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Tessa came out of the bathroom blotting her lip with her finger, her heels off and carried in her left hand. Her top was loose at the neckline and I could see the new edge of a bra she hadn’t been wearing when she left.
Her eyes met mine and she gave me a small grin like she wanted to say something but couldn’t decide on the tone. I was sitting at the table with my laptop open, but the screen had gone black. She crossed to the counter, set her heels down softly, reached for a glass without looking, and filled it half full with tap water. Her back stayed turned.
“I didn’t think it would run so late,” she said, voice hoarse from wine or talking too loud too much or who knew what. “He wanted to stop by for a minute before heading home, he’s downstairs parking.”
She sipped water, adjusted her shoulder strap where it had fallen, and turned toward me with her body angled halfway to the hallway. I didn’t say anything, and she kept going. “He picked up the new rye you said you liked. Figured he’d bring it by instead of keeping it upstairs all to himself. You know, sharesies.”
“He’s coming up?” I asked.
She nodded. “Yeah, but only for a bit.”
The knock came soft but quick. She moved before I could, crossing the room barefoot, her toes high tipping and graceful against the wood floor. She opened the door with that same half-grin on her lips. Marcus stepped in holding a paper bag in one hand, two tall bottles inside. His other hand brushed the small of her back as he passed behind her, fingers spread, casual and familiar.
He made eye contact with me immediately like maybe it was something they trained them to do on the football field. “Didn’t mean to show up so late, my man. She said you liked this Alberta stuff.”
I stood up. “Yep. Thanks.”
He set the bag on the counter and turned to Tess. “That top looks even better on you now than it did at the club,” he said. “You warm or something?”
Tess gave a short laugh and tugged the top higher by the edge of her collar. “It’s just looser, all stretched,” she said and I thought I caught her privately bulging her eyes at him and smirking.
He looked her up and down once, then pulled out one of the bottles. “Pour you one?”
I shrugged. “Sure.”
“Told ya,” Tess said softly to him. She moved around the kitchen clearing space, grabbing glasses from the upper cabinet. Marcus watched her body stretch up, then reached past her for one himself, pressing in against her side as he did. She didn’t step away. His arm brushed her chest. She glanced up at him and still said nothing. He handed me the glass without taking his eyes away from her.
“You two always this quiet down here after midnight?” he said, leaning on the counter, one hand planted beside her hip. “Feels like I’m interrupting something.”
Tess poured herself a splash too, then leaned against the far end of the counter, her hip cocked, one foot curled behind her calf. The hem of her dress had ridden slightly lower since she kicked off her heels, the back pockets stretched tight. Marcus took a sip and let out a satisfied sigh, turned slowly to face the room like it was a part of his newly conquered domain His eyes kept drifting back to Tessa. I watched both of them from where I stood, glass untouched in my hand, feeling more and more like was the one doing the interrupting.
“I told her that dress wasn’t club material,” he said, nodding toward her. “But she sure made it work. That back bar crowd didn’t know what hit them.”
Tess rolled her eyes, grinning. “It wasn’t that bad.”
“Come on,” he said, angling his body toward her, bumping her hip with his hip. “The red light at the back made you glow darling.”
She licked her lip and laughed into her glass. “You’re impossible.” She rolled her eyes at me. “He’s impossible.”
Marcus set his drink down and stepped toward the couch. He dropped into it like it was his own, legs wide, arms stretched across the back cushions. The whole couch fit him like his own chair. Tess followed a moment later, drawn to him like it was natural. She sat on the armrest next to him, her knee against his shoulder, her bare foot swinging slightly, toes grazing the cushion where it sank from his weight.
“You didn’t tell him who we saw,” Marcus said, tilting his head up at her.
She tilted hers back. “No.”
“Some dude she used to work with,” Marcus said, glancing at me. “Came right up to the table, started talking like he knew everything about her. Wouldn’t leave.”
“Old job,” Tess said, brushing it off.
Marcus chuckled. “Guy couldn’t stop staring at her chest. She was leaning forward like this,” he said, and he reached for her wrist and guided her down at her waist, positioning her elbow on his knee, her chest now tilted toward him. She didn’t resist. Her top shifted. “He had no chance,” Marcus said, eyes on the neckline, and he laughed. “She show you her new bra?” he said to me.
Tess pulled away with a grin, nudged him in the ribs. “You’re exaggerating.”
“You looked so good tonight,” he said, smacking his lips.
She glanced at me, quick and unreadable. I didn’t move, I stayed right there, glued to the spot, unable to speak, unable to think. Tess stood slowly and stretched, arms far overhead, back arched deeply, facing him Her skirt lifted and a small triangle of skin above her waist showed. She turned to me and dropped her arms and pushed her skirt flat to herself.
“You going to sit and relax or just spectate?” she said. Her voice was light, but the edge in it was new.
Marcus watched me too, his thumb idly rubbing the rim of his glass.
“I’m good here,” I said.
Tess hesitated, then dropped onto the couch next to Marcus instead, curling her legs under her. She picked up his glass and took a sip from it. He smirked. Her shoulder brushed his bicep as she settled deeper in beside him. Neither of them looked at me.
Marcus leaned closer, resting his arm behind her, his fingers trailing the edge of the cushion until they sat just above her shoulder. Tess didn’t move away. She held his glass between both hands, staring into it like it helped her think. Her thigh pressed his now.
I stood in the kitchen doorway trying to ignore the way her hair had fallen loose around her cheek, the way she tucked it back only for it to fall again seconds later. Her dress had slipped further off one shoulder, showing the new satin strap.
Marcus glanced at me without turning his head. “You should know, she was the only one on that dance floor not trying to show off. Your wife doesn’t need to.”
Tess gave him a look. “You dragged me out there.”
“You followed easy enough,” he said with a chuckle and he nudged her.
She laughed and reached for a throw pillow, shoving it playfully into his side. “I was trying to keep you from embarrassing yourself.”
He caught her wrist mid-move, held it lightly, then looked at me again. “She’s got that control thing, huh? Always trying to stay on top of everything.”
Her wrist was in his hand. She tugged gently, but his grip didn’t release her until he was ready. Only then he let her go, and she adjusted her posture, shifting away, but not far enough to make it matter.
“She keeps things organized,” I said, stepping forward just enough to make my voice carry.
Marcus smiled, wide and slow. “That’s one way to put it.”
Tessa grabbed her glass off the table and stood. “We’re not ganging up on me,” she said, walking past me. Her bare foot brushed mine as she crossed to the kitchen.
Marcus leaned back, arms up, gaze low. “You’re lucky, man. She’s got presence. You ever notice how a room feels different when she walks in it?”
I didn’t answer. I turned and watched her at the counter instead. She’d opened the fridge but hadn’t taken anything out. Her top clung to her back, the curve of her spine faint under the fabric, and the waistband of her panties exposed. She knew what she was doing. Or maybe she didn’t care anymore.
“Pour me another?” Marcus asked.
Tessa made a show of sighing as though her work was never done, sashayed out the kitchen ad through the living room up to where he held up his glass.
She filled it without responding. I watched her fingers tighten slightly on the glass before she handed it back. Marcus took it with a quiet nod, and then patted the cushion beside him. She put the bottle on the table and glanced at me.
She eased herself down, her body angled toward him more than to me. Her knee touched his thigh. He draped his arm behind her again, but now his fingers grazed her shoulder, tracing her shoulder skin where her dress had fallen like it was normal now. Tess glanced at him, then looked away, her lips parted like she meant to say something but didn’t. The quiet between them was strained.
Marcus leaned in a little. “You sure you’re not cold?”
She gave him a small smile. “I’m fine.” She bulged her eyes at him.
His hand stayed where it was, fingertips brushing her skin with each breath she took. I didn’t sit. I stayed near the island, my glass untouched. The lights in the living room were low, the warm kind of dim Tess liked when were were done with the day and alone and reading. The shadows moved on her legs where the hem of her dress had pulled up higher, and when she shifted to adjust herself, the waistband dipped again. I could see the line of her thong .
She tilted her head toward him. “You want water now? You’re supposed to have it with water so you don’t wake up hung over like you do.”
He shook his head, eyes not leaving her. “Not yet.”
She exhaled through her nose and took another sip, then set the glass down. Marcus leaned forward to pick it up after her, and his hand landed on her thigh for balance. Not a full grip, but enough to press and linger before he reached the drink. She didn’t flinch. Didn’t even blink. I was watching her face closely.
“Your man looks tense,” Marcus said, without turning.
Tess followed his line of sight. “He gets that way when it’s late.”
“You ever get that way when it’s late too?” His voice was lower now, pointed.
She raised an eyebrow, smiled without showing teeth. “Sometimes,” she murmured with a grin.
His hand remained on her leg. He drummed his fingers casually, like it meant nothing. Then he stood, drink in hand, and stretched his arms overhead.
“Bathroom?” he asked, not really asking.
Tessa pointed. “End of the hall.”
He moved off without looking back. She sat there for a moment, eyes on the carpet. Then she stood, walked to the sink, and rinsed her glass. I came up behind her, close enough to smell her perfume. She didn’t turn.
“You changed clothes before coming back,” I said.
She reached for the towel and dried her hands. “Yeah.”
“Different underwear too.”
She froze a beat, then shrugged. “It’s what was in my bag.”
I stepped closer. “You packed a bag to go out for drinks?”
She turned to face me, back against the counter. Her voice was soft. “You’re reading into things again.”
Marcus came back drying his hands on the front of his jeans. He didn’t say anything, just glanced between us, then walked straight to the liquor and poured another half glass without asking. Tessa turned, passed behind me, and moved back toward the couch. Her foot nudged one of her shoes where she’d dropped it near the rug, but she didn’t pick it up. She eased down onto the cushion, sitting back this time instead of perching, legs folded under herself. Her hair had fallen further out of place.
Marcus dropped beside her, closer than earlier. Their hips pressed now. He handed her his glass and she took a small sip before handing it back. He set it on the table and let his arm rest behind her, palm flat on the backrest, not quite touching her neck but close.
“You always this generous with your space?” he asked, voice low, looking at me now.
“She likes to make people feel comfortable,” I said.
Marcus smiled. “That she does.” He chuckled.
He let his fingers move slightly, brushing the fine hairs at the nape of her neck. Her shoulder rose faintly under his touch but she didn’t move away. I watched the corner of her mouth tug upward, a restrained grin
“You want me to go?” he asked, turning back to me. “Late night, long day. I don’t want to push things.”
Tessa looked at me quickly, unreadable. I held her stare.
“No,” I said. “You’re good.” I nodded and looked down.
Marcus leaned further back, gave Tess a look that she didn’t return, then stood up. He took a long drink, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and stepped toward the door.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said.
He waited. Tess got up and followed him. I stayed where I was.
They paused at the entry. Her back was to me and her head tilted up toward him. I couldn’t hear what he said but I saw her shake her head and smile, then glance over her shoulder, eyes darting to mine. His hand was on her side, too low for a neighbor saying goodbye.
The door opened behind him and he stepped out. She lingered a moment longer and the door clicked shut.
She turned around, came back into the living room, and froze.
“What?” she asked.
I shook my head.
She bent down to pick up her shoes. Her thong showed again below the high hem. “I’m going to bed,” she said.
I nodded once, and she walked past me without waiting for anything more.
I shut off the kitchen light and stood alone in the dim, the refrigerator humming loud. Her scent hung in the air, whatever she'd touched up with before coming home, faint sweetness cut with something warmer. I walked to the couch, sat where she’d been, and looked at the indentation in the cushion beside me where Marcus had pressed his weight. Her warmth was in the fabric. I leaned back and let my arm fall along the top of the cushion like his had. My fingertips brushed the soft upholstery, the spot where his hand had been behind her neck.
From the hallway, I heard the bedroom door creak faintly as it opened and closed. The lamp clicked on.
I got up a few minutes later, crossed to the bedroom, and pushed the door open. Tess was in front of the mirror brushing her hair out with quick, shallow strokes. She’d changed into one of my old shirts, soft and oversized, the hem falling below the curve of her thighs. She didn’t look at me when I entered.
“You going to lecture me?” she asked, voice flat.
“No.”
She set the brush down. “Because I’m tired, and I’m not in the mood.”
I stepped behind her. She met my eyes in the mirror finally. There was a flush across her chest. Her lips were bare now. I reached out and touched her hip, sliding my hand slowly around her waist until it rested low on her stomach. She didn’t react.
“You let him touch you a lot tonight.”
She looked at me through the mirror. “You let him stay.”
I leaned in, my mouth close to her ear. “You didn’t push him away.”
She reached up and undid her earrings, one then the other, setting them on the edge of the dresser.
“He wasn’t doing anything you haven’t seen before.”
“Not in this house.”
She turned to face me. “Do you want me to lie about it? Pretend he isn’t trying to do anything?”
I didn’t answer.
She stepped back, pulled the shirt over her head, dropped it beside her. The bra she wore was black, thin, and clearly not one of her sleep things. She unclasped it, let it fall, and stood there with her arms at her sides.
“I came home, didn’t I?” she asked.
I stepped forward, reached out, ran my hand up her bare side, across the soft skin of her back, and pulled her against me.
Her breath caught, then steadied. Her hands found my belt. She unbuckled it slowly, eyes fixed on mine. She wanted to erase it all and I let her.
She undid the button and slid the zipper down, her knuckles brushing me. I stood, letting her work. She dropped to her knees without hesitation, tugged my pants down enough to free me, then looked up. Her mouth parted but didn’t move. She watched my face, waiting, not in submission, but in something more stubborn. I didn’t touch her. She leaned in slowly and wrapped her lips around me, eyes locked on mine the entire time.
It was not something she did, not something she liked to do. She was embarrassed doing it. She found it hard not to keep her teeth clear, not to gag.
But now she started slow, her hands on my thighs for balance, but she wasn’t tentative. Her head moved with a rhythm she didn’t break, her tongue circling, dragging, pressing.
I let her work until her pace picked up, until the wet sounds got louder, until her breath came faster through her nose. Her hair slid forward around her face. Her shoulders flexed each time she drew back and took me in again, deeper, faster. She gripped my legs tighter now, trying to force a reaction. I still hadn’t touched her.
When I did, it was just one hand, resting lightly on the top of her head, fingers sliding into her hair. She pushed deeper, moaned faintly around me, her eyes closing now. Her cheeks hollowed on the pull. I watched her body shift on the floor, knees parting, back arching. Her hips rocked like she forgot where she was, the bedroom with her husband where this sort of thing did not occur.
I didn’t warn her. I stayed silent as I erupted, holding her in place with a firm but steady grip around the back of her head. She took it all without flinching, swallowed hard, then exhaled slow when I let her go. She leaned back on her heels, wiped her mouth with the side of her hand, and looked up at me again.
Her lips were wet, slightly swollen, and my cum dribbled out her lips and hung from her chin. I reached down, took her by the arm, and pulled her up to her feet. I guided her backward to the bed. She let herself fall into it without resistance, arms open, knees up and thighs parting.
I pulled the sheet up, and she turned to face the wall. Her back was bare above the covers, the line of her shoulder soft in the lamplight. I turned off the light, got into bed behind her, and lay on my back, eyes open in the dark. Her breathing stayed quiet. Her leg reached back to brush mine once, but I didn’t move toward her. Neither of us spoke.
I stared at the ceiling, hard, my jaw clenched. The image of her on her knees stayed sharp behind my eyes, but the thing I couldn’t shake wasn’t the act, it was how certain she looked when she did it. Like she'd made peace with it. Even letting me come in her mouth, it was no surprise, and it was as nothing for her to swallow it, either. It was as though expected.
She was up when I next opened my eyes. The bathroom light glowed under the door, faint movement inside. I lay listening to the quiet shuffle of her steps, the drawers opening and closing, the water running briefly. She emerged a few minutes later in my oversized shirt again, hair pinned back loosely, a mug in her hand. Her legs were bare, thighs soft with morning color, one hip cocked as she leaned on the doorframe.
“You’re awake finally.”
I nodded. She came closer and handed me the coffee, then sat at the foot of the bed, her knees pulled up, shirt riding high. Her skin was marked in places, creases from the sheets, but also a faint pink line down her shoulder.
“Are we okay?” she asked.
I took a sip, watched her over the rim. “You tell me.”
She looked down, ran her thumb along the curve of her knee. “You were different last night.”
“You were too.”
“I wanted to show you…” she trailed off. I waited. She looked back up at me. “I wanted you to know what it’s like.”
Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Marcus . . . ”
“Don’t,” I said.
She blinked but didn’t push it. She slid off the bed and crossed the room, setting her mug down beside mine. She stood by the window, fingers parting the curtain slightly to peek out at the morning light. The shirt hung loose off one shoulder again.
“He texted,” she said, voice soft.
I sat up. “About what?”
“Nothing. Coffee later. Some art thing downtown. He said I should come. He said I should bring you.”
She turned and leaned back against the sill. “He wants to act like we’re all friends now.”
“Are we?”
She gave a weak laugh. “I don’t know what we are.”
I got up, crossed toward her, stood close. Her body warmed the space between us. I reached out, hooked a finger into the collar of her shirt, pulled it back onto her shoulder.
“If he comes into this condo again,” I said, low and clear, “he does it because I say he can. Not you.”
She nodded. Her breath quickened slightly. I leaned in, kissed her neck once, then pulled away and went to the bathroom to shower and shave and tidy myself up.
“Just going to my car to check on something,” she called out, and I heard the front door close.
When I came out, she was gone. Her coffee mug sat half full, lipstick print on the rim. Her phone was missing. Her keys were gone too.
I walked to the balcony and looked down. Her car wasn’t in her parking spot.
She came back two hours later. Her hair was up with a few loose strands tucked carefully behind her ears. She had on sunglasses, even though the sky was overcast. I stood at the counter pretending to check something on my phone. She paused inside the door like she wasn’t sure what version of me she was walking into.
“Hey,” she said, slipping the glasses off. “I didn’t end up going downtown after all.”
“Where’d you go?”
She kicked off her shoes and walked to the sink. “He needed help picking something up. Some frame he ordered for his friend’s birthday.”
I nodded. “You were gone a while.”
“Traffic,” she said, rinsing the mug she’d left earlier. “We stopped for brunch at this great new place. I told him I couldn’t stay long.”
“You didn’t answer your phone.”
“It was in my bag.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I wasn’t ignoring you.”
I walked to the table and sat, watching her shoulders move under the thin fabric of the long-sleeve she’d changed into. It was new, light grey, loose, knotted casually at her waist. I hadn’t seen it before. She finished at the sink and turned around, crossing her arms.
“Don’t look at me like that,” she said.
“How am I looking at you?”
“Like I’m lying.”
I didn’t answer.
She crossed the room slowly, her steps careful. She stopped a few feet from the table and looked down at me. “Do you want to check my phone?”
“No.”
“Then what do you want?”
I leaned back. “The truth.”
She exhaled hard and sat across from me, elbows on the table, her knees pressing together under the edge. “We had brunch. He made a comment about last night.”
“What’d he say?”
“That you looked pissed.”
“And you?”
She held my eyes. “I said we were fine.”
She fidgeted, tugged her sleeve, then folded her hands. She was trying to appear calm but didn’t quite make it.
“I know you don’t like him,” she said finally. “But he’s in our lives now.”
“That wasn’t my choice.”
“No,” she said quietly, “but it was mine.”
She stood and walked to the bedroom, leaving the door open behind her. I sat there for a moment, staring at the chair she’d just left, then stood and followed. I stopped in the doorway. She was by the dresser, pulling the knot in her shirt loose. The fabric hung lower now, brushing her hips. Her skin was flushed at the collarbone.
“He said he might come by later,” she said, not turning around. “I told him you probably wouldn’t want that.”
“You told him wrong.”
She paused, both hands at the hem of her shirt, then turned to face me fully. Her expression didn’t shift. “So you do want him to come by?”
“I want him here,” I said, “so I can watch you lie to both of us at once.”
Her lips parted, but nothing came out. She looked down, pulled the shirt over her head, dropped it on the bed without folding it. She wore a black bra underneath, delicate, semi-sheer, something else new. Her jeans were tight, low on her hips, button straining.
“You want to punish me?” she asked. “Or do you want to fuck me?”
I stepped forward, kept going until I was inches from her.
She inhaled slowly, nostrils flaring, then reached behind her, unhooked the bra, and let it fall. Her nipples were hard, her chest rising and falling faster. She kicked off her jeans without a word, leaving only a lace thong between her and nothing.
I circled behind her, my hand on her lower back, pressing until she bent slightly forward. She braced herself on the dresser edge, elbows locked. I slid two fingers between her legs from behind. She was soaked.
“You’re not hiding anything anymore,” I said.
She shook her head not looking back.
I pulled her upright again, stepped in closer, pressed myself against her ass. She tilted her head, exhaled.
“Say it,” I told her.
Her voice came low. “I want it.”
“From me?”
A pause. “Of course from you,” she said in a tiny, breathy murmur.
I grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her back to the bed, pushed her down face first, hands under her. She arched automatically, legs spreading on instinct. I undid my pants, pulled them down far enough, and drove into her with a single thrust. She gasped, her fingers clawing at the sheets.
There was no rhythm. Just force. My grip stayed tight on her hips. She didn’t cry out, she only pressed back harder. Her skin flushed deeper with each slap of contact. Her hair spilled across the bed as she turned her head, mouth open.
“You want him to see this?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“You want him to hear you?”
“Yes.”
I reached forward, grabbed her by the shoulder, pulled her up so she was half-kneeling in my lap, and slammed up into her. She gave a ragged moan and pushed down harder. Her body trembled. I held her tight until I felt her give out, legs shaking, her mouth against my arm, biting down.
I stayed inside her after, hard, holding her there. Then came the knock at the door.
She froze in my lap, body taut, her breath catching against my arm. I didn’t pull out. My hand stayed locked around her waist, my cock buried inside her. Another knock. Louder. Two beats, then nothing.
She turned her head slowly, eyes wide, cheeks flushed and damp. “He wouldn’t . . . ”
I didn’t let her finish. I reached for her discarded shirt, tossed it at her. “Get the door.”
Her lips parted. “I can’t . . . ”
“You want him in here? Go let him in.”
She hesitated only a second before climbing off me, moving unsteadily across the room, her thighs trembling, her hair a mess. She pulled the shirt on without doing all the buttons, the fabric clinging to her chest, hanging open. Her thong was back on. Bare feet, flushed skin, teeth marks at her collarbone, she didn’t even wipe her face. She glanced back at me once before leaving the room.
I followed a few steps behind, slowly, pulling my pants back up but not bothering with the belt. The front door opened.
Marcus stood there in black joggers and a sleeveless tee, a six-pack in one hand. His eyes flicked from her face to her chest to her legs in a single sweep, then past her to me.
He raised the beer. “Wasn’t sure if this was a bad time.”
I leaned against the hallway wall. “If you’re here. it’s always a good time.”
Tess stepped aside without a word, letting him in. He brushed past her, hand low again, fingertips grazing the back of her thigh as he passed. She didn’t react. The door shut behind him, the soft latch clicking into place. Marcus turned and took her in again, slower this time.
“You look messed up,,” he said to her, smiling.
She gave a small laugh, glanced at me, then back to him. “We were talking.”
“Yeah?” he said, stepping closer. “You always talk half-dressed?” He slapped her nearly bare ass under the hem of her shirt.
She didn’t answer. I crossed into the living room and sat. Marcus walked to the counter and set the beer down. He cracked one and drank half before turning back.
“I can leave,” he said, tone casual. “But you invited me.”
“I didn’t stop you,” I said.
He looked at Tess. “That mean I stay?”
She shrugged.
Marcus grinned, stepped forward, and reached for the a button on her shirt. She didn’t stop him. He opened it, then the next, then slid the shirt off her shoulders completely. It dropped behind her, pooling at her feet.
She stood there in just the thong, body flushed, chest rising and falling rapidly.
He looked over at me. “You good?”
I said nothing.
He stepped closer, pressed his chest to hers, and kissed her. Not careful, not tentative. She opened her mouth and kissed him back.
Marcus didn’t let up. His hands moved to her hips, drawing her flush against him as he kissed her again, deeper, slower this time, his jaw working, lips dragging against hers. Her arms stayed loose at her sides. She wasn’t pulling him closer, but she wasn’t stopping it either. Her head tilted toward him without thought. Her body gave in to him.
I stayed on the couch, watching the shape of her back, the tension in her thighs, the way her ribs pulled tight under her skin as she caught her breath between kisses. He eased one hand up her side, fingers grazing beneath the curve of her breast, then further, settling full around her without looking back at me once.
His ease around her nakedness, and her less than startled reaction, told me all I needed to know about whether there was anything first time about it.
When he pulled away, she swayed a little and opened her eyes like she’d been somewhere else. She turned, finally remembering I was there. Her mouth worked open but no words came out.
Marcus stepped away, grabbed another beer from the counter, then nodded toward the couch across from me.
“I’ll just sit down then,” he said casually. “Unless I’m interrupting something.”
I shook my head.
Tess wrapped her arms over her chest, suddenly modest, but didn’t reach for the shirt. She sat beside me on the arm of my chair, close enough that her thigh touched mine. I could feel the heat from her skin, the tension underneath it. Marcus dropped onto the couch across from us, sprawling wide, legs apart, bottle hanging loose in his hand.
No one spoke for a while. I looked at her profile, the shine at the base of her neck, the tiny marks blooming along her shoulder, fresh and unmistakable. She saw me noticing but didn’t hide. If anything, she sat straighter.
Marcus glanced around. “You ever finish that movie from the other night?”
I didn’t answer. Tess cleared her throat. “We turned it off after you left.”
He nodded like that was fine. “You want to watch something now?”
“Sure,” she said, before I could speak.
I remained silent. Marcus reached for the remote, flicked through until some forgettable action movie started playing. Sound came on low. He leaned back, adjusted the waistband of his joggers, and let his arm fall along the back of the couch. His eyes stayed on the screen for a few minutes before drifting again.
Tess shifted beside me. Her thigh slid slightly over mine. She didn’t move it back. Her hand dropped onto her knee and stayed there, her fingertips brushing the inside edge. I could feel her pulse in the way she moved. Too slow. Too careful. I didn’t know if she was aware of what she was doing, or if she was letting it happen on purpose.
On the screen, gunfire and engines. Across from us, Marcus watched her more than the movie. He opened another beer, drank and tapped his foot.
“I’m sorry, I can’t,” Tess said softly into my ear, and she pushed up and went to the bedroom and shut the door. Marcus and I remained awkwardly silent watching a show neither of us knew anything about, until he got up saying nothing and simply left the condo.
In the morning, she stood at the counter in just her robe, twisting her hair up with both hands. It fell in a damp rope down her back when she let go. I watched the tie around her waist ride higher as she stretched, one bare thigh poking out as she reached into the cupboard for coffee pods.
Marcus’s knock came sharp and fast. I recognized his fist by now. She didn’t move.
“I’ll get it,” I said, crossing the condo.
He was in sweats and fitted black T-shirt.“Can’t find my sunglasses anywhere,” he said, brushing past before I could answer. He stepped in like it was nothing. “Must be down here.”
She turned at the sound of the door and her eyes locked with his.
He crossed the room without hesitating. “Morning,” he said, low, not smiling.
“Morning,” she said back. Her voice was calm and a little husky, but there was tension between them.
He walked right past me and into the kitchen. I saw how his eyes traveled over her.
“You always this slow with coffee?” he said, stopping close beside her.
She didn’t step away. “You want some?”
“No,” he said sarcastically, but he shoved a cup from our cupboard at her.
I leaned against the wall, watching. There was something in the way she moved now, every turn of her shoulder, every glance.
He reached past her for a mug, brushing her hip. Not hard, not rough, but intentional. She didn’t flinch.
“Found your glasses yet?” she asked.
“Not yet,” he said. “You look different in the morning.” He said it to her looking at me.
She laughed. “Meaning what?”
He didn’t answer. He held her eyes, then turned and looked straight at me. “More relaxed,” he said finally.
Her hands stayed busy with the coffee, but color came to her chest. She kept her head down.
“Maybe I left them in your bedroom,” Marcus said, stepping past her again.
She turned toward me, and then back to him. “Try the nightstand drawer.”
He was already halfway there.
I looked at her. “He was in our room?”
She met my eyes. “He crashed here one afternoon. You were out. It was nothing.”
I nodded, slowly. “He’s getting real comfortable here.”
She looked down, fingered the rim of her coffee. “You said it was fine.”
“I did,” I said. “If I said so.”
Marcus came back with his glasses in one hand, phone in the other. He leaned on the counter next to her. “Found ‘em. You guys up to anything today?”
“Cleaning, errands,”she said.
I said nothing.
He looked at her. “Could use help moving some stuff this afternoon.”
She glanced at me. “You want to?”
“I thought we had plans,” I said.
“Tomorrow,” she said.
Marcus set the sunglasses on the counter, slow and deliberate. “You could swing by after lunch,” he said.
Her mouth opened a little, but she didn’t answer.
He looked at her, then at me. “That cool?”
Her eyes were on me. “Yeah,” I said. “Go help him. Whatever.”
She turned her back to us and reached into the cupboard again, that robe parting just a bit higher.
Marcus didn’t hide where he was looking. Not anymore, me there or not.
I went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face and the back of my neck. The kitchen smelled like coffee and toast when I came out. The blinds were open and the morning light hit across the counter, catching on Tessa’s hair as she stood at the stove, her robe loose around her. She glanced over her shoulder when she heard me, smiling like nothing was different.
Marcus was at the island in his T-shirt, sleeves snug on his arms, bare feet crossed under the stool. He was flipping through something on his phone and laughing softly at whatever Tessa had said a moment before I walked in.
Tessa set a plate in front of him and one for me. Scrambled eggs, toast, bacon. She moved around the kitchen like this was normal now, like a big black man wasn’t here in his T-shirt with his phone charging at the corner outlet, like she hadn’t paused too long when brushing past him just now to refill his cup.
I watched the way she leaned against the counter, arms folded under her chest, eyes on him while he spoke. She wasn’t flirting. It was deeper than that. It was familiar.
“You’re off today, right?” she asked him.
“Yeah, thankfully. Might hit the gym, run errands. Nothing major.”
She nodded and gave him a look that didn’t include me.
I sat trying to eat but the eggs had gone cold. Marcus was talking about something, some friend’s trip to Palm Springs, but I couldn’t follow it. Tessa kept brushing her hair behind her ear and glancing toward the hallway. She laughed a little too hard at his last line, her hand tapping lightly on the counter as if her body was trying to move closer.
“Babe,” I said, and she spun toward me quickly, like she’d forgotten I was there. “What’s the plan for today?”
“I thought we’d do a cleanup around here. And maybe hit the market later.”
She smiled and reached for her mug, her arm crossing just in front of Marcus as she did. Their skin touched for a second.
Marcus left a little after ten, taking his time pulling on his shoes by the door, chatting with Tessa while I cleared the table. She stood close while he tied one sneaker, her hand resting lightly on the edge of the wall near his head. From the kitchen, I couldn’t hear everything, but her voice had dropped. When she laughed again, it was softer, like it was only for him.
He looked back once, met my eyes, and gave a friendly nod. Then he patted her arm, said something that made her glance down biting her lip, and walked out.
She closed the door then exhaled, turned, and caught me watching her.
“I’ll start laundry,” she said, pulling her robe tighter as she walked past me.
I leaned on the counter listening to the washing machine start.
Her voice came from the hall.
“Want anything particular for dinner?”
“No,” I said.
When I stepped into the bedroom a few minutes later, I found her kneeling at the foot of the bed, folding laundry from a basket. She had changed into leggings and a tight grey tee, her hair pulled up, arms bare.
“You sure he crashed out here that time?” I asked.
She paused, hands on a towel. “Where else would he have?”
“I don’t know. I was out.”
She looked up now, her mouth parting slightly. “You think he crashed in here?”
“I don’t know what to think. His glasses were in here.”
Her brow furrowed. “Jesus. You’re serious.”
I shrugged.
She tossed a towel aside. “You want to go check the bathroom garbage too?”
I didn’t answer.
Her eyes narrowed. “Nothing happened. He slept on the couch. You’re acting weird.”
I sat on the edge of the bed. “He was really at ease this morning. You two seem closer.”
She crossed her arms under her chest, the shirt drawing tight. “We’ve hung out a few times. You were there. You know how that man is.”
“Yeah, I do.”
She came closer, stopping in front of me. “You think I’d do something?”
I looked up at her. Her face was open, but her eyes wouldn’t quite stay on mine.
“I don’t know, Tess.”
Her arms dropped. She stepped closer again and put her hand on my shoulder.
“I love you. You know that.”
I nodded.
She leaned down and kissed me, soft and slow, a little deeper than normal. Then she pulled back and turned toward the closet.
“Let me know if you find more evidence,” she said. “I’ll be here all day.”
She stayed in the bedroom for most of the afternoon, claiming she was organizing her closet, but I could hear the dresser drawers opening and closing more than usual. At one point I passed by the door and caught her in the mirror, holding up a top against her chest, something low-cut I didn’t recognize.. She saw me watching and paused, then smiled faintly and let the top fall back into the drawer.
I walked into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and stared without seeing anything. My head kept looping back to Marcus standing too close, talking too quietly. Her laugh. That look.
Around three, she came out wearing jeans and a light blue tank top that clung to her ribs. No bra. Her nipples were visible, sharp through the thin cotton, and her hair was down now, brushed out in waves.
“Going for a walk to the market,” she said, slipping on her sneakers. “Need anything?”
I shook my head.
She bent to tie her laces. “I might stop by the cafe.”
“Is Marcus meeting you?”
Her hands paused. Then she stood and zipped up a cropped hoodie. “No.”
She didn’t look at me as she opened the door. “Text if you think of something.”
The door clicked shut behind her.
I moved to the window. She walked down the street, ponytail swinging, not hurrying. Ten minutes later, I was at the window when my phone buzzed.
Tessa: “Market’s crowded. Might be a while.”
An hour passed. She came home with a brown paper bag and two bottles of white wine.
“I figured we’d want something cold later,” she said, setting them down.
I opened my mouth to say something, but she leaned in and kissed me lightly before I could. “Let me shower first. Then I’m all yours again.”
She took the wine to the fridge and walked down the hall.
I waited until the water started, then I checked the bag. Only a few things: granola, blueberries, a tiny wedge of cheese.
In the bedroom, the closet door was cracked. A black lace bra lay folded on top of the laundry hamper.
I stood there for a long time, staring at it. The shower shut off. Ten minutes later she came out wrapped in a towel, damp hair loose around her shoulders. Her legs looked flushed from the hot water. She moved past me into the closet, reached for a robe.
“You didn’t need to wait,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “I said I’m all yours tonight.”
Her tone was playful, but her body was careful, precise. It was as if she knew she had to cover something.
She wore the robe for the rest of the evening, loosely tied. Every time she passed near me, I caught glimpses of the line between her breasts, the soft inside of a thigh. Her skin looked scrubbed, almost glowing. We ate dinner in front of the TV, something light she’d put together, figs, prosciutto, bread, a salad. She poured the wine and stretched her legs over mine all comfy and cozy and loving.
I kept watching her eyes when she talked, though. They flicked away and back like she was avoiding something, or choosing not to answer a question I hadn’t even asked.
When I reached for her foot, she came closer, her bare knee brushing up into my lap. Her toes flexed slowly like she was stretching, but she stayed like that while we watched the rest of the movie.
Later, in bed, she kissed me first. Her hand slipped under the waistband of my shorts with a kind of ease that caught me off guard. It was the way she used to touch me years ago, when everything was new and she couldn’t get enough. But it didn’t feel like that now. It felt like a shadow of something else.
I rolled her on her back. Her mouth opened under mine. Her thighs lifted easily around my hips, and she pulled me in with a soft sound that turned sharp when I moved into her.
Afterward, I stayed up with her body pressed against mine. She’d fallen asleep fast, her breath steady, one arm slung across my chest. I stared up at the ceiling trying to feel satisfied. I should’ve felt close to her. I should’ve felt reassured. But I didn’t. Al was good, she’d made it good, but it didn’t clear the air.
The next morning, I woke to the smell of coffee and eggs. She was in the kitchen, hair pinned up, wearing the same robe. One leg bent at the knee as she leaned into the counter. Music was on low, her playlist. Her phone was face down beside the stove.
I came up behind her and put my hands on her waist. She leaned back into me without hesitation.
“Sleep okay?” she asked, flipping a strip of bacon.
“Yeah. You?”
“Better than I have in weeks.”
She said it without looking at me. Then she reached for a plate and started dividing the food.
While we ate, her phone buzzed. She ignored it at first, then glanced over and flipped it. The screen lit up. I didn’t catch the name, but the color of her expression changed. Not panicked, just alert.
“Work thing,” she said, locking it and sliding it across the counter.
I didn’t say anything.
After breakfast, she disappeared into the bedroom with the door mostly closed. I heard drawers again, the low creak of the closet. When she came out, she was dressed in that short black skirt she rarely wore, the tight one with the hidden zipper. A white blouse. Lip gloss. Nothing else.
“I’m heading out,” she said. “Errands.”
She grabbed her purse without checking its contents. Keys in hand, phone tucked under her arm, she moved toward the door. I followed her with my eyes, holding my coffee, unsure if I was supposed to say something.
"Need anything while I'm out?" she asked, not quite looking back at me.
"No. I’m good."
She nodded and stepped into her shoes, tan wedges she hadn't worn in months, the kind that made her legs look longer. She didn’t pause, didn’t fidget. Just pulled the door shut behind her like she’d done it a thousand times, and was quickly gone.
I sat there listening to nothing.
Half an hour passed. I rinsed the plates, wiped down the counter, tried to work up the energy to shower.
An hour later, she texted from outside: “Can you buzz me up? Can’t find my keys.”
I pressed the button and stepped back. The door opened. She stepped in with a white paper shopping bag and a neutral expression. She wasn’t out of breath and her hair was neater than when she left.
“Hey,” I said, trying not to sound like I’d been waiting.
“Hey.” She set the bag on the counter and walked straight into the bedroom. The door stayed open. I followed with my eyes, but didn’t get up. A few minutes later, she came back out, freshly changed, now in yoga pants and an old sweatshirt.
“Feel like a walk?” she asked.
I hesitated. “Now?”
“Yeah. It’s nice out.”
So we walked the seawall. Her hand found mine. She leaned into me when we stopped for coffee, laughed when I made a bad joke. Everything about her seemed easy and effortless again.
But every now and then, her phone buzzed. Once in her back pocket while we walked and another time while she stirred cream into her drink.
“You can check that,” I said.
She glanced at it. “It’s nothing urgent.”
I nodded. She smiled. We kept walking.
Back at the condo, she kicked off her shoes and dropped onto the couch, stretching her legs out. I sat beside her and her head rested on my shoulder, her hand curled under my arm.
"You want to watch something?" I asked.
"In a bit."
The TV stayed off and we sat like that a long while. I ran my hand up her thigh under the blanket. Her eyes stayed half-closed and her lips parted.
Then came a buzz on her phone again. Her whole body stiffened.
She reached down, pulled her phone out, glanced at the screen. Then she tucked it between the couch cushions and turned her body into mine. Her lips brushed my neck.
"Ignore it," she whispered.
She reached behind herself and dragged the blanket higher over both our laps. Her fingers slipped under the hem of my shirt, slow and lazy, not searching for anything, just grasping contact. Her lips moved to my jawline. She kissed me there once, then stayed close, breathing warm against my skin.
Her phone buzzed again and neither of us moved. She kissed me once more, then leaned back slightly, enough to give herself room to shift. Her legs pulled tight, knees brushing against my thigh as she turned onto her side, curling into me.
“I missed you today,” she murmured.
“You were only gone a couple hours.”
She smiled at that but didn’t say anything else. I traced my fingers along her forearm, then let my hand rest in the hollow of her hip. She shifted again, subtly, and I felt the softness of her stomach against my side. She hadn’t worn anything under the sweatshirt after changing, her skin was bare underneath.
“You smell good,” I said.
“I changed,” she whispered. “Put on that lotion you like.”
I nodded, pulled her a little closer. Her eyes fluttered shut as she settled into the crook of my shoulder.
The phone buzzed yet again, deeper in the cushions now, muffled but insistent. She stayed where she was.
I tried to focus on the warmth of her body pressed against mine, on the way her fingers lazily traced circles across my chest, on the softness of her thighs as she adjusted herself under the blanket.
But I couldn’t stop thinking about her phone.
After a while, she sat up, stretched, and stood. “I’m gonna shower.”
I watched her walk down the hallway. The blanket slipped off my lap. Her sweatshirt rode up slightly in the back as she reached for the bathroom light. She closed the door behind her.
I stayed on the couch a while longer, then I reached between the cushions and pulled out her phone.
Four messages. All from the same number. No name.
I locked the screen without opening any of them and set it face-down on the coffee table. When she came out twenty minutes later, towel around her head, clean and glowing, I was on the couch.
She picked up the phone, glanced at it, and looked at me.
“You didn’t read them, did you?”
“No.”
Her smile was tight. “Good.” Then she leaned down, kissed me once, and walked barefoot into the bedroom without another word.
I stared at the spot where she’d just stood, trying to decide what that kiss had meant.
I turned the phone over again. Screen blank now, black glass catching the living room light in a cold gleam. No vibration, no buzz, no explanation.
I got up, walked barefoot to the kitchen, opened the fridge even though I wasn’t hungry. The light hit my eyes sharp. Inside, her container of strawberries sat front and center, rinsed and cut, like she'd been planning to snack with someone. A second coffee mug was in the sink, faint lipstick stain on the rim. Hers, but she’d used the white one this morning. This was the blue one. The one she usually gave to guests.
I poured water, let the glass sweat against my hand. I didn’t know what I was looking for, only that something had started to gather. Not proof, but a sense, a pattern.
The bedroom light clicked off. I heard her settle under the covers, heard the soft brush of her towel hitting the floor. She didn’t call for me.
I stayed out there another ten minutes, maybe longer. Then I walked into the room and climbed into bed beside her.
She was turned away from me, curled into herself, breathing slow but not asleep.
I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling. I didn’t touch her, and she didn’t move toward me.
The next morning, the text thread was gone. I noticed when she handed me her phone to check a brunch reservation. I wasn't snooping. She asked me to look. But when I opened her messages, the usual clutter of names and half-finished chats were all there, except the unknown number. Clean, like it never existed.
Marcus came by that afternoon. I hadn’t expected him. Tessa said she’d invited him down to help her rearrange some furniture, her words, not mine. I was home, which made the whole thing feel unnecessary. But she smiled and acted like it was nothing, and when Marcus showed up with that slow grin and those big hands of his spread wide like always, I didn’t say anything.
They moved the couch an inch to the left, shifted the rug, laughed about angles and shadows and “feng shui.” Then she asked him to carry a shelf upstairs. He said sure.
I followed them halfway, but she turned and gave me a look, soft and amused.
“We’ve got it.”
So I went back down, grabbed my laptop, and tried to work.
When they came down again, Tessa’s cheeks were flushed and her once-tied hair hung loose.
Marcus headed for the door. Tessa stood beside him, her hand resting lightly on his forearm as they finished a conversation I hadn’t heard.
He left without looking back.
She watched the door for a second after it shut. Then she turned to me and said, “You want lunch?” Like none of it had happened.
She moved around the kitchen like nothing was off, opening cupboards, pulling out a cutting board, the hum of the fridge rising as she leaned in to grab the turkey. Her top was loose, one of those soft cotton ones that barely held to her frame, dipping low in front and open under the arms. No bra, I noticed. And I noticed that she didn’t seem to care that I was noticing.
“Did you and Marcus get the shelf up?” I asked, keeping my voice even, not watching her too directly.
She nodded, slicing into the bread. “Yeah. It looks way better down here now. I think it was making my closet feel cramped before.”
I opened the drawer for knives, picked one up, and dried it absently on a dish towel. “What took so long?”
She paused. Not froze, just that brief hesitation that lives in the gap between truth and something else.
“He was tightening the anchors. Took longer than we thought.”
I nodded, letting that go. She layered turkey and pickles onto the bread, then reached for mustard.
“You didn’t have to get him to help move stuff down here,” I said. “I could’ve done it.”
She smiled faintly, looking at the sandwich. “He was on his here. It wasn’t a big deal.”
The plates clinked down. We sat, ate, talked about nothing.
Later that week, I came home early from work. Tessa was on the balcony, phone in hand, pacing slowly in bare feet. She didn’t see me right away. I watched the way her weight shifted from heel to toe, her head tilted slightly, that private smile on her lips that she didn’t know she was showing.
I opened the sliding door. She turned, startled.
“Hey,” she said, too fast. Her thumb locked her phone and tucked it into the back pocket of her jeans.
“Who was that?”
She pulled a breath. “Nobody. Just catching up with Mallory.”
“Sounded like you were flirting.”
Her face changed, not angry, not guilty, but something closer to careful.
“Don’t be dumb,” she said, brushing past me into the living room.
I watched her walk, watched the way her body moved, the curve under the tight denim, the loose hang of her tank. She dropped onto the couch, picked up a magazine, crossed her legs.
I sat across from her.
“You didn’t look like someone talking to Mallory,” I said.
She looked up then, eyes meeting mine. “And what does that look like?”
I didn’t answer.
The phone stayed in her pocket the rest of the night. But her fingers kept drifting back to it. She never said Marcus’s name.
Saturday morning, I found her on the floor of the den surrounded by clothes. She was folding laundry into piles, soft pop music playing low from the speaker near the wall. Her hair was pulled up, messy, strands falling around her cheeks. She wore one of her older t-shirts, the one with the tiny hole at the neckline and a pair of snug cotton shorts I hadn’t seen in a while.
I leaned in the doorway. “You’re up early.”
She glanced back. “Couldn’t sleep. Figured I’d get a head start.”
I walked in, crouched to grab one of the t-shirts off the stack. “This mine?”
“Yeah. From that drawer you never go through.”
I held it up. “Smells like you.”
She shrugged, folding a towel. “I do the laundry. Of course it does.”
There was a knock. Tessa looked up fast. “That’ll be Marcus.”
I stared at her. “Marcus?”
She was halfway up, brushing lint from her shirt. “I asked him to help me move my bedroom dresser. Don’t make it weird.”
I didn’t move. She opened the door and Marcus stepped in  wearing gym shorts and a black sleeveless hoodie, earbuds in. He pulled them out and gave me a nod.
“Hey, man.”
I nodded back.
Tessa gestured down the hall. “The big one. We’re flipping the bedroom around again.”
He smirked. “Again?”
She smiled without looking at me. “So I like trying new things.”
They disappeared into the bedroom.
After a while, I walked to the hallway and paused just short of the open door. The dresser was angled away from the wall. Tessa stood on one side, back arched slightly as she pulled, Marcus on the other. His hands were under the base, forearms tense. He grunted, stepped in, and his chest pressed into her shoulder.
I watched her reach to tug the curtain cords out of the way. Her top lifted with the motion. His eyes tracked it.
I stepped back fast before either of them turned. I grabbed my keys from the kitchen counter and opened the front door louder than necessary.
“Heading out!” I called.
Tessa’s voice floated down the hall. “Okay!”
I closed the door behind me and went to the stairwell the ran behind our bedroom wall. My ear to the wall, I heard inside the faint thud of the dresser being set down again, and low voices, a short laugh. And then quiet.
I didn’t leave. I just waited there a long while trying to pick things out. But hearing nothing, I stepped back inside, but quiet this time. The hallway was empty. So was the living room.
The bedroom door was mostly closed now. I walked to it slowly. Their voices stopped inside.
I pushed the bedroom door open with the back of my hand. Tessa was alone, crouched at the edge of the bed, plugging in her phone charger. She looked up at me fast, then stood and smoothed her shirt down.
“Where’s Marcus?” I asked.
She pointed vaguely. “Went to grab something from his truck.”
I stepped further in. The room smelled faintly different. Her hair, maybe, perhaps his cologne. I couldn’t place it, but I noticed it.
Tessa reached for the dresser drawer and started rearranging socks like it had to be done right then. “We’re done moving things,” she said. “Just figuring out where the mirror should go now.”
I watched her hands. One wrist had a faint red mark, a crease like from pressure. I didn’t say anything.
“He was good about not scratching the floor,” she went on, organizing. “He’s strong like that, good for something, right?”
“You always call him when something needs lifting?”
She turned her head a little, gave a short laugh. “You’re not exactly a morning person, that’s all.”
There was a knock again, and she brushed past me to go answer it. I stood in the bedroom a second longer before following her.
Marcus was at the door holding a water bottle and a pair of sunglasses. “Left these.”
Tessa opened it wider. “You could’ve texted.”
“Didn’t want to bug you.”
He stepped in then spotted me. “You heading out somewhere?”
I shook my head. “Was thinking about it.”
He looked at Tessa. “That mirror okay where it is?”
She glanced at me, then back at him. “Let’s double check.”
He followed her back toward the hall without hesitation. His hand brushed her lower back lightly as they passed me.
I watched them disappear into the bedroom again.
I moved to the kitchen, made coffee, stood at the counter, sipping, staring out the window, hearing faint shuffles from the bedroom. No voices this time, but intermittent laughter, hers, and what sound like “shh!” frequently.
A few minutes passed. The hallway creaked. Tessa emerged first, her shirt= tugged lower, covering more of her hips. Marcus trailed her by half a step.
“So you’re good now?” she asked him.
“Yeah, I’m good now.” He adjusted the strap of his gym bag. “He glanced at me. “See you around.”
I nodded and the door closed.
Tessa didn’t look at me right away. She went to the laundry pile, picked up a folded towel, then another, stacking them slowly.
“I was thinking,” I said, “maybe we do dinner out tonight.”
She blinked, then smiled. “Yeah. That sounds good.”
I walked up behind her, put my hands on her hips. She tensed but only for a second, then she leaned back against me.
“You okay?” I asked, quietly.
She turned her head, looked up at me, smiled softer. “Of course.”
She smelled freshly showered, but I hadn’t heard the water run. Her hair was dry. Her shirt, the loose cropped one she usually wore for yoga, hung differently now, one sleeve down lower than the other, stretched a bit, like it had been yanked.
I kept my hands on her hips. Her body was warm, and she shifted slightly in my hold. I let them rest there a second longer before stepping away and moving toward the couch. She turned back to the laundry.
I sat down watching her. “Did you two finish with the tools?”
She nodded. “He helped tighten the mount on the back. It wasn’t sitting flush.”
I nodded. “You were in there a while.”
She glanced up only briefly. “He talks a lot. About his condo reno, his balcony. You know Marcus.”
I didn’t, not really. I only knew how he acted around her.
Tessa carried the folded stack to the linen closet, bent low to slide them in. Her shorts rode up as she did, and from the couch I could see the faint imprint of a waistband pressed into her skin.
“You want anything from the store later?” she asked from inside the closet.
I shook my head. “No. I’m good.”
She stepped out brushing her hair back, then walked past me into the kitchen. She opened the fridge, bent again,  and held a container of yogurt in her hand.
“Breakfast?” she asked.
I checked the time. Almost noon. “I’ll heat something.”
She shrugged, grabbed a spoon, leaned against the counter and started eating right from the tub. Her legs were bare except for the ankle socks, and I noticed a small smudge on the outside of her thigh. Not dirt, a faded print of something darker. A palm?
I stood, walked toward her. She didn’t move as I got close.
“You get that mark moving the mirror?” I asked, tapping her thigh gently.
She looked down. “Where?”
I touched it again. She tilted her head, frowned like she hadn’t seen it before.
“Maybe,” she said. “I didn’t notice.”
I kept my hand there. Her eyes lifted to mine, steady.
“You sure you’re good?” I asked again.
This time her smile was slower. “Yeah,” she said. “I’m very good.”
She stepped past me, her shoulder brushing mine, and walked back to the bedroom without looking back. I watched her go.
I gave it a minute, then followed her down the hall. The bedroom door was half open. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, scrolling her phone, one leg crossed over the other, the same way she always sat when she was done changing. Only she hadn’t changed.
The full-length mirror had been moved. It was angled more sharply now, pushed inward so it caught more of the bed. I stepped around it, watching her through it for a second before coming into view.
“You moved this again?” I asked.
She glanced up. “Marcus helped. Said it looked better catching more light.”
I stood in front of it, then turned to look where the reflection landed. The bed. The headboard. Most of the far side, right where the pillows were.
“You like it better this way?” I asked.
She shrugged, tossed her phone beside her on the bed. “Doesn’t matter.”
I moved closer. “He was in here with you?”
She smiled again, that same vague way. “Yeah. He helped me move it.”
I reached for her hand. She gave it to me, soft and warm. Her nails were painted, a pale neutral pink. I ran my thumb over her knuckles.
“Show me what you two did,” I said.
She tilted her head, brow creasing. “What do you mean?”
I let go of her hand and sat beside her. “The mount. The mirror. Walk me through it.”
She laughed lightly, but there wasn’t humor in it. “We lifted it. He tightened it. That’s all.”
I leaned back on my hands. “And then?”
She stood, walked to her side of the closet, opened it. “Then we were done.”
Her shirt shifted as she moved, and I saw it again. A tiny smear along the hemline. Grease maybe, or a darker shadow. I couldn’t tell if it was new or something I’d missed before.
She pulled out a pair of jeans, stepped into them without unzipping, shimmying them up her hips with a soft grunt. I watched her do it“You coming?” she asked.
“Where?”
“Grocery store.”
I stood slowly. “Sure.”
She walked past me and I turned to watch her from the doorway. The mirror now caught her entire back as she walked away. She paused in front of it for a second, adjusted the waistband of her jeans, then pulled her shirt straight. Her eyes met mine in the glass.
Then she smiled again. Same as before. Neutral, perfect, and distant.
We took the elevator down. She stood close, barely touching, but I could feel the warmth off her arm. Her phone buzzed in her hand. She looked down, thumbed the screen, then locked it again without saying anything.
“Work?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No.”
The doors opened. The lobby was quiet. We walked side by side through the glass doors, into the covered parkade. Her flats made light sounds on the concrete, soft little taps that disappeared when we stepped onto the asphalt outside.
“Drive?” I asked.
The store was a few blocks away. It was a cool morning, a bright, low sun catching on windshields.
I unlocked the car. She opened the passenger side, slid in, legs tight together, hands folded in her lap, the way she did when she was dressed for something.
I got in, started the car. She turned toward the window, one hand up brushing hair off her shoulder.
“You gonna see Marcus today?” I asked.
Her reflection moved in the glass. “I don’t think so.”
“You sure?”
“I said I don’t think so.”
I turned the corner out of the lot. We were quiet for a block.
She shifted again, pulled down her skirt, smoothing it over her thighs. Then she glanced at me.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing,” I said.
We hit the red at Main and I looked over.
Her legs were together, ankles crossed. The mirror above caught a reflection of her lower half. Light fabric, pale skin. The faintest dark shape at the fold where her legs met.
She didn’t close them tighter.
I turned back to the wheel. At the store, she walked ahead of me grabbing a basket instead of a cart. We moved through produce. She picked things without asking. She held up fruit for me to look at, checking my reaction. Sometimes smiling, sometimes not.
“You mad?” she asked.
“About what?”
Her eyes scanned the freezer window. “The mirror.”
“I’m not mad,” I said.
“You acted like you were.”
I stepped closer, hand resting on the small of her back now. The store was nearly empty.
“You didn’t say much,” she added.
“You didn’t either.”
She glanced at me. “I was tired.”
“You always say that.”
She gave me a look, half annoyed, half warning. Then moved on down the aisle.
My hand fell away.
She stopped by the yogurt, bent slightly, one foot behind the other, looking at labels. Her hips tilted, skirt pulling. I watched her fingertips trace along the edge of a container before picking it up and dropping it in the basket.
“You’ve been eating this one lately?” I asked.
She nodded without looking at me. “It’s good.”
I picked one up too. Turned it in my hand.
“You started buying this before or after Marcus stayed over?”
She turned her head, not surprised. “What does that mean?”
I shrugged. “You just didn’t used to eat this one.”
She took a slow breath. “You’re being weird.”
“You’re being weird.”
We stood there. Then she smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She turned again, kept walking. “Marcus said this one had more protein, it’s a probiotic one.”
At checkout, her phone buzzed once more. She glanced at it and tucked it in her bag.
When we got back to the car, she slid in without a word.
The ride home was short. She glanced once at the mirror, adjusting her hair. I pulled into the lot and we carried the bags up the elevator.
Inside the condo, she dropped her bag on the kitchen counter and started putting things away. I watched her from the doorway.
“You going out?” I asked.
She looked up. “Maybe later. Why?”
“Just wondering.”
She closed the fridge, turned and leaned against the counter, arms folded.
“You’re acting like something happened,” she said.
“Did it?”
Her eyes searched mine, calm and careful.
“If you think something happened, why don’t you say it?”
“Because you’ll deny it.”
“Because there’s nothing to deny.”
I walked to her and stood close. “You’d tell me, right?”
She didn’t flinch. “Of course.”
I reached past her for the cereal box. My arm brushed her chest. Her chin tilted up. She was watching me. I poured a bowl, sat at the counter. She turned away, walked to the hallway.
She disappeared down the hall and the bedroom door clicked shut. A moment later, the sound of water started.
That tight rhythm in her movements lately. The way she leaned back just slightly when standing near him. Her new little laughs, the yogurt.
The door opened and she came out in a towel, hair damp, skin flushed.
“You going somewhere?” I asked.
“Maybe going up,” she said.
Then she walked past me toward the bedroom, her fingers holding the towel shut.
She came out dressed in something casual, tight jeans, a black top. Her hair was pulled back in a way that showed the curve of her neck, the kind of thing she used to wear for dinner out, not errands. I watched her adjust her bracelets in the mirror by the door.
“You meeting him up there?” I asked, not moving.
She checked her reflection again, turning her head slightly. “Sort of.”
“That’s not a yes.”
She looked over her shoulder. “Do I need to check in?”
“No. Just seems like a lot of effort for ‘sort of.’”
She turned back to the mirror. “I wanted to feel good. That okay with you?”
I didn’t answer. She opened the door.
“I’ll be back down in a while,” she said.
“You’re going up to see Marcus.”
She paused, hand on the knob, her eyes flickering toward me, but there was no smile this time. “I don’t know why you’d even say that.”
She stepped into the hallway and let the door close behind her.
The apartment felt empty right away. I walked to the window and leaned against the frame. Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. Twenty. An hour. Two.
I stirred awake on the couch in total darkness. It was after 1 in the morning. I had left the bedroom door shut not for any reason, but now I saw Tessa peer into out condo from the hallway, see it closed, and pull behind her the shirt of Marcus, the tight fabric pinched in her fingers.
Only she wasn’t on her feet. Marcus was carrying her in his arms. They were snickering together, they were necking, she was writhing against him. His hand was under her skirt.
I got up unseen in the living room, went to the wall, flicked on the hall lights.
“Tess,” I said casually.
“Bro,” Marcus said with a big grin, “didn’t know you were still up.”
“Thought you would have been in bed by now,” Tessa said, she she grinned before burying her face in his neck.
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