned across him. Her hands clutched at his shirt now, not the couch, not her dress, him. Her thighs straddled his enormous lap.
“I’m sorry,” she breathed, barely audible. “I’m sorry I just, I can’t stop, ”
Marcus finally spoke, his voice a low rumble.
“Hey. Hey. Easy.”
“I can’t,” she whispered back, her voice breaking. “I can’t.”
And then she made a sound, soft, breathy, involuntary, one that filled the entire room despite barely carrying above the noise of the TV. Every head in the room lifted. Every breath caught. Every eyelid flicked upward in the same silent moment.
She wasn’t in control anymore.
Marcus inhaled sharply through his nose, a deep, steadying breath that looked like it took effort, real effort, to take slowly. His fingers flexed along the back of the loveseat, tightening as though holding himself by force.
“Tess” he murmured.
She looked up at him with a raw, helpless expression that erased any doubt about what was happening inside her.
She leaned into him harder. Her whole body drove toward him like she’d been pulled off balance by something inside her. Her hand slid higher along his thigh, slow, shaking, and this time she didn’t stop but kept going, curling her palm against him in a way that made Marcus finally breathe out through his nose, long and steady. Her hand passed under the leg of his shorts.
Everyone in the room gave her that perfect bubble of pretend privacy, the “we didn’t see that” politeness men use when they know something has escaped its leash.
Marcus lowered his head a little, just enough that his breath moved a strand of her hair. “You sure?” he murmured.
Tess didn’t answer with words. She answered with her body, her hips shifting once, her knees driving down, her fingers tightening with a quiet, desperate little sound slipping out of her throat. Not a moan, not loud, but just enough to tell me she wasn’t in control of herself anymore.
My stomach dropped straight through me. Her dress hitched higher as she moved, riding up along his thighs in that slow, creeping way. “Tess,” I said, barely getting her name out. She didn’t look back at me. Not even a flicker.
Instead she made a quiet, broken sound, half breath, half surrender, and grabbed at his shirt with both hands, pulling herself into him. Marcus’s legs parted instinctively to make room for her, a slow, controlled shift that told me exactly what was happening between them.
One of the guys cleared his throat and casually turned the TV volume up three more clicks.
I sat there, frozen, watching my wife cling to another man with the kind of helpless, hungry need she’d never shown me. Her breathing stuttered, her back arching, her shoulders tightening as she pressed herself deeper into his lap.
Tess, English lit lecturer, steady solid if slightly boring wife, enjoys cooking, hiking, climbing. Tess, sharp eyed for any instance of hate or racism or misogyny within earshot.
“Tess,” Marcus whispered, voice low and steady, “easy now.”
“I can’t,” she breathed, shaking. “I can’t.”
It was the sound she made, that tiny, helpless thing she didn’t mean to let out, that finally broke me.
I stood so fast the cushion hissed under me. No one looked up. Not Marcus, not the other guys, not even Tess. She was too far gone into whatever she’d surrendered to, her body curved toward him, her fingers twisted in his shirt, her breathing shaky and uneven.
My heart slammed once, hard. “I can’t, ” I muttered, but the words didn’t land anywhere.
I took one step back. Then another. Then I turned and walked out.
I hit the hallway where the air felt thinner, colder. The muffled sound of the game drifted behind me, along with a single soft exhale from Tess that hit me harder than anything I’d heard all day. I didn’t stop walking.
Down the stairs, down another flight, hands trembling the entire way. By the time I reached the lobby, my pulse was hammering so hard I couldn’t even pretend to breathe normally. I pushed out into the cool air of the parking lot, chest tight, head buzzing, every inch of me burned out and vibrating.
And then I went back inside. It was too cold out.
The door clicked. Tess stepped inside like she’d just returned from grabbing the mail. Hair smoothed. Dress straightened. Lipstick reapplied. Not a single sign of the girl who’d been trembling in someone else’s arms just an hour ago.
“Hey,” she said lightly, dropping her purse on the counter, peeling her candles off. “You left early.”
I stared at her. “I, Tess, I saw.”
She blinked, once, calm. “Saw what?”
My throat tightened. “You were all over him. Right there in front of everyone. In front of me!”
Her eyebrows lifted just a touch, the kind of expression a person makes when they’re trying to follow someone’s logic and failing. “What are you talking about? I sat next to him for the game. I always do. He likes it, that’s just him.”
I felt heat rise in my face. “Tess, come on. I was right there.”
She let out a soft breath, not angry, not defensive, but patient. “You seemed upset. I thought maybe you were overwhelmed or something. That’s why I told you to go downstairs. I thought giving you space would help you.”
“That’s not,  that’s not what happened.”
She stepped closer, shoulders down, voice gentle. “Okay. Then tell me what you think you saw.”
My stomach twisted. “You touched him,” I said, weakly “A lot.”
She tilted her head. “Like how? Because I grabbed his arm when he made that joke? Everyone saw that. It was friendly.”
“That’s not it.”
She cut in, voice soft. “Honey you left. You were upset. You didn’t even give me a chance to see what was wrong.”
As if there was some version of this where she was innocent and I was misinterpreting my own eyes.
“I wasn’t upset,” I said, knowing it sounded like a lie.
She stepped closer, lifting her hand toward my face but stopping before she touched me. “I know you get anxious sometimes. I know being around a bunch of new people can make everything feel bigger than it is. You’re not used to different people.”
The framing hit me like a slap. “Tess,” I whispered. “I swear you were . . . ”
“Babe.” She cradled my jaw in her hand. “You always imagine more than what happens. Even watching shows, you remember?”
I felt something falter inside me. A crack, a  slip, because she said it so calmly, so warmly.
“I wouldn’t do anything in front of you,” she continued. “You know that. You know me.”
She touched my cheek then, gently, thumb brushing under my eye, and the tenderness made the floor tilt beneath me.
“You left because you panicked,” she whispered. “And that’s okay. I’m not mad. Just trust me. Nothing happened.”
My breath shook. “I don’t know what’s real anymore.”
She smiled faintly. “That’s why I’m telling you. So you don’t torture yourself.”
She eased her arms around my waist, resting her cheek against my chest as though comforting a scared child.
I let her steady me. Because the alternative,  believing what I’d seen upstairs, believing what I’d felt in that room, was like swallowing glass.
“Okay” I murmured, the word slipping out before I could stop it.
Her arms tightened around me, a quiet relief softening her shoulders. “Good,” she whispered. “Let it go. It was nothing.”
But the moment her face pressed into my chest, her lips made a small, satisfied curve. Or not, who can tell?
Wednesday night felt normal until the knock. Not a polite knock. Just two heavy raps, like a man announcing he was home.
The door opened before I even got off the couch. Marcus stepped inside with that effortless confidence he wore everywhere, a six-pack in one hand, shoulders filling the doorway like the condo frame all over again.
“Evenin’ brother,” he called to me casually, heading straight for the kitchen like he owned our lease. “Thought I’d drop off those extra tickets.”
Tess froze at the counter, spoon in her hand, hair tied up messily like she’d been settling into a quiet night. She turned toward him, smile too quick, too bright,  flustered before anything had happened.
“Oh, hey,” she said, voice a little breathless. “Hi there.” She glanced at me.
I remained in the living room, half-watching through the pass-through window above the sink. Marcus moved behind her close and she instinctively stepped sideways, but he matched the movement, his arm brushing the small of her back to stop her sliding away.
“Smells good in here,” he said, leaning in to look over her shoulder at the pot on the stove, though his eyes weren’t on the food.
Tess stiffened then softened. She pretended to adjust the burner to hide both reactions.
From my angle, all I saw was Marcus’s body crowding hers, his chest touching her back, his hips angled forward enough that the space between them was a breath.
“What you you guys making?” he asked, watching her, though he directed the question at me.
“Soup,” I said, throat dry.
He nodded. “Nice. Cold night for it.” He didn’t step away from her.
Tess’s cheeks flushed a deep pink that crawled down her neck. Her breath stuttered. She gripped the counter with one hand, fingers pressing into the edge, knuckles whitening as though the firmness of the counter was the only steady thing in the room.
Marcus lifted one hand, slow, casual, and reached past her to grab a glass from the cupboard overhead. When he did, his torso pressed her back enough to make her exhale a shaky breath she tried to swallow.
He looked at me through the pass-through as he opened the fridge, as if nothing was happening at all.
“You catch the score Monday night?” he asked, cracking open a beer one-handed. “That overtime was insane.”
I stared. He held my eyes. The entire time, his hands rested on the counter beside Tess, pinning her in place.
Tess kept her face pointed downward, her blush deepening, lips parting as she tried to focus on the soup. But her shoulders rose and fell in an uneven rhythm. Marcus leaned in, voice low enough only she should have heard it.
But I heard. “You bored again?”
She shook her head too fast. “No, I’m fine.”
He smirked. Then, without breaking his casual conversation with me, he stepped close enough that the angle of his hips pressed into her.
“Man, you should’ve seen the interception,” he said to me, taking a sip of beer. “Whole bar went insane.”
Tess tried to keep stirring, but her wrist trembled and the spoon clinked awkwardly against the side of the pot. Her breath caught.
“So,” Marcus said, leaning his elbow on the counter right beside her hip as he looked at me through the pass-through, “you think they’ll bench the rookie or let him ride it out?”
A normal question. I forced my throat to work. “I heard they might let him finish the season.”
Marcus nodded, taking a slow sip of beer, his posture relaxed, his presence anything but. I couldn’t see, but I suspected his hand was slowly rubbing up and down her back, cupping her ass.
Tess showed nothing on her face. But she swallowed hard, her neck tightening, her chest rising in small, uneven movements she couldn’t hide. She moved her weight, and when she did, her lower back brushed pressed his chest.
He moved his hand, casual, slow, resting it on the counter on the other side of her. Tess stood between his arms, caught in the span of his body, the heat of him wrapping around her like a gravitational field.
“Smells so good,” he murmured nearly into her neck, voice dropping just a hair.
She nodded quickly, responded formally. “Thank you.”
Marcus looked at me, eyebrows raised, pulling the conversation along like nothing unusual was happening. “Man, she spoils you,” he said with a grin.
Tess’s blush deepened at that,  a flush that started at her chest and crawled up her neck, blooming across her cheeks.
“Don’t say that,” she mumbled to him.
“Why not?” he asked. His tone was playful, but the look he gave her wasn’t. It was low, assessing.
Tess’s hand slipped on the spoon and soup splashed over the sides of the pot.
Marcus chuckled quietly. “Careful,” he said, leaning forward enough that his lips touched the back of her ear.
Tess inhaled sharply, eyes down, her lips parted in a way that looked involuntary.
Marcus smiled, the corner of his mouth lifting slowly. He leaned a closer bringing their bodies closer. Her back arched. Her grip on the counter tightened. Her thighs pressed together under her dress.
She made a sound, too quiet to be a moan, too soft to be anything good, and just enough to reveal everything she was trying to hide.
Marcus’s expression moved, not smug, not aggressive, just a slow, deep certainty in his eyes that she was responding to him openly now.
He lifted his beer, keeping his voice perfectly casual as he looked at me. “You two doing anything this weekend?” he asked.
Tess gripped the counter like it was the only stable surface in the room. She kept her eyes locked on the soup, but she wasn’t stirring anymore, the spoon hovered in her hand, suspended over the pot with no direction, her breathing shallow and uneven. Her chest rose too fast, fell too slow. Her shoulders trembled every time Marcus moved his weight behind her. I saw the front of her dress tug across her stomach, the fabric being pulled.
“Weekend?” he repeated, rolling the word lazily.
I swallowed. “Uh nothing planned. Why?”
Marcus shrugged. “Got a few guys coming by. Watching the fights. Thought you might want to join.”
He said it like he wasn’t standing an inch behind my wife, like her pulse wasn’t visibly thudding at her neck, like she wasn’t forgetting how to breathe every time he spoke.
Tess nodded automatically, too fast, her voice thin. “That sounds good, yeah.”
She caught herself, startled by her own eagerness, and tried to recover. “I mean, maybe. If we’re free.”
“Cool,” he said easily. “We’ll figure it out.”
He did something hidden and Tess’s breath hitched so sharply she made a tiny sound and coughed to cover it. She reached for a spice jar on the counter to give her hands something else to do, but when her fingers wrapped around it, she couldn’t twist the cap properly. Her whole arm was shaking.
“Here,” Marcus murmured. He reached around her, one massive hand covering hers on the jar. His chest hovered behind her back. His forearm grazed her side, the heat of him wrapped around her like a second body.
Tess’s eyes fluttered shut for a second. He loosened the cap effortlessly, his hand covering hers, his chest touching her back. When he let go, her fingers slipped a little, like she’d forgotten how to hold the jar.
“You good?” he asked in a grinning murmur. “Yeah,” she whispered, breath catching. “Sorry.”
“For what?” he asked, voice soft, low, warm.
She didn’t answer. Instead she looked down, her cheeks flushed deep pink, her lips parted as she tried to steady herself, the pulse behind her ear thudding visibly. She adjusted her stance, but the small shift only pressed her hips harder into Marcus’s body.
A soft, involuntary sound escaped her,  not loud. It barely even reached the pass-through, but it shot through me like current.
Marcus went still. Then,  with the smallest, quietest adjustment, he moved his weight forward by a fraction of an inch.
Tess froze then melted, her shoulders softening, her spine arching. Her fingers slipped on the spoon handle, missing the pot entirely.
It clattered weakly against the stove, and she gasped, a tiny, high breath she tried to swallow.
Marcus kept his eyes on the stove, his face unreadable, his voice low and smooth. He moved his hip a little closer.
Her breath caught harder this time and her knees bent. Her lower lip caught between her teeth. Her eyes half-closed, unfocused, trying to hold onto composure she no longer had.
And then she looked straight at me, her pupils wide, her chest rising fast, her mouth open in a silent, shattered breath.
Her eyes were begging me to pretend I didn’t see, begging me to accept what was happening. Her fingers tightened around the counter’s edge, her knuckles pale, her whole body trembling in a way she couldn’t hide anymore.
She sucked in a breath, sharp and shaky, and straightened up. Her knees bent unconsciously as she stepped back half an inch, only to stop when she fell back into him.
“What kind of wine do you usually drink with this stuff?” he asked, like we were just three friends in a kitchen. “White? Or one of those light reds?”
Tess’s head snapped up an inch. Her shoulders jerked like the words had struck her. But it wasn’t the words. I saw the ripple run through her, a raw physical tremor, quick and hot, and then she bit her lip so hard I thought it might bleed.
“Tess?” he asked, voice playful now. “Didn’t you say you picked that pinot you liked? That light one?”
Her jaw twitched. I watched her struggle to lift her head. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out at first. She looked like she couldn’t remember how to use her voice. She was catching her breath.
Then finally: “Y-yeah,” she said. Croaky and unsteady. “Um yeah, I did.”
I watched her back arch, like the effort of speaking had sent a shock through her. She tried to turn, as if to create space, but Marcus didn’t budge.
“She’s been nervous,” Marcus said over her shoulder, to me. “Big department meeting tomorrow or something?”
He was smiling like none of this was real, like he hadn’t just watched her break from his touching her from behind.
Tess gave a tiny, helpless laugh.
“Okay,” Marcus said, backing off like he’d just helped a friend recover from a dizzy spell. “Let me know.”
Marcus lingered near the threshold, his shoulder brushing the doorframe as he paused. He looked back over his shoulder at her, slow and deliberate.
Her voice came out thin. “I, Marcus, I just need a minute.”
He nodded. “Take your time.”
Tess she set the spoon down and wiped her palms on a dish towel with restless, uneven movements. Her breathing didn’t settle, not even after she tried forcing calm through tightened lips. Something was shaking in her, embarrassment, adrenaline, confusion, or maybe all of it at once, and she seemed desperate for distance from whatever had just nearly broken loose in the kitchen.
“I’m just I’m going to step out a bit,” she said quickly, pushing her hair behind her ear, though her fingers trembled as she did it. “Just for a minute. Look after the soup, stir it?.”
Marcus held the door open without a word. Tess slipped past him, her body angled narrowly to avoid brushing him, but the closeness of the movement was there. She kept her head down as she went, her cheeks flushed, lips parted like she couldn’t quite catch a full breath. Marcus followed her out, not touching her, not guiding her, but walking with the kind of calm certainty that made it clear he expected her to come with him.
He didn’t look back at me and she didn’t either.
Thirty minutes passed. I kept replaying the last few seconds in the kitchen, the look on her face, the way she followed him without even glancing back. The timer beeped at some point, signaling the food had cooled.
Then I heard it. The soft thump of feet, light hesitant steps. The handle clicked, slowly, gently, as though someone was trying not to be heard. The door slipped open just an inch at first, as if she was checking whether the coast was clear.
Then she slid inside quickly, shutting it behind her with a rushed click. She wasn’t wearing the outfit she left in.
She stood in the entryway in a dress I had never seen before, thin, bright, and cut into narrow shapes that clung to her body in ways she would never choose. It was short enough that the hem hovered high on her thighs, swaying when she moved her weight. The neckline dipped low, deeper than anything she owned, and the fabric shimmered faintly when she moved, catching the overhead light like something meant for a club, not our condo.
Her hair was mussed, her cheeks flushed, her breathing uneven.
She noticed me staring. Immediately she ducked her head, one hand flying to smooth the dress down in a nervous, jittery sweep, as if she could make it longer by will alone. Her other arm crossed over her chest instinctively, not quite covering herself but telegraphing her embarrassment.
“Oh my god,” she said, quick and breathless. “I didn’t think you’d be right there.”
Her voice cracked in the middle of the sentence. She tried to laugh, but it came out thin, strained, panicked.
“I was just, I’m only coming down to grab something,” she insisted, stepping sideways toward the hallway in frantic little movements. “It’s nothing, I wasn’t, this isn’t . . . ”
She stopped, visibly flustered, tugging at the neckline like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to hide or defend it.
“It’s just a dress,” she said too quickly. “Marcus had it. He wanted to gave it to me. He said it was for next Sunday’s ball game, just something fun. He thought it would be, I don’t know festive, or whatever.”
Her voice collapsed under its own explanation. She looked away.
I watched her fiddle with the straps, her fingers trembling as she tried to straighten them, as though fixing the lines of the dress would make the situation less surreal. The dress didn’t fit her like something picked off a rack. It hugged her like it had been chosen with intention.
Tess turned halfway toward the hallway, hair falling over her face.
“I should, just give me one second, okay? I don’t want to, I’ll change. I’ll take it off.”
The words tumbled out in a flurry, as though she was desperate to manage my reaction before I even gave one.
“I’ll be right back,” she murmured, clutching the hem as she hurried down the hall, her steps light..
The bedroom door clicked shut behind her. I was left staring at the spot where she’d stood, the image of the dress burned into my mind, along with the unmistakable knowledge that she hadn’t been the one to choose it.
Marcus had.
She came out so quickly I nearly fell in through the opening door. She was dressed now in sweats and a hoody. She had that raised chin and back shoulders again. “Anyway, he thought you would like me in that dress.”
“Tess,” I said.
“We’re just friends!” she snapped. “Grow up.”
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