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1

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