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It started with a knock like it always did. Not loud, just firm, spaced out, like he knew that was enough. I looked up from the sink, hands wet, coffee mug still half full beside the kettle. Tess was in the bedroom. I heard the creak of the bed, the rustle of her robe.
She stepped into the hallway, barefoot, hair still damp from her shower, robe cinched tight. Her eyes went to the door. She didn’t ask who it was because she already knew.
“I’ll get it,” she called. I listened.
She opened the door partway and leaned through the frame, body half-turned. I caught a glimpse of him, Marcus, broad and casual in a black tee and track pants, holding a small cardboard box in one hand.
“Forgot I ordered this,” he said, lifting it slightly. “Didn’t get the buzzer. Thought I’d just stop by.”
Tess glanced over her shoulder at me dow the hall. “He left it downstairs for a week,” she said, as if that explained anything, and she snorted and rolled her eyes.
I dried my hands.
“Just dropping off, bro,” Marcus added for my benefit, stepping in without asking.
Tess didn’t stop him but stepped aside. He brushed close against her as he passed, the box tucked under one arm now, his other hand trailing across the small of her back in a way that made her inhale quickly, then glance at me again.
He walked straight to the kitchen, set the box on the counter, looked around like he’d been in there only yesterday, and probably had if I was right with my suspicions.
“You guys cooking?” he asked.
“No,” I said quickly.
He nodded, peeled open the box, checked the contents like it was only another errand.
Tess stepped into the kitchen behind him, coming close, holding his shoulders, pulling herself up on her toes. She smiled faintly, nudged his arm. “You could’ve waited for me to grab it for you, I would have brought it up.” She gave him a sly look out the corner of her eyes, and a crooked grin.
He looked down at her, then at me. “Didn’t seem like you were in a rush to help last time.”
Tess gave him a look. “Marcus…”
He shrugged.
She turned to me. “It’s nothing,” she said. “He just needs to drop things off. He’s always ordering online. You know how he is.”
I said nothing.
Marcus leaned back against the counter, arms crossed now. He looked down at her again. “You free?”
Tess glanced at me for a second.
“I’ve got stuff to do,” she said quickly. “Laundry, emails. It’s a mess today, you already know that.” She nudged his thigh with her knee.
He nodded. “Alright. I’ll head up.”
He turned to me as he passed. “You know where to find me,” he said to her, his eyes on mine.
The door closed behind him with the usual quiet finality.
Tess didn’t move for a long second. Then: “He really did just come to bring the box.”
I stared at her. She folded her arms across her stomach. “I didn’t know he was coming.” Another pause.
“I’ll message him later,” she said. “Tell him to back off if you want.”
She closed the box and tucked it under her arm and dashed away to the bedroom. But not before I caught a glimpse inside it. Black fabric, some red, straps, buttons: It looked like a dress.
The next time was Wednesday. Tess said she needed to grab a charger she’d left upstairs. It was late afternoon. She’d just finished a Zoom call, hair pinned back, wearing a soft grey tank and those fitted, ribbed lounge pants that clung too well to her legs. She disappeared into the bedroom after her last zoom meeting and stayed in there longer than usual.
When she came out, her hair was down, blown smooth. She’d changed. The tank was gone now, a shorter, pale lavender top, loose and swooping that I hadn’t seen before. Different pants too, rolled once at the waist to sit lower on her hips. She had on light makeup, a little glow on her cheeks, lips glossy, eyes lined.
“I’ll be back in a bit,” she said, grabbing her phone and slipping her keys into her back pocket.
I stood from the couch. “For a charger?”
She smiled. “He’s not home all day, you know. He works weird hours. He just texted that he’s around now.”
She watched me a moment longer. “It’s not a thing,” she added. “He’s just, he’s one of those guys. You know? He likes company. It doesn’t mean anything.”
I nodded.
She stepped into her shoes, slides, easy to kick off, and opened the door. “I’ll be quick.” She left.
I sat on the edge of the couch, hands locked together, elbows on knees. I told myself she was telling the truth. That she really did just leave a charger up there. That maybe she was being a little vain about how she looked, that’s all.
The hallway stayed quiet. I stared at the blank TV screen. Ten minutes passed. Then fifteen.
I stood up, looked around. I didn’t know what I was doing. I walked to the kitchen, poured water, then didn’t drink it. I stared out the window, down at the parking lot. The sky was starting to turn pink.
At twenty-two minutes I walked out and locked the door behind me.
I didn’t move fast. I didn’t storm. I just walked the carpeted hallway like it was nothing at all, like I had some neighborly thing to say, some reason to check in.
Marcus’s door was closed, but not locked.
I pushed it open. The music was on low, something slow and pulsing, his kind of music. There were no voices, just that beat that filled the whole space. The curtains were drawn, dim inside even with the sun still high. The living room was empty.
I took two steps inside. Her voice came from up the stairs. Soft, then again, higher, and not words really. More a drawn breath.
I didn’t call out. I walked on, slow, and stopped at the first hallway corner. His bedroom door was half-closed. Light came through the gap. The bed creaked. There was another sound from her, clearer now. A whimper? A shocked inhalation?
I backed away. I made it back to our condo without thinking, fumbling my keys in my hand. The lock clicked and I stepped inside, closed the door, leaned against it.
It was twenty more minutes before she came back. She entered like nothing had happened. Her hair was pulled up, cheeks flushed, and she was chewing gum. Her lip gloss was gone.
“Found it,” she said, holding up the charger like it proved anything.
I just nodded.
She walked to the kitchen and plugged it into the outlet by the counter. Then she turned. “You okay?”
I shrugged
Tess tilted her head. “What?”
“You were gone almost forty minutes.”
She opened her mouth, then stopped. She stepped forward, slower. “We just talked.”
I blinked.
“I didn’t know it was that long.”
“You’re lying.”
She drew in a breath through her nose. “He’s just that kind of guy, okay? You can’t act surprised. He flirts. He pushes. I’m not saying it’s always appropriate, but . . . ” She smirked at the floor.
I cut her off. “You put on makeup.”
She blinked.
“You changed. You dressed for him.”
“It’s not like that.”
I stared at her. “Then what is it like?”
She shrugged. “It’s a cultural thing. That’s how he is. You know that. It’s the way he was raised, he’s physical, e’s very visual, like very! And he’s confident, he has no boundaries, that man!. Some women are drawn to that. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“You looked in the mirror before you left.”
She didn’t answer.
“You adjusted your top. You wore gloss.”
Still nothing.
She swallowed. “I didn’t think it would matter.”
I stepped closer, my voice lower. “You’re still seeing this as harmless?”
“I’m not trying to hurt you.” Tess looked down at the floor. “I just, it’s fun, I like how he makes me feel. We laugh.”
I didn’t move.
She kept going. “It’s not about him. It’s about me, okay? About feeling, alive.”
Her eyes lifted. “When he looks at me like that, it makes you forget everything else. It’s interesting, isn’t it?”
I nodded once. “And when you leave? why do you go up there?”
She hesitated. “I come back, don’t I?. I try keep it  normal.”
I said nothing. She stepped closer. “I’m not asking you to like it,” she said. “I’m asking you to understand it. I always try to understand how you feel.”
She kissed my cheek, turned away, and walked into the bedroom.
It was Friday when it happened again, this time worse.               They were going out, Marcus and her. Not a date, she insisted. Not even a night out, really. “Just a thing,” she said. “He’s got a friend DJ’ing at this new place. Says it’s supposed to be cool, a little upscale, not like a club-club.”
I didn’t answer right away.
She was in the bedroom, getting dressed, the door mostly closed. I could see the movement of her legs through the gap. She stepped into something, pulled it up, smoothed it over her hips. Her voice came again, more casual this time.
“I mean, you know how he is,” she said. “It’s just Marcus. He likes scenes like that. I’m just tagging along.”
When she finally emerged, I had to stand back.
She was wearing a black mini-dress I hadn’t seen before, with red highlights and buttons down the back, short and clinging, with a low V that made it impossible not to look at her chest. Her hair was done with volume, swept back off her shoulders. She wore heels, thin straps and high arches. Gold earrings, a little shimmer on her collarbones. Her perfume was stronger than usual.
“Too much?” she asked, doing a half-turn like it was nothing.
I stared. “You’re dressed like that for him?”
“For the club,” she corrected. “Come on.”
“It’s for him, Tess.”
She gave a crooked smile. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
I crossed my arms. “You going to dance with him?”
She looked past me, toward the window. “If it’s that kind of vibe, I guess. We’ll see. It’s not like it means anything. Just dancing.”
“Does he think it does?”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s just Marcus. He’s flirty. You know that already. It’s part of his whole thing. Honestly, it’d be weirder if he wasn’t. He can’t help it.”
I didn’t answer.
She looked at her phone. “He’s downstairs.” She was out the door and gone fast as the wind.
I went to the balcony and looked down. She stepped out into the warm evening air, phone in one hand, purse clutched to her side.
Down in the driveway, an Uber had pulled up. Marcus was already down there and he opened the back door with one hand, the other reaching for her the moment she stepped onto the sidewalk. Tess laughed at something he said, then she moved in close, close like someone used to being touched that way, his hand gliding down her bare back. He kissed her cheek, maybe her jaw. She ducked her head, grinning, then let him guide her into the backseat with him. I could see his lap before he pulled the door closed. I could see her hand on it, her finger curling, clutching at the fabric, twisting it. Then the door cut off my view.
I stared until the car pulled away.
She came back after two. I was still  awake but pretending not to be. I heard her heels click into the front hallway, then stop. Then the quiet sound of her setting them down. A moment later, the bathroom light clicked on.
I stayed in bed. The toilet flushed and the tap ran. I heard the small clatter of her jewelry on the counter, the faint zip of her dress being tugged down.
When she came into the bedroom and I kept my eyes closed. She crossed to the dresser and slipped on a long tee shirt, one of mine. Then she turned and stood at the foot of the bed for a second, maybe longer, not saying anything. Maybe watching me.
Then she climbed in. Her skin was warm. She smelled like perfume and wine and something musky beneath it all.
She didn’t say a word. Finally, I asked, “Was it fun?”
She hesitated. “Yeah. It was loud, but not gross. More of a lounge vibe.”
“Did you dance?”
“A little.”
I nodded into the pillow.
“Nothing weird,” she added. “You know how he is. He just wants attention. He’s such a show off.”
“You gave it to him.”
She didn’t answer right away. “It’s harmless, you know it is. It’s just Marcus.”
“He showed you off  like you were his.”
She didn’t move or reply.
“I watched you get into the car like you were his girlfriend.”
Her voice came back small. “I didn’t know you were watching.”
I rolled onto my back. “Do you even care?”
She rolled over to look at the ceiling too. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” She turned on her side toward me, hand resting on my chest.
“I didn’t do anything you wouldn’t forgive.”
“That’s hardly the line, Tess.”
“I know, but . . . .” She whispered, “A girl  just likes how he looks at her. It’s just fun to be seen like that, even if it’s just a joke.”
“Do you think of me at all when you’re with him?”
“You’re very different,,” she said, so quietly I barely heard it.
The next time  tarted with a photo.
She sent it around noon. I was on the couch with my laptop open, half working, half scrolling. Her name lit up my phone with a ping.
Just for us you walking fool! ��
The image loaded slow, like it was daring me to look. Tess, in the front seat of Marcus’s  SUV. Her legs were crossed, one hand holding a plastic cup with some green smoothie in it, the other flashing a peace sign. She had big sunglasses on, lips parted in a crooked grin. The neckline of her tank was low and showing lacy white bra. Marcus was in the driver’s seat, his arm stretched across the backrest behind her, barely in the frame. His fingers were close to her shoulder.
I didn’t answer. It was immediately obvious she had mis-sent it to me.
When she got home, she was carrying a new shopping bag.
“Guess who bought me lunch and new shoes!” she said, breezing in like it was all a joke.
“You know you’re married, right?” I said, not getting up.
She gave me a look. “Don’t start. I was helping him shop, that man has no sense of style, he just threw in a few things for me too while we were at the store.”
“It was just a question.”
Tess kicked off her sandals, unzipped the bag, and pulled out the box. “They’re nice. I don’t ask for it. He just likes to do stuff like that.”
“Because he wants something in return.”
She set the box down. “That’s so unfair.”
“Is it untrue?”
She shrugged. “I wear what I like. So what  if he likes how I look. Big deal. I don’t owe him for a pair of shoes. I spent all day trying clothes on him.”
“You dressed like that on purpose,” I said. “You know what it does to him.”
“It’s a hot day.”
“Was it a hot day when you put that gloss on?”
She didn’t answer.
I stood, walked past her into the kitchen, and opened the fridge just to look at something that wasn’t her. “You kissed him last time, didn’t you?”
“No, get real.”
“You let him kiss you.”
“No,” she said again, but too fast.
“Tess.”
She didn’t move. “I didn’t kiss him. He, he leaned in. I turned. He got my jaw.”
I closed the fridge.
“I told him no,” she said. “I told him I’m married. He backed off right away.”
“But you still go with him. You still sit close to him. Let him buy you things. Let him touch you.”
She looked at the floor. “It’s not like that.”
“How is it, then?”
“It’s Marcus. He’s, he’s a physical man. You know that. It’s how he communicates. It’s how he is. I don’t think he means anything by it.”
“He means all of it.”
She didn’t argue.
•            


Later that week, I got home and found her hair pinned up, her lips colored in, her perfume hanging in the hallway. She was in the bathroom, adjusting her top in the mirror.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“Just drinks,” she said. “Marcus invited a couple people. Casual thing.”
“Where?”
“Downtown.”
“You told me you were staying in.”
“I changed my mind.”
“You’re going out like that?”
She looked down at herself. Tight jeans. Thin cream-colored blouse that stopped short at the waist. Black heels.
“I don’t look bad.”
“You look like you’re really trying for someone.”
She kept her gaze in the mirror carefully circling her lips with the stick. “Why does it bother you so much?”
I stepped closer. “Because you keep pretending it’s innocent when we both know it’s not.”
“I’m not sleeping with him.”
“You want to.”
She turned sharply. “That’s not fair.”
“Then tell me you don’t.”
She didn’t say anything. Her phone rattled on the counter and she picked up her purse. “I’m late.”
“Of course you are.”
She walked past me without touching me.
•            


That night I watched from the window again. She met him at the curb. He stepped out, grinned, hugged her tight and she didn’t pull away. He whispered something in her ear and she threw her head back laughing, her hand pressing to his chest.
They got into the car and his hand found her thigh before the door closed. She let him, and the car drove off.
I stayed there, breathing through my teeth. It was after midnight when I heard his car again, music pumping low and rumbling. I looked out over the balcony when he pulled into the guest spot, front end crooked, music still playing but lower now through the cracked windows.
Tess was on his side. She was curled against him, her shoulder tucked under his arm, one leg bent across the center console like she hadn’t cared where it went. Her head was on his chest. His fingers were in her hair, stroking, massaging. Her arm was tucked behind her back, her shoulder and elbow moving slow, up and down rhythmically
Then she laughed again, a sound I knew too well. His hand came around her waist, sliding over the hem of her top, his fingers disappearing just under it where it was cropped short.
She didn’t stop him. It was hard to see, but her chest shifted and bulged with his hand. I watched her turn her face up toward him, eyes half-lidded, lips parted. He said something I couldn’t hear and her hand came up and traced his jaw.
Then she kissed him. Not on the cheek, not a goodbye, but a long, mouths open, kiss, her body twisting to give him better access to her. His grip on her hip tightened. She pulled his shirt near the collar, fingers tight and curling.
Then she pushed him back gently, smiled, said something. Her fingers moved down to fix her top, tugging it back into place as she opened the door.
I stepped back from the window fast, heart racing. The sound of her heels hit the pavement. The car door shut. Another laugh. His, this time. She flipped him the bird and shook her head.
Then she was gone inside, up the elevator and his car disappeared in the underground lot
But our door didn’t open. I counted the seconds. Nothing, no creak, no light under the bedroom door, no sound of keys hitting the side table. Just more silence.
I got dressed, went up the elevator and down the hallway to his door, unlocked of course. 
She was standing in the kitchen. Back to me. One heel was already off. She bent to unbuckle the other, lifting one foot behind her, fingers fumbling with the strap. Her top had ridden up from the movement. The back of her bra showed, thin and white. Her skirt was tight. She wobbled a little, laughing again.
He had stepped in behind her, Marcus had.  He was still dressed but with an open shirt, jeans low on his hips. His arms came around her waist. He pressed himself against her, mouth at her neck. She tilted her head, gave him access to it.
I watched from the corner. Her hand reached back behind her for his thigh. I pressed my fingertips harder into the wall.
She laughed, shushed him, spoke something low and quick to him. He turned her around. Her bare feet stepped between his.
He kissed her. It wasn’t careful but it wasn’t new.
Her arms came up, one around his neck, the other flat against his chest. She was saying something into his mouth. He pulled her tighter. His hand slid down the curve of her back and cupped her ass.
He lifted her. Her legs came up fast, thighs wrapping around his waist as he turned and carried her toward the stairs. Her head tipped back. She was smiling.
Upstairs, the bedroom light went off. I didn’t move, but stood there crouched in the dark in his living room for I don’t know how long. Time dilated, my eyes boring through the doorway at the top of the stairs. Then the light by the bed flicked on.
Marcus sat back against the headboard,, shirtless. Then Tess sat up slowly in front of him, one hand on his thigh, her blouse hanging open. Her chest rose and fell like she couldn’t catch her breath. Her bra was still on, but barely, straps down from her arms, the cups falling around her ribs.
He reached for her and she leaned in. Their mouths met again, slower now. She climbed into his lap, adjusting her knees, and settled over him like it was all so natural. His hand moved up her back. Her hips rocked. She bit her lip.
And then she said something and pulled back. I saw her glance toward the window.  She whispered something urgent. He sighed and smiled and she pushed at his chest again, annoyed.
She stood, pulled her bra up, straightened her top, and picked up her skirt from the floor.
He stayed in the bed, arms behind his head, watching her like he’d already had her and might again if it pleased him.
She disappeared into the bathroom. I scrambled to the door and was away. But pretending to sleep, I must have fallen asleep for real. It was morning, light streaming through the curtains, and our bed was empty.
I made coffee, ate something, went out on the balcony to water my plants with the hose. The sun was getting high enough to make her squint when the sliding door opened. She stepped out slow, stretching like she'd just woken up. Her hair was in a high bun, loose at the sides, strands down her face. Big sunglasses, no bra, thin white tee and bare legs, a faded pair of soft drawstring shorts that looked like they might slide off if she jumped.
She didn’t look at me right away. She stood at the railing lifting her face to the sun like someone clearing the fog from their head. Then she adjusted her sunglasses and caught sight of me.
“Oh, hey,” she said, like I’d surprised her. “You’re up early.”
I turned the nozzle off.
“Been up a while.”
She rubbed her arms and sidled over a few steps, one hand trailing the rail.
“I was gonna text. We stayed up stupid late watching some new docuseries. You know how Marcus gets, once he’s into something he has to binge the whole thing.”
She laughed lightly, brushing past me back to the sliding door.
I nodded. “Sure. That’s just how he is.”
She paused, looked at me a beat longer, then kept walking.
Her car wasn’t in the driveway. She got into his. Opened the passenger side and reached in for something. Purse. Sandals. A folded denim jacket.
She went inside, slipped sandals on, grabbed her car keys. “I told him I’d go grab his special coffee. You want anything?”
I shook my head. “No, I’m good.”
She smiled. “Okay. I’ll be back in a bit.” And she was gone.
That was the rhythm now. Her explanations wrapped in friendly tones, her body language breezy enough to cover the cracks. There was always something, some errand, some excuse, some favor for Marcus that only made sense if you didn’t look too close.
She changed how she dressed whenever she was going up there. It was subtle at first. A nice top. Mascara. Earrings.
One Thursday, she came out of our bedroom in black jeans so tight they looked like they’d been sewn onto her thighs and a cropped tank underneath an oversized linen shirt, half-buttoned, one tail tucked, the other flowing free. Gloss on her lips and a new chain at her throat.
“Too much?” she asked me, lifting her arms to tie her hair up. “Even I feel like this is too much.”
I shrugged. “Depends what for.”
She smirked. “He’s taking me to that little place by the marina. Said it’s nothing fancy. Just for lunch.”
She said it in a throwaway voice, like it was barely worth mentioning. She never even told me she was going out this particular Sunday morning, never told me she was going with Marcus. Just referred to “He.”
“You know how he is. He doesn’t let you say no,” I said.
The chain glinted when she turned. The shirt slipped just off her shoulder. “I know right?” she gained, and her eyes gleamed. “Anyway, you wouldn’t like it.”
She didn’t come home until nearly five. I heard the rumble of the car and stepped out onto the balcony. They were parked again in the guest spot.
She didn’t come out right away. I leaned against the rail and look down to watch.
Marcus got out, walked around, opened her door. She stepped out slowly, laughing about something. His hand was low on her back, fingers trailing.
She reached up to his shoulders and kissed his cheek. It wasn’t fast, it lingered. She looked up at the building like she wasn’t ready to go in yet.
So they got back in his car, the back seat this time. He pulled her in and she pretended to resist. Then it was her arms around his neck, her thighs straddling his lap. She was laughing, her mouth against his jaw. It was quiet enough out there, but it was still too light out.
I watched until her shirt slipped further off her shoulder. Then I went inside, shut the door, and turned up the music.
That evening she came in, her lipstick was gone, her hair was down. She came into the kitchen with her heels in one hand.
“I’m starving,” she said. “I think we forgot dinner.”
I raised an eyebrow.
She laughed. “I mean, we ordered appies but then we didn’t eat much. It’s that place with the open patio, you’d love it. We were people-watching the whole time and just talking.”
She opened the fridge and leaned in. “Marcus said he might come down tomorrow.. Spend time down here. You cool with that?”
I didn’t answer.
She peeked back over her shoulder, then shrugged. “He’s good to me. You know how he is. He just, he has to have  company.”
I nodded slowly. “Sure. That’s just how he is.”
She smiled again, came closer, slipped her arms around my waist and pressed her cheek to my chest.
I stood still.
“I missed you today,” she said, her voice soft. “You would have liked hanging out, maybe it was your kind of place.”
I didn’t say anything. She lifted her head and her eyes searched mine. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I said, after a beat. “I guess I’m just tired.”
She kissed me quick and familiar, then turned and padded toward the bedroom.
I watched the way her hips moved, the chain still glinting at her throat.
She was folding towels on the bed when I came in. The setting sun streamed through the blinds, hitting her thighs. Her phone had music on low, just background noise. She looked up and smiled when I came in, like nothing in the world was off.
“Hey,” she said. “You seriously okay?”
I sat down in the chair across from her. “We need to talk.”
She blinked once, smiled again, softer this time, and set the towels aside.
“Okay,” she said. “Talk.”
“I need you to stop pretending I don’t see what I see.”
She tilted her head slightly. “What does that even mean?”
“I saw you, Tess, earlier, down in the car, the way you were on him. That wasn’t nothing.”
She looked down, smoothed the edge of a towel, took a long pause. Then she exhaled at the ceiling.
“Marcus is just like that. You know he’s always been touchy and playful, whatever. He doesn’t have those boundaries like most people.”
“You were straddling him.”
She laughed quietly like that was the most ridiculous thing she'd heard. “We were just joking around. You know how tight the backseat is in that car. It’s not like we were going to do anything.”
“Don’t,” I said. “Don’t lie. You kissed him.”
“That?” she said, eyebrows raised. “That wasn’t a kiss! That was a thank-you-for-lunch, you-big-goof kind of thing.”
My jaw tightened. She stood up letting her robe hang open just enough to remind me what was under it. Her skin still glowed faintly from whatever lotion she used. There was a mark on her collarbone that hadn’t been there yesterday.
She walked over slowly, bare feet silent on the hardwood, and settled on the edge of my chair. One hand fell on my knee.
“Babe,” she said, voice low. “You’re reading into stuff. Marcus is like that with everyone. Remember when we first met him? He was flirting with me right in front of you. That’s just his personality.”
“He wasn’t pulling you into the backseat back then.”
She gave me a look. Gentle, slightly amused.
“You really think I’d do something like that?” she asked. “With Marcus? Of all people?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I didn’t think I’d see the things I’ve seen either.” I didn’t want to give away that I’d been spying up the stairs in his place, that I’d come into his place, that I stayed and watched.
She sighed and leaned back, pulling her legs up underneath her.
“Okay. Let’s just say, hypothetically, you did see something that might have looked bad on the surface. Can you just trust me that if anything ever actually happened, I’d tell you?”
It landed between us like a dare.
“I don’t know anymore,” I said. “You’re gone with him all the time. You don’t answer right away. You dress different when you’re with him. You come home late, looking . . . ”
“Looking how?”
“Like you’ve been busy.”
For a second her mouth hung open, but no words came out. Then she stood up, pacing toward the dresser.
“You know what this is?” she said, turning. “This is insecurity. You’ve been working from home too much, you’re stuck in your head, and now you’re spinning yourself up with all these little stories.”
She said it lightly, like I was being silly. But there was tightness in her eyes.
“I’m not spinning anything,” I said. “I watch you leave in heels and come back in barefoot. I see your lipstick. Your shirt off one shoulder. Your hair up different than when you left. Don’t treat me like I’m imagining things.”
She crossed her arms.
“He’s just fun, okay? He’s easy to be around. He’s not stiff or formal. He doesn’t care if I let loose a little.”
“Let loose,” I repeated. “Is that what you call it?”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’re twisting this into something it’s not.”
“I’m asking you to stop.”
She was quiet for a moment. Then she walked back over, slower now, and crouched in front of me. Her hands rested on my thighs.
“I’m not cheating on you,” she said. “Marcus is just Marcus. You can ask him for yourself if I am. He’s loud, he’s flirty, he’s inappropriate half the time, but he’s not a threat. You know that.”
I stared at her, at her eyes, at her lips, at the faint, fading outline of what appeared to be  hickey under her jaw.
She saw me see it. Her hand came up casually, brushing hair across her shoulder like it might hide it. Then she smiled.
“He had me laughing so hard yesterday I thought I was gonna cry,” she said. “We were playing this stupid game with the Uber driver, making up fake accents. That’s probably what you saw.”
She was still selling it. Still keeping the mask on.
I didn’t reply.
She rose, kissed my forehead, and went to the closet. “Let it go, babe,” she said over her shoulder. “You’ll drive yourself crazy.”
Next evening, the front door swung open with no knock. Marcus walked in like it was his place, shirt half-unbuttoned, chain glinting at his collarbone, sunglasses still on despite the fading light outside.
“Yo!” he called. “You home, T?”
She stepped out of the kitchen holding a glass of wine, dressed in that little tied-at-the-waist dress she claimed was “just comfy,” the one with the pleated and flared very short skirt. Her face lit up when she saw him.
“Hey, you,” she said, and held the glass out as he came right to her.
He didn’t take it. Instead, he slid both hands around her waist, pulled her close, and kissed her cheek, then her other cheek, then let his mouth drift toward her jaw, her neck. She giggled, didn’t resist. Just tipped her head like she was used to this, like it was nothing, like it was normal now.
I was standing right there of course. Marcus didn’t even glance my way.
His hands slid over her hips, even under the back of her dress. She gave a half-hearted, breathy “Stop it” that had no force behind it. He laughed in her ear, tugging her closer. She let him, pressing her chest to him. Her eyes flicked to me, and then back to him. She rolled them for my benefit.
I stood frozen, watching this man’s mouth graze my wife’s collarbone. She exhaled like it felt good.
“Marcus!” she said, mock-scolding, “he’s right there,” she growled privately.
“So?” he said. “He knows I’m just saying hi.”
One of his hands slid lower and she bit her lip. Without another word, he bent over, scooped her into his arms, and lifted her off the floor.
She gasped and laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck.
“Put me down!”
“Nope,” he laughed.
He turned and started carrying her past me and out the door like I wasn’t even there.
Her eyes caught mine as they passed. Not guilty, not ashamed, but alive, flushed and bright. Like she liked it.
“I guess I’ll be back soon,” she said with a wink, and her fingers curled into his shoulder as he carried her away. I finished up making dinner.
She came down barefoot an hour later. Her hair was damp near the neck, curled where it hadn’t dried. She was wearing his hoodie and it hung halfway down her thighs. She had panties on at least, I could see the pale edge peek out as she moved across the kitchen and reached to get more wine, but nothing else. No bra. No effort to look like someone stepping out of a friend’s bedroom. She didn’t look ashamed, she looked comfortable.
“Hey, babe,” she said as she walked past the couch where I sat. Her voice was low, breathy. She opened the fridge.
I didn’t answer.
She pulled out a cold bottle of sparkling water, cracked it open, took a sip. “You want one?”
I stood.  “Did he leave?” I asked.
“No,” she said, glancing back at me with a flick of her lashes. “Shower. He always does after a workout. Don’t worry, I didn’t peek.”
She smiled. I didn’t. “I watched him carry you up.”
She leaned against the counter, tilted her head like she didn’t understand.
“I saw him lift you,” I said again. “Right in front of me. I was standing right here, Tess.”
She looked away for a second, then back. “He does that. You know that. It’s how he is.”
“I don’t know how he is. I know how lovers are, though.”
She laughed out in a burst, light and airy. “Jesus. You’re really doing this?”
I didn’t move.
“He’s like that with everyone,” she said, walking past me to the coffee table, setting her bottle down. “You’ve seen how he is. It’s never serious. He flirts. He picks people up. He’s handsy. He’s a physical man. That’s just how he communicates. He’s intense, okay? You know that already.  It’s part of his charm.”
“You never stop him.”
She turned slowly. “Because it’s not a big deal.”
“You let him carry you up his stairs to his bedroom.”
She crossed her arms, hoodie rising a little up her thigh. “Because you were getting all weird down here. I wasn’t gonna argue with you in front of him.”
“So you reward him?”
“Stop,” she said. Her voice didn’t rise. “You’re twisting everything.”
“I saw you. You didn’t even look at me.”
She stepped closer. “Because I didn’t want to escalate it. You were already jealous. I didn’t want a scene.”
I looked down at her bare legs, then up at her mouth, the smudge of gloss still there. “What did you do up there?”
She didn’t answer right away.
“I showered,” she said finally. “Because I spilled his drink on me. I told you. God, I don’t know what you want from me.”
“I want you to stop lying.”
She bit her lip, pulled at the sleeves of his hoodie. “Okay. Maybe I didn’t tell you everything. He kissed me. I didn’t mean for it to happen, and I didn’t start it, but it happened. And yeah, I kissed him back. Just for a second. But that’s it. That’s all. And it didn’t mean anything.”
I didn’t speak.
“I told him I couldn’t,” she said, quieter now. “I said no. I told him I loved you. That I wasn’t going to screw up what we have. And he respected it. He backed off.”
“And the shower?”
“That was real,” she said. “I was sticky with the drink. He gave me a towel and left me alone. You can ask him yourself.”
I didn’t move. She reached for my hand.
“Come on,” she said. “You’ve been stewing all night. I’m standing here telling you the truth.”
I pulled my hand back. “You’re standing here in his hoodie and nothing else.”
She looked down at it, then shrugged. “I was cold. It’s not like I brought an overnight bag up.”
“You stayed the night that movie night.”
“Because I was so tired. He wanted to keep watching shows, I told you already. The man does not sleep. And it’s not like I was alone in his bed.”
“You’re not even pretending anymore.”
Her eyes narrowed a little. “Because I didn’t do anything wrong.”
She walked back to the kitchen, picked up the drink, and sipped it like we were only talking through a minor misunderstanding. Like it didn’t matter that her body still smelled like another man.
I stepped closer. “Did he touch you?”
She paused. “Not like you like to think.”
I didn’t blink.
She sighed. “He hugged me, okay?. He kissed me. It got heated for a minute. I told him no. And I meant it.”
“You’re lying.”
She stared at me, then she set the can down, walked past me, and started down the hall barefoot. “I’m going up to get my clothes. You need to get yourself together.”
I was already at the sink pretending to do something when she came back down, hair brushed, skin glowing, a sweatshirt now thrown on, falling off one shoulder. I caught the smell of cologne.
"You going somewhere?" I asked.
She blinked. "What? No. Just getting water. Marcus kicked me out. He had to be up early."
"Did he?"
She smiled, almost playfully, and opened the fridge. "Don’t be weird. You know how he can be. Hard to please.”
"Do I know that?”
She pulled out a bottle of sparkling water. Her ring finger tapped the glass like she hadn’t heard me. “That’s Marcus.."
I wiped my hands on a towel and leaned on the counter. "He picked you up in front of me. Took you upstairs. What about that?”
She turned, eyebrows raised. "No, he didn’t. God. You always read too much into everything."
"You didn’t even stop him."
"It was a joke. Jesus. He’s just like that." She took a sip and didn’t look at me.
"Tess."
“I didn’t even stay. He just wanted to talk in private for a sec."
"Talk about what?"
She shrugged and finally looked me in the eye. "I don’t remember. Something about his sister, I think. He’s dealing with stuff. He likes to vent. And I’m the one who listens, apparently. That’s all."
I stared at her, waiting. She stared right back, cool and unbothered.
"You want to accuse me of something?" she asked. "Or just keep implying I’m some kind of slut behind your back?"
I didn’t say anything.
"Because if you don’t trust me, maybe say it. Out loud. Instead of doing this thing where you ask questions like some kind of detective."
I walked past her. "I saw you get into the Uber with him. On your way to the club. He put his hand between your legs before the door even closed."
She followed me. "He’s handsy, yes. He’s like that with everybody. I told you. We were drinking, I wore that stupid dress, and he just . . . Marcus doesn’t have boundaries. I didn’t want to make a scene."
"You looked like a couple."
"Oh, come on!” Her laugh cracked. "You think I want to date Marcus? That guy? He’s fun, but he’s a mess. He’s exhausting. You don’t even like him."
"Why do you keep seeing him then?"
She stared at me. "Because he stays in touch like a good friend. Because he pulls me out of my funk maybe. Because sometimes I need to be reminded I’m still . . . “ she paused searching for another word. “Still hot, alright?"
"So you let him touch you."
She stepped closer. "No. I let him act like an idiot and I don’t smack him back for it. It’s not the same with him. He gets off on pretending. It’s all a joke for him. He knows I’m married. He flirts, I roll my eyes, and we both get what we need. We’re  just friends, I swear.”
"And when he carries you upstairs?"
She reached up, ran a hand down my chest. "I kind of like you jealous. You get all like this. All territorial. It’s kind of hot, you know.”
I grabbed her wrist., held it.
"Say it."
She tilted her head. "Say what?"
"Did he fuck you?”
Her lips parted, then closed again. I saw the gears turning, calculating.
"He tried, okay?” she finally said. “But the man tries to fuck anything that moves, I swear.” She rolled her eyes like it was just a funny thing about him.
I couldn’t breathe.
She pulled her hand back. "He pushed it. I stopped him. Swear to God. He kissed me, I kissed back, but then I told him no. You believe me, don’t you?"
I couldn’t answer.
"It’s not like I wanted it. I just, it felt good being wanted like that, but for five minutes. That’s all it was."
I turned away.
"Don’t do that," she said. "Don’t walk off. I’m telling you the truth."
"You waited to tell me until after I asked."
"Because it didn’t mean anything! And you’d twist it into something it’s not. Like you always do."
I opened the balcony door. Cooler air hit me in the face.
"Where are you going?"
"Nowhere."
She came closer. "Come to bed. Please. We’ll talk in the morning."
I looked at her. The sweatshirt, the glow, the flush under her skin.] She stepped into me, pressed herself close. She even smelled like him.
"I’m yours," she whispered. "You know that, don’t you?”
I didn’t answer. But I didn’t come back inside either until she was in bed and sleeping soundly.
I came home from work and found the condo empty, a fairly common state. I ate, watched TV on the couch for an hour or two. I might have kept my eyes on the TV the whole time but I couldn’t tell you a single thing that was on. My chest was tight. My throat burned. When I heard footsteps outside the door, I went still.
Tess came in barefoot wearing a silky robe, her hair messy, which she didn’t bother fixing it. She had her phone in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. She didn’t look surprised to see me.
“Hey,” she said like we were back to normal. “You still up?”
I looked at her.
She stopped at our bedroom door. “Marcus is sleeping. He had kind of a lot tonight. I should’ve cut him off.”
“Uh-huh.”
She walked over calm as ever, and sat on the arm of the couch. She reached out to touch my shoulder but I shifted just enough to make her hand drop.
She didn’t react. “Look,” she said softly, “I know it looked like a lot earlier. Marcus was being kind of Marcus. But nothing happened, okay? I know what it looked like, but really.”
“You went upstairs with him.”
“To help him. He was wobbling. I didn’t want him to trip and crack his head open.” She sipped her water. “I stayed with him until he knocked out. That’s it.”
I said nothing. I could still see the way he grabbed her, the way her hand slid behind his neck, the way she melted into his arms when he picked her up. The way she straddled him.
She tilted her head. “You’re doing that thing again where you get all in your head.”
“Am I wrong?”
Tess let out a breath. “You saw me being close with Marcus, okay. But it’s not what you think. He’s touchy, he’s flirty. It’s how he is. He doesn’t mean anything by it. He tries to push things, he makes me sit in his lap, he likes to push and pull me around. He loves to carry me. But he does it in front of you, doesn’t he!”
“You kissed him.”
She laughed, light and dismissively. “Oh my god, that again? It was nothing. It wasn’t even a real kiss. He just kind of bumped into me with his lips. He does that all that time. Seriously. He tries to slip in tongue, and I don’t let him.”
I stared at her. “And him carrying you upstairs over his shoulder, throwing you on his bed?”
“He got dramatic. You know how he gets. He thinks he’s in a rom-com half the time. I rolled my eyes the whole way up. He loves thinking big about himself.”
I leaned forward. “You never stop him.”
“He can’t be stopped. I thought you understood that.”
I turned to face her. “You looked right at me.”
Tess went quiet for a second. Then: “I didn’t want you to think anything was happening. That’s why I looked at you. To let you know it was okay.”
“It’s not okay.”
“I can handle him. He’s just very big and physical and kind of overwhelming sometimes, but I can handle him.”
“Do you like it?”
She blinked. “Excuse me?”
“Do you like how he touches you?”
She hesitated for just a moment. Then she smiled, trying to pass it off. “You’re jealous. And that’s cute.”
“Don’t.”
She stepped closer. “He gets a rise out of you, huh? That’s half the fun for him.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I. You think I’m doing something wrong because Marcus is being Marcus?”
“I think you’re letting it happen.”
She shrugged. “Maybe I don’t want to make things awkward.”
“Are you cheating on me?”
Her eyes flashed red. “No!”
“Have you kissed him?”
“I told you already.”
“A real kiss.”
She hesitated again.
“I’ve seen how you are with him,” I said. “It’s not just him being him. It’s you too.”
She held my stare. Then, finally: “Okay. Maybe I kissed him back. Maybe once. It was stupid. It was a moment. I pushed him away.”
“When?”
She shrugged. “A couple weeks ago?”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“Because it didn’t mean anything. It was a mistake. I felt gross about it.”
I kept my voice even. “Do you feel gross now?”
Tess swallowed. Her voice dropped. “Don’t do that.”
“I’m just asking.”
She looked at me. “No,” she said finally. “I don’t feel gross. I feel confused.”
I nodded. “Thanks for telling me that at least.”
She exhaled slowly. “I don’t want to lie. But you get so in your head sometimes.” She smiled to herself about something like she didn’t hear the edge in my voice and crossed the kitchen, bare feet soft on the tile. She filled a glass, sipped, and leaned her hip against the counter like we were talking about groceries and not what had just happened upstairs, the time she came down in his hoodie.
“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “Nothing happened.”
I stared at the floor. “You were wearing his hoodie.”
She looked down at herself. “It was cold up there. He runs the AC stupid low. I wasn’t going to shiver the whole way down.” Then she shrugged. “It isn’t a big deal.”
“It is,” I said. “It is to me.”
She crossed the room and set her glass down. “You’re blowing things up again. You keep thinking everything means something it doesn’t.” Then she stepped into my space and ran her hands up my arms, slow, soft, the way she does when she’s trying to distract me. “He just,  he’s the kind of guy who fills a room. He gets excited, he grabs me, he touches me, he lifts people up like he’s doing them a favor. You know that about him.”
I shook my head. She wasn’t stopping.
“He’s always been this way,” she went on. “With everyone. With friends. With girls at clubs. He’s intense. He’s a different kind of man.”
“You didn’t push him off,” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “Because pushing him only makes it worse. He turns it into a whole joke for him and then he really won’t let it go.” She laughed under her breath. “I’ve known him better than you. I know how to manage him.”
“What happened up there?” I asked.
She exhaled slowly like she was already tired of the conversation. “He got handsy for a second, okay? That’s all. He hugged me. Picked me up. I told him not to. I told him you didn’t like it.” She shrugged. “Then he showed me a stupid video up in his bedroom. I spilled his drink. I got sticky and showered. End of story.”
“And the hoodie?”
“I already told you,” she said. “It was cold. I had no clothes, the spilled drink?”
I didn’t answer.
She touched my face with both hands now, thumbs brushing my jaw, her body softening the way she always does right before she lies. “You’re reading into nothing,” she murmured. “You keep acting like I’m sneaking around when I’m literally standing right here telling you everything.”
I kept staring at her.
She held my gaze for a long moment, then sighed and backed away, pulling the robe tighter around her like it might shield her from the truth.
“I’m gonna change,” she said quietly. “You can either calm down or keep spiraling. Up to you.”
She turned and went to the bedroom.
I watched her go, watched the way her thighs moved under the hem of that robe, watched how relaxed she was, how unbothered, how practiced.
I remained standing there long after she was gone, listening to the faint sounds of drawers opening, fabric shifting, hangers tapping against the closet rail.
She was changing clothes. She was cleaning herself up. She was resetting the scene. And she expected me to reset too.
She came out in my t-shirt, hair brushed, face washed clean, bare legs, no socks. Moving slow, almost floaty, she eased back into being the version of herself she thought I wanted to see.
She didn’t say anything at first. Just walked to the couch, pulled her knees up under the shirt, and sat there scrolling her phone.
She glanced at me. “You’re still tense.”
I didn’t answer.
“Tense” wasn’t the word. I was lit up inside. Every detail replaying, every excuse she’d given me stacked against the things I’d actually seen.
“You won’t even look at me now,” she said softly.
I finally turned. “You still smell like him.”
She froze for half a beat. Then she exhaled through her nose and shook her head. “That’s impossible. I washed.”
“You didn’t wash your hair.”
She looked away, pushed it behind her ear like that solved the problem. “Okay. Maybe some of his cologne lingers. We were close. You saw that. That’s nothing new.”
“He was kissing your neck.”
“That’s how he jokes around.”
“He picked you up and carried you upstairs.”
She shrugged. “He’s strong like that.”
“Tess.”
She snapped her eyes back to me. “You keep baiting me like you want me to say something awful happened. It didn’t.”
“I watched him put his hands under your dress.”
“He was being stupid, that’s all,” she said. “He was being pllayful. I told him to cut it out.”
“You didn’t sound like someone telling him to stop.”
Her mouth softened for a second, like she didn’t expect me to be that direct. Then the lie came back into her posture.
“You’re hearing what you want to hear,” she said. “You always do lately.”
She shifted closer, sliding one leg across the couch, letting the hem of the shirt ride up high on her thigh. She touched my arm lightly.
“He’s exciting,” she said. “He’s loud. He’s fun. He makes everything feel bigger than it is. That doesn’t mean I’m doing anything with him.”
“You are,” I said. “You just don’t want to say it out loud.”
She didn’t deny it right away. That was the first break, her silence. She swallowed, looked down at her hands. Then she forced a small laugh and shook her head like she was resetting herself.
“He got carried away,” she said. “That’s all. He always does. He’s that type of guy. You know how he grew up, everybody’s touchy, everybody’s dramatic, everybody’s affectionate. It’s cultural. I’ve told you that a million times.”
“That’s not what I saw.”
“Then you saw the worst angle,” she said. “And you’re taking it way beyond what it was.”
She scooted even closer until her knee touched mine. She lowered her voice.
“I didn’t sleep with him.” But she didn’t say she didn’t want to. She didn’t say she didn’t think about it. She didn’t say she wouldn’t.
I stared straight at her. “What did he say to you up there?”
She paused, again, that beat she couldn’t hide. “That I looked cute in that outfit,” she said finally. “That I smelled nice. And that he liked my hair.”
“That’s flirting.”
“It’s harmless flirting,” she said. “He flirts with everyone.”
“He doesn’t carry everyone upstairs.”
Her cheeks flushed, half embarrassment, half something else.
“He was messing around,” she said quietly. “You act like you’ve never seen him scoop someone up before.”
“He didn’t carry them into a bedroom.”
She opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. “He put me down right after,” she said. “Like instantly. I told you, I spilled his drink. He handed me a towel, I went to the shower, he walked out. That’s it.”
I stared.
She stared back. She was waiting to see if I’d let her story ride.
Then she leaned in, rested her forehead against mine, her voice just above a whisper. “I’m your wife. I come home to you every night, almost. I sleep next to you. I’m right here,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
She paused, letting my breath flow out her lips. “Let the rest go. Please.”
She kissed me, slow, carefully and soft. A kiss meant to cover something, not replace it.
She pulled back, thumb brushing my jaw like she was smoothing out a wrinkle. “I’m tired,” she said. “Come to bed?”
I didn’t move.
She waited a beat, then stood. Her shirt slid off one shoulder. She walked toward the bedroom, calm, unhurried, soft steps disappearing into the dark.
Halfway there, she turned her head slightly. “You’re overthinking,” she murmured. “Like you always do.”
I sat there long after she was gone. And the worst part? Her lies were getting smoother. But her tells were getting louder.
It happened again the next week. And this time she didn’t even pretend she wasn’t getting ready for him.
She came out of the bathroom in a tiny ribbed cream dress that clung to her hips like it was painted on. She kept turning in the mirror by the entryway, checking the back, adjusting the straps, pulling the hem down and then letting it bounce up again. Every time she tugged, the fabric hugged her even tighter.
“You’re going out?” I asked.
She didn’t look away from her reflection. “Just meeting him for a quick drink. He had a rough day at work.”
I stared. “You don’t owe him comfort.”
She smirked faintly. “I’m not comforting him. I’m just being a good friend.”
“You don’t dress like that for friends.”
She turned, hands on her hips. “I dress like this for me. It makes me feel good. Stop making everything about him.”
But her perfume was heavier than usual, her lips darker, her hair styled with soft, loose waves she only bothered with when she wanted to feel it.
She grabbed a tiny purse and slipped her phone inside.
“You gonna be okay?” she asked, like she was heading to a yoga class.
I didn’t answer.
She shrugged. “Maybe don’t wait up,” she said in a nearly inaudible voice, and she left.
I tried not to watch the balcony. I tried not to listen. But I heard the car pull up, Marcus’s, engine rumbling deeper. I heard her laugh float up the front. I heard his voice, lower, close. I stepped out onto the balcony.
There they were. He leaned against the passenger side door like he was posing for her, arms crossed, shirt sleeves tight on his arms. She came close, one of her hands coming to rest on his forearm, her head tilted when she laughed.
Then he spun her by the hips, fast and smooth, and she let him, her dress flaring at the thigh. She fell into his chest. His hands settled on her waist like they’d done it a hundred times.
She touched his stomach lightly, playfully, testing him. And then she looked around, checking if anyone saw.
I stepped back into the shadows before her eyes reached me up there.
They got into his car. She slid in slow, like she wanted him to watch her legs. And he did. She was teasing him. He helped her with the seatbelt and his hand stayed on her thigh a moment too long.
Then they drove off.
I waited. I tried the TV, the dishes, the shower, anything to not think about it. But every sound outside made my chest tighten. Every set of headlights coming up the street made me move toward the window.
It was nearly one when they returned. This time, too, they didn’t get out right away.
The car stayed parked. Lights off. Engine running. I stepped outside.
Her shape inside was unmistakable. She was turned toward him in the passenger seat, knees pulled up sideways, one leg tucked under, facing him. Her dress had ridden up. I could see more thigh than fabric. Their heads were close, her hair falling forward, his hand on the back of her neck.
She wasn’t resisting. She was smiling.
He brushed hair off her shoulder and leaned in. She tilted her head back enough. I felt my stomach drop. She didn’t stop him.
Their mouths met. Not a peck. Not a mistake. A deep kiss, long and familiar. She pressed her palm to his chest and leaned into it. Her fingers curled into his shirt. His hand slid down her arm, then to her waist, pulling her closer across the console.
She broke away, barely, and breathed something against his lips. He laughed and kissed her again. She leaned way back against her door, so far back her head laid on the seat, looking up out her window. Her body laid over the console, her legs parting around his body when he turned and ducked down. Her hands pressed the front window.
I stepped back inside before she saw me.
Ten minutes later, our front door opened. She came in alone, hair messy, lip gloss gone, dress wrinkled at the hem. She kicked off her heels with a sigh, like she’d had a long shift at work. Then she saw me on the couch.
“Oh, hey. You’re still up.”
I didn’t speak.
She walked over, grabbed a blanket and wrapping it around her shoulders. “It’s not  too late,” she said. “We just talked in the car a bit.”
“In the dark,” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “It’s after midnight. Everything’s dark.”
“You kissed him. I saw down from the balcony.”
She froze for half a second, then forced a small laugh. “He kissed me. I pushed him off.”
“I saw you,” I said. “You didn’t push anything.”
She sat on the arm of the couch, blanket slipping off her shoulder, exposing one strap of her dress. “Babe, you’re imagining things again. We were joking around. He leaned in. I turned my head. It looked worse than it was.”
“You were holding his shirt.”
“That’s because I was pushing him away.”
“But you weren’t.”
She swallowed hard. “Okay, fine, maybe I didn’t push that hard. I didn’t expect it.”
“But you liked it?”
She didn’t answer. Her silence said everything. Tess tucked the blanket tighter around herself and looked away.
“He’s an  intense man, a big man,” she said quietly. “He doesn’t mean anything by it. You know how he is. He doesn’t know his power.”
I stared at her.
She stared at the floor. “I’m going to bed,” she said. “You can join me if you want.”
She walked down the hall, her dress sliding against her thighs, her scent trailing behind her, sweet, warm, and unmistakably not just hers anymore.
This time, it was the following weekend, a Saturday afternoon when she was supposed to be out with her sister. I wasn’t expecting anything unusual. I was folding laundry in the bedroom when I heard the front door open, a low male laugh, and her voice, light, breathy, too warm for a casual hello. I stepped into the hallway just as she came in with Marcus behind her, both carrying iced coffees, both smiling like they’d shared a private joke all the way up the elevator.
“Oh, hey,” she said when she saw me. She tucked her hair behind her ear then stepped aside so Marcus could set the drinks down on the table. “We ran into each other at the mall. Total coincidence.”
Marcus grinned like it wasn’t a coincidence at all. “Small city,” he said.
She nudged him as if to say don’t start, then looked right back at me with that soft, practiced calm. “Relax. We were just walking around. I was already there. With my sister?”
I stared at her outfit. She’d left the condo in jeans and a hoodie. Now she was in a little black sundress and sandals, her “cute but effortless” look, the one she always put on when she wanted to feel his eyes on her.
“You changed,” I said.
She shrugged easily. “I spilled coffee on the hoodie. This was in his car. What, you want me walking around soaked?”
Her tone made me sound unreasonable for noticing.
I saw something else: He reached out casually and brushed the skin on the side of her thigh with the back of his fingers, like he was wiping something white away. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t even seem to notice.
“Hey,” I said..
She blinked. “What?”
“He just touched your leg.”
She laughed, short and airy. “Oh my God, he was wiping the spill. Don’t be weird.” She now rubbed her leg harder with her fingers.
Marcus just smirked and wandered toward the kitchen like he lived here.
I followed her as she picked up the drinks. “Why didn’t you tell me he was coming over?”
“Because he wasn’t,” she said. “We just bumped into each other. We grabbed coffee. He offered to drive me home. That’s literally all.”
“You were gone three hours.”
She rolled her eyes. “And? Have you ever been to the mall on a Saturday? It’s a zoo.”
Her tone made me feel like the unreasonable one again, like I was inventing the entire mood between them.
She walked into the kitchen where Marcus was leaning against the counter, arms crossed, watching her like he was reading her thoughts. She handed him his straw and their fingers linked for a half second too long, just long enough for both of them to feel it.
“Tess,” I said quietly.
She turned, sipping her drink. “What now?”
“You held his hand.”
She looked down in genuine confusion, as if she had no idea what I was talking about. “What? No I didn’t.”
“You just did.”
“I passed him his straw,” she said. “Oh my God, you’re seriously seeing things.”
Marcus chuckled behind her.
She shot him a quick warning glance, then stepped closer to me, lowering her voice. “Look. You’re wound up. I get it. But I am not doing anything wrong. He’s a very good friend. That’s all. Stop reading into every gesture like it’s some secret message.”
I didn’t say anything.
She touched my chest lightly, the way she does when she wants me to drop it. “You’re making this awkward for everyone,” she said privately. “Please don’t.”
Then she turned back to Marcus and asked him if he wanted something, like everything was normal.
He followed her out to the balcony. She walked ahead, dress shifting around her thighs, her hair catching sunlight, her voice soft and easy. He trailed behind her, admiring the view like he wasn’t even trying to hide anything.
Before I joined them, I caught one more detail: her lipstick was fresh. Not the shade she left the house wearing. A darker, glossier one.
It happened again a few days later, only this time she didn’t know I was home.
I’d finished work early and came in without calling because I wanted to surprise her with takeout. The condo was quiet except for her voice drifting out from the bedroom, low, amused, the tone she used when she was feeling playful. I took me steps slowly, feeling each one tighten in my chest. I could tell she was on the phone.
When I reached the our bedroom door, it was open just an inch. But it was enough.
She was standing in front of the mirror in a green tank top and shorts she never wore around the house, they were too short, too tight, the kind she used to say only looked right when she was “going out.” Her hair was down, brushed out smooth. She was smiling into her phone.
“No, you didn’t,” she said, laughing. “Stop. You’re ridiculous. No, I wasn’t blushing. That was the lighting.”
A pause. Her smile deepened. “Maybe. Maybe I am free tonight. I don’t know yet.”
Another pause. “I’m not promising you anything.” Then she bit her lip.
I pushed the door open another inch without meaning to, and that must’ve caught her eye because she turned abruptly. Her expression flickered with alarm, then a half-second of guilt, before she tucked it away behind her usual calm.
“Oh, hey,” she said, dropping her phone onto the bed like a hot potato. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
I stared at the shorts. “Who were you talking to?”
She picked up a makeup brush and pretended to be busy. “My sister.”
“No, you weren’t.”
She gave me a look like I was being dramatic. “Okay, then who do you think I was talking to?”
“Marcus.”
She scoffed lightly. “Why would I be talking to him right now?”
“You were smiling too, you had the camera on..”
She shrugged. “I smile when I talk. It’s called being a normal person.”
“You said maybe you were free tonight.”
“Yeah,” she said, brushing powder across her cheeks. “Because she asked if I wanted to go for dinner. I don’t even know if I’m going.”
“Your sister doesn’t make you bite your lip.”
She turned sharply. “Excuse me?”
“You were flirting.”
She laughed, quick, airy, dismissive. “Flirting with my own sister? Wow. You’re reaching today.”
I stepped farther into the room and picked up her phone from the bed.
She snatched it back instantly. “Don’t. Seriously.”
“You’re hiding something.”
She held the phone against her chest, body angled away from me. “I’m hiding my calendar. It’s a mess. I don’t want you judging me for double-booking stuff.”
We stared at each other. Her pupils were blown. Her breathing just a little too quick.
She broke eye contact first. “You’re doing that thing again,” she said. “Where you hear half a conversation and build a whole story around it. I was talking about dinner. That’s it.”
“And the shorts?” I asked.
She looked down at them as if noticing them for the first time. “What? These? They were just on the chair. They’re comfortable.”
“They’re the ones you said you’d never wear.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, because they ride up. It’s just us here, who cares?”
That lie wasn’t even a good one. She knew it. I knew it.
Then she stepped closer, pressing her hands to my chest in that soft, conciliatory way she’d perfected the last few weeks.
“You need to breathe,” she said. “Nothing is happening. Nothing at all. You’re turning shadows into monsters.”
I didn’t respond.
She backed up, grabbed her phone, and slipped it into her pocket. “I’m gonna go check the dishwasher. You can either help or sit here stewing. Your call.”
She walked out without waiting for an answer.
Halfway down the hall, she glanced at her phone again and smiled, a small, private smile, exactly the kind of smile a woman wears when she’s already decided her night.
I followed far enough to see her lean her shoulder against the wall, thumb flying across the screen. It wasn’t a casual text. It was quick, eager tapping, the kind you do when you’re answering someone who makes your stomach tighten.
I stepped closer. “Tess.”
She didn’t even jump. She just slid her phone into her pocket and turned halfway toward me with a soft, patient smile, like she’d been expecting the confrontation.
“What?” she asked lightly. “You’re hovering.”
“You were texting him.”
“No,” she said immediately, shaking her head in a gentle, almost pitying way. “I told you, my sister wants to do dinner. I was just checking the time.”
“You smiled.”
“Because she sent a stupid meme,” she said. “You want me to forward it to you so you can analyze it too?”
She said it with a mild laugh, like she was teasing me for fun, but there was pressure underneath. A warning almost.
She started down the hall again, and when I didn’t follow, she paused halfway, resting her hand on the wall.
“You know,” she said calmly, “you’re starting to make even normal things feel weird.”
“I’m not imagining what I hear.”
She lifted one shoulder in an easy shrug. “Then maybe you’re hearing what you want to hear.”
“Tess, come on.”
She tilted her head. “No, seriously. Every time I smile at my phone, it’s him. Every time I change my clothes, it’s for him. Every time I speak above a whisper? Him. You’re building a whole conspiracy out of nothing.”
Her tone wasn’t defensive. It was confident, comfortable even.
Which somehow made it feel more real. “Are you going out tonight?”
“I might,” she said. “I don’t know yet.”
“You told him you were free.”
She gave me another small smile, soft, sympathetic, almost patronizing. “Again, my sister. Please don’t make this into some investigation.”
She went the rest of the way into the kitchen. I stayed where I was, listening to her move around, drawers opening, the fridge door, the sound of her humming under her breath like nothing was wrong.
Then her phone lit up on the counter. She didn’t see it. But I did. A name flashed on the screen. Marcus.
And underneath it: “You want it tonight or not baby?”
Before I could move, she slid back to the counter, grabbed her phone without missing a beat, and angled the screen away from me. She didn’t even pretend she wasn’t answering. She just typed back, calm as anything, glancing once over her shoulder to see if I was watching.
“Who’s that?” I asked.
She didn’t look up. “Work thing.”
“That wasn’t a work thing.”
She sighed softly, pocketed her phone, and turned toward me with that same dismissive little smile she always used right before ending a conversation.
“Babe,” she said. “Please. Let it go.”
She walked past me to the dishwasher, humming again, as if she hadn’t just confirmed everything I feared.
It didn’t hit all at once. It never did with her. It crept in later that evening, after dinner, after she’d acted like nothing had happened and I pretended I wasn’t watching the way she kept checking her phone every few minutes.
She did the dishes humming under her breath, something upbeat, something that didn’t fit the mood in the room at all. Every time her phone buzzed, she’d let it sit a second, like she didn’t care, then pick it up casually and angle the screen away from me.
Around nine, she disappeared into the bedroom. I heard the closet door slide open. Another buzz. Then her voice, quiet, careful, barely above a murmur, the way she sounded when she didn’t want a call heard.
A beat of silence. Then her laugh, soft, warm, the exact opposite of innocent. I stepped into the hallway just enough to hear her.
“No, he’s not paying attention,” she whispered. “It’s fine.”
Another beat. “Yes,  tonight, god!.”
She closed the closet door like she was sealing the agreement.
A few minutes later, she came out fully dressed, not in the shorts and tank top, but  in a black slip dress with the thin straps that always fell off her shoulder. The one she used to say she only put on when she wanted to feel “dangerous.”
She didn’t look at me right away. She smoothed the dress down her stomach, fixed her hair, put on lip gloss with steady hands.
When she turned: “What?” she asked, like she was annoyed that I was seeing her.
“You’re going out,” I said.
She nodded once. “Just for a bit.”
“With him.”
She let out a slow breath. “I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
She walked past me toward the door, grabbing her keys. Her perfume trailed behind her, stronger than before, the scent she never wore for errands or friends, only nights she wanted to feel it.
“Tess.”
She paused at the door, hand on the knob. “You told me it was your sister.”
She turned her head slightly, not enough to face me, but enough to speak.
“She canceled,” she said. “And I didn’t feel like sitting at home all night waiting for you to interrogate me.”
“That’s not what I’m doing.”
She gave a quiet, almost amused exhale. “Sure it isn’t.”
She opened the door, then she stopped just for one heartbeat and looked back at me with that expression she tried to hide whenever things went too far. That mixture of guilt, excitement, and something else.
“This isn’t a big deal,” she said softly. “Don’t turn it into one.”
And she left. No hesitation. No second glance. No apology. Just the soft click of the door closing, the faint echo of her heels in the hallway, and the quiet certainty settling into my chest.
She walked toward the elevator but pressed the up button. She wasn’t going anywhere. She was going up. To him.
I watched from our doorway, enough to see the way she paused at the mirror by the elevator, smoothing the strap on her dress, adjusting it until it sat just barely on her shoulder.
“Tess,” I said.
She didn’t turn, just checked her lip gloss one last time. “What now?”
“You aren’t going out.”
She finally looked at me, expression unreadable. “No. I’m not.”
“You’re going up to his place.”
She gave a tiny shrug, not even defensive, almost bored. “He asked if I could bring him something. He forgot his charger in our car earlier. Relax.”
“You didn’t say anything about that.”
“I didn’t think it mattered.”
Her tone was so calm it made everything feel worse. She wasn’t hiding it. She wasn’t even pretending anymore. She was acting like I was the one making this strange.
“You’re dressed up,” I said.
She scoffed. “Dressed up? This? It’s a slip dress. It’s comfortable. I threw it on because the other one was dirty.”
“You just changed ten minutes ago.”
“And? You want me going upstairs in pajamas? He has other people over. I’m not showing up looking like I just rolled out of bed.”
She was lying, but she was lying with that smooth, easy confidence she used when she needed the lie to sound like common sense.
I stepped closer. “You told him you were free tonight.”
She exhaled slowly through her nose, like she was being incredibly patient with someone unreasonable. “I told him I could drop something off. That’s it. This is getting exhausting.”
The elevator dinged softly. She looked toward it, not at me.
“Tess,” I said again. “You know what this looks like.”
She finally faced me fully. Her eyes softened like she felt bad for me, not for what she was doing. “It looks like you’re trying to control every move I make.”
“That’s not what’s happening.”
“It is,” she said quietly. “You’re inventing intentions I don’t have. You’re making normal things feel dirty.”
Her phone buzzed. She glanced down without letting me see the screen. The corner of her mouth lifted, barely. A tiny, private smile.
“You’re not staying long?” I said.
She held the elevator door with one hand. “It’ll be ten minutes. Maybe fifteen. Don’t make this something it isn’t.”
I stared at her.
She stared back, steady, composed, unbothered.
“Please,” she added, voice low. “Don’t ruin my night over nothing.”
And then she stepped inside the elevator, pressed the button for his floor, and let the doors slide shut between us like she was closing a curtain on the truth.
She didn’t come back. Not at midnight, not at two, not at four.
I stayed on the couch for the first hour. Then I moved to the bedroom. Then back to the couch. The silence in the condo got heavier the longer it stretched, like the walls were listening with me. Every sound from footsteps in the hallway, the distant hum of the elevator, made my chest tighten. Every time I checked the clock my stomach.
By three, the truth wasn’t a suspicion anymore. It was a fact. She wasn’t coming back tonight.
My phone didn’t buzz. She didn’t text to explain, or lie, or soften anything. She didn’t even pretend she’d fallen asleep on the couch up there. It was planned. It was deliberate. And it was happening above my head.
The sun came up while I was still at the kitchen table, elbows on the cool granite, staring at the condensation on the glass of water I hadn’t touched. The whole place smelled like last night’s dinner. Her sandals were still by the door. Her sweater was still on the back of the chair. Everything was exactly how she left it.
Except she wasn’t there.
By seven, the light was pouring across the floor, hitting the empty side of the table where she usually sat scrolling her phone in the mornings. I kept glancing at the elevator doors as if she might walk out any second, hair messy, voice sleepy, giving me some soft excuse about losing track of time.
But nothing. Just the hum of the fridge and the faint sound of traffic waking up outside.
I heard the elevator ding. I didn’t move, didn’t stand, didn’t even turn my head. I listened to her footsteps cross the hallway outside, slow, careful, and the soft click of the key in the lock.
The door opened. She stepped inside wearing the same slip dress, hair slightly messy, makeup smudged, the faint scent of his cologne clinging to her skin even from down the hallway.
When she saw me sitting in the kitchen, she hesitated, one second, two, and then slid into her usual soft expression, the one meant to make everything feel smaller than it was.
“You’re up early,” she said gently, voice still rough from the night.
I just stared at her.
She set her purse down and pulled the strap of her dress back onto her shoulder.
“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, almost whispering. “It’s not what you think.”
It was exactly what I thought. And she knew it.
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