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I came home to find Sophia on the couch with her laptop and still in her hiking clothes. She had dirt smudged on her cheek that she hadn't noticed yet.

"Hey," she said, looking up. "How was work?"

"The usual." I dropped my bag by the door and moved to the kitchen for water. "How was the hike?"

"Amazing. We did Eagle Point. My calves are going to hate me tomorrow." She closed the laptop and stretched. "I'm starving though. Want to order food?”

"Sure. Morrison Street place?"

"Perfect."

I pulled out my phone to order while she disappeared into the bathroom. When she came back, the dirt was gone and she'd changed into an old t-shirt of mine and cotton shorts. She came up behind me at the counter and wrapped her arms around my waist.

"Missed you today."

I turned and kissed her forehead. She tilted her face up and I kissed her, her body warm against mine.

"Food will be here in thirty minutes," I said when we broke apart.

She grabbed two beers from the fridge and we settled on the couch, her legs tucked under her, leaning against my shoulder.

"So you know Emma from the hiking group?" she asked.

“Marketing?"

"Yeah. So her brother just moved back to town. He's been working in Europe for three years and doesn't really know anyone. She's trying to help him meet people." Sophia took a sip of beer. “Super nice guy, you’d like him. There's a bonfire at Ocean Beach Saturday and she asked if we'd come."

"This Saturday?"

"I know we were going to be lazy, but it could be fun. Beach bonfire? Come on."

She was looking at me with that hopeful expression she got when she really wanted something.

"Yeah, okay. Sounds good."

She kissed my cheek. “I can tell you're going to like him, you’re a lot alike in some ways. Emma says he's really funny. He’s got all these stories from traveling."

"What was he doing over there?"

"Some sort of archeology or something like that. She didn't say exactly." Sophia swung her legs over my lap. "But she said he's looking for a job and an apartment, so basically starting over from scratch.”

"How old is this guy?”

"Twenty-seven, I think? Looks older.”

The food arrived and we ate from the containers while watching a show. Sophia kept up a running commentary, making observations that made me laugh. When we finished, she gathered everything and took it to the kitchen, then came back and pulled me up from the couch.

"Bed, mister” she said.

"It's only nine."

"So? My body can’t be argues with.” She was already pulling me toward the bedroom, turning off lights as we went.

Saturday came and we packed a blanket and a cooler and drove to Ocean Beach in the late afternoon. The fog was burning off when we arrived, leaving that sharp coastal light. I spotted Emma's group near the fire pits and grabbed our stuff from the trunk.

"There they are," Sophia said, already walking ahead.

I followed with the cooler. Emma waved from a cluster of blankets. Colin and Jenny were there, and another girl I'd met once before.

"Let me help with that," someone called behind me.

I turned. A guy was approaching with an athletic stride, taller than me, broader in the shoulders, tanned like he'd been somewhere sunny recently. He took the cooler from my hands before I could say anything.

"You must be Aiden. I'm Xavier."

We shook hands. His grip was firm.

"Sophia's getting the blanket," I said.

“Oh, I already met her." He grinned and carried the cooler toward the group.

I grabbed the blanket bag and followed. Sophia was hugging Emma, laughing about something. Xavier set the cooler down and immediately started distributing beers, moving around the group like he'd known everyone for years. By the time he handed one to Colin, they were already talking about software. By the time he circled back, he had Jenny laughing about something.

"Beer?" he asked, holding one out to me.

“Yeah, thanks."

He twisted the cap off his own and sat down on the sand near our blanket. "So Emma says you two have been together a while."

"About three years."

"That's great. Must be nice having that." He took a drink without taking his eyes off Sophia. "I've been bouncing around too much."

Sophia joined us, settling onto our blanket. "Xavier, tell Aiden about that festival. The one in Barcelona."

"Oh man." Xavier launched into a story about getting lost in the Gothic Quarter during some festival, using his hands to gesture, doing voices. Sophia leaned forward, completely engaged. Even I found myself listening, watching how he commanded the space without seeming to try. Yeah, he was a good story teller.

The afternoon unfolded like that. Someone started the bonfire. Colin brought out a speaker and music drifted across the sand. Sophia stood and stretched.

"I need more sunscreen," she said, digging through her bag. "I burn so easy."

Xavier was already reaching for the bottle. “You want help with your back?"

She glanced at me, then shrugged. "Sure, thanks."  She snickered.

But she turned around and swept her hair over one shoulder. Xavier squeezed sunscreen into his palm and began spreading it across her shoulders, his hands moving slowly, methodically. His fingers traced her bikini straps, slid down to the middle of her back, came up again to her shoulders. He took his time, making sure every inch was covered.

"Got to be thorough," he said as though to me. "Sun's brutal out here."

"Thanks," Sophia said softly when he finished. I saw her flash her eyes at him too.

She sat back down and Xavier wiped his hands on his shorts. The sun was dropping toward the horizon now, the light going down. Someone suggested moving closer to the fire.

People started shifting blankets and chairs. I went to grab our chairs from the car. When I came back, there was a seating problem. Seven people, six chairs.

"I'm good on the sand," Xavier said.

"Your back's been bad,” Emma said. "Don't be a hero."

Xavier shrugged and dropped into Emma's chair. As Sophia walked past carrying her beer, he reached out and caught her wrist.

"Come here," he said, pulling her down onto his lap in one smooth motion.

She laughed in surprise, nearly spilling her drink. His hands settled on her hips to steady her, and she adjusted her position, sitting sideways across his legs.

"This works," Xavier said. "Problem solved, right?”

Sophia looked back at me over her shoulder, still smiling. "Guess I'm sharing."

I sat down in my chair watching this. The fire crackled, sending sparks into the darkening sky. Jenny was telling a story about her office and everyone was listening, laughing. Xavier's thumb moved against Sophia's hip, just a small movement. She leaned forward to hear Jenny better, her beer balanced on her knee.

"You okay over there, buster?” Sophia called to me.

"Yeah, I’m fine."

She lingered with her eyes a moment longer before she she shrugged lightly, sipped her beer, and looked back at Jenny. Sitting in this guy’s lap was okay now, I guess.

Xavier said something I couldn't hear and Sophia laughed hard, settling back more comfortably in his lap. His hand shifted higher on her hip, holding her. Emma passed around chips and the conversation moved to weekend plans, to another hike someone wanted to organize. Nobody noticed it, nobody seemed to care. Everyone was friends around the fire.

I finished my beer and reached for another. The wind picked up, carrying smoke across our circle. When I opened my eyes again, Sophia’s head was tilted back as she laughed at something Colin said.

"Aiden, you want in on pizza?" Colin was asking.

"Sure. Whatever's fine."

The sky behind them streaked orange and purple, the sun finally sinking into the Pacific.

The fire settled into steady flames by the time the sun fully set. Xavier was in the middle of another story, this one about surfing in Portugal, and everyone was leaning in to hear over the sound of the waves.

"So there I am, completely wiped out, board's gone, and this Portuguese guy just paddles over and starts giving me technique advice in broken English," Xavier said. "Best part was he was probably seventy years old."

Emma laughed. "Did you take his advice?"

"Hell yeah. He was better than me by miles." Xavier took a drink. "Ended up buying him dinner, learned more in two hours than I had in six months."

"That's so amazing," Sophia said, twisting around in his lap to see him.

The pizza arrived and we all grabbed slices, grease dripping onto paper plates. Colin started talking about some app he was developing and Xavier asked him questions, making Colin explain more technical details. Jenny chimed in about the business side and soon they were deep in a conversation about monetization strategies.

"More beer?" I asked Sophia.

"I'm good for now."

I got up to grab one for myself. When I came back, Xavier had shifted on his chair and Sophia had moved with him from sitting across his lap to perching on the armrest next to him, their shoulders touching. His hand rested on her lower back, casual and easy.

The evening stretched on. People told stories, shared beer, threw more driftwood on the fire. Around ten, Emma's phone rang and she stepped away to take it. When she came back, she was grabbing her jacket.

"I guess I have to head out. Early morning thing."

"I should go too," Jenny said. "Work tomorrow."

People started gathering their stuff. I folded our blanket while Sophia helped Emma collect trash. Xavier packed up the leftover beer.

"This was really great," he said to the group. "Thanks for including me."

"We should do it again soon," Colin said.

Everyone said their goodbyes. Xavier gave Emma a hug, then Jenny, then came over to Sophia. He pulled her into a hug that lasted several seconds longer than the others, his hands on her lower back, her arms falling around his neck. When they separated, he squeezed her shoulder.

"Good meeting you guys, too,” he said to me.

We hauled our stuff back to the car. Sophia was talking about how nice everyone was, how Xavier fit right in with the group. I loaded the cooler into the trunk and she got in the passenger seat.

I started driving back toward our neighborhood. Sophia scrolled through her phone, showing me a photo Emma had posted of the group around the fire.

"That was really fun," she said. "I'm glad we went."

"Yeah."

We drove a few more blocks. I turned onto the highway.

"Can I ask you something?" I said.

"Sure."

"That sitting with Xavier. Did that seem like a lot to you?"

She looked over at me. "What do you mean?"

"The sunscreen thing, and then you were on his lap for like an hour. His hands were on you the whole time."

Sophia laughed. "Aiden, we were at a beach bonfire. The whole point is to be relaxed and casual. And Xavier's just like that, he's touchy-feely with everyone. You saw him with Emma and Jenny too."

“Yeah I guess."

"You're not actually bothered by it, are you?" Her voice softened. "Because there's nothing to worry about. He's just a friend. A physically expressive friend, sure,” she laughed. “He’s been living in Europe.”

I didn't answer, I just focused on the road.

"Hey." She put her hand on my thigh. "Look at me a second."

I glanced over at the next red light.

"You're the one I'm going home with. Xavier's great, but he's not you."

The light turned green. We drove the last few blocks in silence. When we pulled into our garage, Sophia got out before I'd even turned off the engine. By the time I grabbed our stuff from the trunk, she was at the elevator, holding the door.

Inside the apartment, she pulled me toward the bedroom before I'd set down the cooler.

"Come here," she said.

She kissed me hard, her hands already working at my belt. We fell onto the bed and she climbed on top of me, her movements hungry and urgent in a way that felt different from usual. More intense, more eager.

She pulled her shirt off and tossed it aside, then worked on mine. Her hands were everywhere, her mouth on my neck, my chest. When I tried to slow her down, to catch up with her, she wouldn't let me.

"Don't," she said. "Just let me."

She pushed me back against the pillows and straddled me, her hair falling around her face as she leaned down to kiss me again. Her hips moved against mine, finding friction, building rhythm. She sat up, reached behind to unhook her bra, let it fall away.

"I want you bad,” she said, her hands on my chest, her weight pressing down.

She moved faster now, more insistent. Her breathing changed, got heavier, more ragged. I reached for her hips but she caught my wrists and pinned them above my head, holding them there while she moved.

"Just feel it," she said. "Just feel me.”

Her body was demanding something, taking something, her movements almost frantic. She released my wrists to brace herself against the headboard, her rhythm never breaking. The wood knocked against the wall with each movement, steady and relentless.

"God," she said, her voice catching. "God, yes." Her eyes were closed.

Her pace increased, her body tightening. She threw her head back, her spine arching, her hands gripping the headboard so hard her knuckles went white.

I had to watch her all the way, it was a whole new level between us.

Emma's apartment was in the Mission, third floor, exposed brick and windows overlooking Valencia. By the time we arrived, Colin and Jenny were already there with Sarah and Connor. Xavier too. He answered the door in jeans and a fitted t-shirt, beer in hand.

"Hey, come in," he said, stepping aside. He touched Sophia's shoulder as she walked past. "Emma's getting snacks."

Emma emerged from the kitchen carrying vegetables and dip. "Perfect, we're all here. Drinks are in the fridge. Help yourselves."

We grabbed beers and settled into the living room. Emma explained the game: charades with movie titles and song lyrics mixed together. We divided into teams. Sophia and Xavier ended up on the same side with Emma and Connor. I got grouped with Colin, Jenny, and Sarah.

Sarah went first for our team, acting out Bohemian Rhapsody. We got it in forty seconds. Then Xavier's turn. He read his slip and grinned.

"Okay, I need help with this one." He looked at Sophia. "You game?"

"What are we doing?"

"Just trust me."

He positioned himself in the middle of the room, then grabbed Sophia around the waist and lifted her straight into the air. She shrieked, gripping his shoulders for balance. But he held her there, completely steady.

"Dirty Dancing?" Emma shouted.

Xavier spun Sophia while still holding her up, and she was laughing too hard to breathe. He set her down, then immediately pulled her back against him and dipped her low, one arm supporting her back, their faces inches apart.

"Time!" Colin called. "Dirty Dancing, right?"

"You got it," Xavier said, pulling Sophia upright. His hand stayed on her lower back as she caught her breath.

"Oh my god," she said. "Warn me next time!”

"Where's the fun in that?"

They high-fived Emma and Connor. Xavier's hand remained on Sophia's back as they celebrated. Only when she moved toward the couch, his hand finally dropped from her.

The game continued. Our team pulled ahead, then theirs caught up. Between rounds, while Emma refilled drinks, Sophia sat on the arm of Xavier's chair instead of coming back to the couch. He was telling some story about Madrid and she was leaning down to hear him better over the music. His hand came to rest on her thigh, casually, friends like.

Emma came back with fresh beers and the game resumed. More clues, more shouting. At some point Xavier and Sophia switched positions so that she was in the chair, and he was leaning against the arm near her shoulder. Later they were both on the floor, shoulder to shoulder, leaning against the front of the couch, debating whether Connor's acting was Piano Man or Rocket Man.

We left around eleven. In the car, Sophia was talking a mile a minute.

"That was so fun. Did you see Connor trying to act out Stairway to Heaven? I thought Jenny was going to pass out." She took my hand. "I'm so glad Emma brought Xavier. He fits right in, doesn’t he.”

"Yeah."

"And he's hilarious. That protest march story? I was dying."

We pulled up to a red light. She was scrolling through her phone, looking at photos from the evening.

A week later, the same group met at a brewery in SoMa for pool and drinks. The place was dim, craft beer signs glowing, the sound of balls clacking carrying over conversation. We grabbed a table and Colin ordered a pitcher.

"Who wants to play?" Xavier asked, gesturing toward the open tables.

"I'm terrible," Sophia said.

“I’ll teach you. It's all about the angles."

They claimed a table in the corner. Xavier racked while Sophia selected a cue. He broke, sinking two solids.

"Not bad," Sophia said, smirking.

He sank another, then missed. "Your turn. You're stripes."

Sophia leaned over the table, lining up a shot. She pulled back the cue and missed entirely.

"You're not following through," Xavier said, moving behind her. "Here."

He positioned himself against her back, his chest to her shoulders. His arms came around her on both sides, his hands covering hers on the cue. I watched from the table where I'd stayed with Colin and Jenny.

"Keep your elbow straight," Xavier said, his face next to her neck. "And follow through smoothly."

They moved through the shot together, his body completely aligned with hers. The ball connected and dropped into a corner pocket.

Sophia squealed with delight.

"See?" His hands stayed on hers. "It's all in the technique."

They did it again for the next shot. And the next, Xavier's body pressed against hers, his face close to her neck, his hands guiding her movements. Five shots, six. The lesson stretched on, his body never leaving hers.

"You're a natural," he said finally, stepping back.

“And you’re good teacher, you mean.”

They played another game, then people moved to the dartboard. Xavier and Sophia ended up throwing together against Colin and Jenny. After Sophia's first round went poorly, Xavier stepped behind her.

"You're standing wrong," he said, hands going to her hips. He shifted her stance, pushed her right foot back, rotated her hips left. His hands stayed on her hip as he adjusted her upper body.

"Now you're lined up. Try it again.”

She threw and hit near the bullseye.

"There you go." He gave her hips a squeeze before stepping back. Sophia blushed at him.

We left around eleven, just Sophia and me. She walked close, our shoulders bumping.

"That was a lot of fun. I'm was getting pretty decent at pool, too.”

We walked another block.

"Can I ask you something?" I said.

"Sure."

"Does it seem like Xavier is coming onto you?”

She stopped dead under a streetlight. "What do you mean?"

"Tonight at the pool table, and the darts, too. And last week at game night he was always right there with his hands on you."

"Aiden, he's teaching me stuff. That's how you teach pool, you show someone the form."

"I know, but…”

"But what? You think something's going on?"

"I just think he's very physical with you."

"He's physical with everyone. That's just who he is." Her voice had an edge now. It's cultural."

We started walking again.

"Look," Sophia said, her voice softer. "I know Xavier's a lot at first. He's got this big personality. But there's nothing happening. He's a friend."

"Okay."

"Is it really bothering you? Because honestly, you've never been the jealous type before."

"I'm not jealous."

"Then what is it?"

We reached the car. I unlocked it and we got in.

"I don't know. Maybe I'm overthinking it."

Sophia reached over and put her hand on my thigh. "You are. And you know what else? You might have also noticed things have been really good with us lately. Like really good."

I pulled out onto the street.

"I mean, come on. If I was interested in someone else, would I be all over you the way I've been? Would I be initiating things with you constantly?” She grinned. “I know you love that.”

"I guess.”

"You guess?" She squeezed my leg. "Babe, I'm more hot for you right now than like ever. Doesn't that tell you something?"

Inside the apartment, she pulled me straight to the bedroom.

"Let me show you," she said, already pulling her top off. "Let me show you who I want, if you still have doubts.”

She pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top, her hands working at my pants. Her movements were urgent, demanding. She got my jeans off and straddled me, her hands on my chest.

“Just watch me," she said. "Keep your eyes on my eyes.”

She pulled her bra off, tossed it aside. Her hips started moving, finding a rhythm, building pressure. She leaned down and kissed me hard, her tongue deep in my mouth, her body grinding against mine.

"You feel that, baby?” she said against my lips. "This is how bad I want you right now. You."

She sat up, her hands braced on my shoulders, her movements getting faster. Her breathing changed, got heavier. She reached down between us, touching herself while she moved.

"God," she said. “Just like that.” Her eyes clenched shut.

Her pace increased. She was chasing it, her body tight and focused. One hand stayed between her legs, the other gripped my shoulder hard enough to leave marks.

"Don't stop," she said, before she convulsed and shook with spasms, and then she was laughing. She kissed me sloppily. “Xavier can only dream, right?”

I wished she didn’t mention him just then.

The trailhead parking lot was half full when we arrived Saturday morning. Mount Tamalpais rose above us, the peak hidden in fog. Emma had organized everything, overnight camping with a summit hike day one, easier loop day two.

Xavier pulled up in a black SUV as we were shouldering packs.

"Morning all,” he called. "Beautiful day for it."

Colin and Jenny were already on the trail. Sarah and Connor pulled in behind Xavier. Soon we were gathered around Emma as she reviewed the route. Twelve miles to camp, three thousand feet of elevation gain.

We set off in a loose group. I'd volunteered to carry the bear canister with shared food, so I was hauling more weight than usual. Xavier fell into step beside Sophia within the first quarter mile.

"You done this hike before?" he asked.

"Once, few years ago. But we didn't camp."

"The views are supposed to be incredible."

The trail narrowed as we climbed and I dropped back, letting them walk single file ahead. Emma was in front with Sarah, their voices carrying back. Connor stopped every few minutes to take photos.

After an hour we hit the first scramble, a section where the trail climbed over large rocks. Emma went first, demonstrating the route. Sophia stepped up onto the first boulder, testing her footing. Xavier was right behind her.

"Here," he said, reaching up to put his hands on her waist. "I've got you."

She climbed higher, his hands moving to her hips as she stretched for the next hold. When she pulled herself up and over, he boosted her the last bit, his palms flat against her hip bones.

"Thanks."

I waited my turn, then hauled myself up using just my arms, the bear canister throwing off my balance. By the time I got to the top, they were twenty feet ahead.

The terrain grew steeper. In places the trail was barely two feet wide, cut into the mountainside with a steep drop to one side. Xavier moved up close behind Sophia, and his hands came to rest on her hips again.

“Safety," he said. "This section's exposed."

They walked like that for a hundred yards, his hands guiding her hips, their bodies moving in sync. When the trail widened, his hands fell away but he stayed close beside her.

At the rest stop near mile eight, everyone collapsed onto rocks and logs. Emma passed around trail mix while Connor distributed water. The fog had burned off and the bay was visible below, dotted with white sails.

Xavier sat next to Sophia on a flat boulder, both breathing hard. She'd tied her hair up but strands had escaped, stuck to her neck and forehead. Xavier pulled a cloth from his pocket.

"Here," he said. "You're dripping."

He reached over and wiped her neck, the red fabric moving slowly across her skin. He got her collarbone, then up to her jawline. She tilted her head to give him better access.

"Better?"

"Much. Thanks."

I drank from my water bottle looking at this over top of it. Emma was telling a story about a rattlesnake encounter. Everyone laughed except me. I was preoccupied.

The final push to summit was brutal, switchbacks climbing straight up. I fell further behind. By the time I reached the top, everyone else was taking photos, exclaiming over the views. The Pacific stretched to the horizon on one side, the bay and city on the other.

"Aiden, come get in a picture," Sophia called.

But Xavier had already moved next to her.

"Here, let me get one of you two first," Emma said, holding up her phone.

Xavier's arm went around Sophia's shoulders, pulling her close against his side. She leaned into him, both of them smiling. Their faces were inches apart, her head tilted toward his.

"Perfect," Emma said with a wide grin, taking several shots.

We did a group photo, then people broke off to rest. I found a rock away from everyone. Sophia came over after a few minutes.

"You okay? You were pretty far back."

"Yeah, just the pack weight."

She sat next to me and leaned her head on my shoulder. We stayed like that for a while.

The hike down to camp took another hour. We set up tents in a clearing ringed by redwoods. Emma got a fire going while Colin and Xavier assembled the cooking setup. After dinner we gathered around the flames. Someone had brought marshmallows, someone else had a flask of whiskey.

Sophia sat between Xavier and me on a log. She held my hand, fingers laced through mine, but when Xavier started telling a story about camping in the Pyrenees, she turned toward him, her whole body angling in his direction.

"So we're completely lost," Xavier said. "No water, no idea where we are. And then we see this shepherd."

Everyone leaned in. Sophia's hand tightened on mine but her attention never left Xavier. She laughed at the punchline, her free hand coming up to press against his chest, then dropping to tap his knee as she caught her breath.

"That's amazing," she said.

Xavier launched into another story. Sophia's hand stayed on my hand but she leaned further toward him, close enough that their shoulders touched.

The fire burned down. People started heading to tents. Sophia and I brushed our teeth at the water pump, then crawled into our small tent. We kissed and hushed each other’s voices.

“I told you he’s pretty funny.”

I didn’t reply.

The next morning we broke camp and hiked the easier loop trail. By early afternoon we were back at the parking lot, loading gear into cars.

"That was so perfect," Emma said. "We should do this again."

Everyone agreed. Xavier gave Sophia a long hug goodbye before heading to his car.

On the drive home, Sophia was quiet for the first twenty minutes, looking out the window.

"That was really great," she said finally. "I'm so glad we went."

"Yeah."

A few more miles passed.

"On the hike, with Xavier. The way he was always touching you, helping you. It seemed like a lot, just saying.”

"Aiden." She turned to look at me. "Those trails were technical. People help each other. That's what you do."

"His hands were on your hips for like a hundred yards on that narrow section."

"For safety. You saw how exposed it was."

"And the cloth thing…”

"He was being nice. I was sweaty and he had a cloth. What was he supposed to do?"

I didn't answer. I couldn’t. Just friends.

"Look, I don't want to fight about this again. Especially not when things have been so good between us." She put her hand on my thigh. "You can't tell me you haven't noticed how into you I've been lately."

"I've noticed."

"Then what's the problem? If I was interested in Xavier, would I be jumping you every chance I get?" She squeezed her hand in my groin. “Well would I?”

We drove in silence for a few more minutes.

"You know what," Sophia said, her tone shifting. "Did you see that article Emma sent in the group chat? About that new restaurant opening in Hayes Valley?"

"No."

"It looks amazing. We should try to get a reservation. I think they're doing some kind of soft opening next week." She pulled out her phone. "Let me see if I can find the link."

She started scrolling, reading me details about the restaurant, the chef's background, what kind of food they'd be serving. The subject had changed completely and she was talking fast, enthusiastic about this new place.

Sophia was still talking about restaurants, about places she wanted to try, about a food tour someone had mentioned when we pulled into our building. She got out of the car and headed for the elevator, still scrolling through her phone, the conversation about Xavier completely forgotten.

The restaurant was in North Beach, white tablecloths and candles in glass holders, a wine list presented like a leather-bound book. Emma had chosen it for Sarah's birthday. We'd reserved a long table near the back that could fit everyone. By the time we arrived, most were already there. Emma and Xavier on one side, Colin and Jenny further down, Connor at the head.

The hostess seated us. I ended up next to Sophia with Xavier directly across from her. He was halfway through a glass of red wine already, talking to Emma.

"There you are," he said when we sat. "We were about to order without you."

The server came by with menus and asked about drinks. Xavier ordered another glass of Barolo. When it was Sophia's turn, she hesitated over the cocktail list.

"Get the one with elderflower," I suggested.

"Actually," Xavier said to the server, "bring her the French 75. You'll love it."

Sophia glanced at me, then back at Xavier. "Okay, sure."

When the cocktail arrived, she took a sip and her eyes widened. "Oh wow, this is really good."

Xavier smiled across the table. "Told you. Gin and champagne work so perfectly together."

"How did you know I'd like it?"

"Lucky guess."

She took another sip and Xavier raised his wine glass. They held eye contact for a moment.

Appetizers came, burrata, calamari, Brussels sprouts. Everyone reached across each other, serving themselves family style. Xavier speared a piece of burrata with his fork and held it across the table toward Sophia.

"You have to try this with the tomatoes."

She leaned forward and took the bite from his fork. A drop of olive oil caught on her lower lip. Before she could reach for her napkin, Xavier stretched across and wiped it away with his thumb.

"Got it."

"Thanks." She laughed, a little breathless.

Conversation flowed around the table, Sarah talking about her new job, Colin explaining something to Connor. Under the table I felt Sophia's leg shift, her knee moving away from mine. I glanced down and saw her foot extended toward Xavier's side. A moment later her leg moved in a small rhythm.

Xavier was talking to Emma about weekend plans but his eyes kept flicking to Sophia. She had her chin resting on her hand, watching him with a slight smile.

Entrees arrived, short ribs for me, halibut for Sophia, duck for Xavier. He cut a piece and tasted it, then cut another and leaned across the table.

"This is incredible. Here."

Sophia accepted it from his fork, chewing slowly. "That's really good. Want to try mine?"

She speared a piece of halibut and held it out. He leaned in and took it, their faces close across the centerpiece.

"Perfect. Not overcooked at all.”

They sat back in their own plates but every few minutes they exchanged more bites, the ritual becoming normal. Sophia's leg continued its small movements under the table. I ate my short ribs and half-listened to Colin talking about some app.

Dessert came, chocolate cake with a candle for Sarah. We sang happy birthday. Xavier poured champagne he'd ordered without asking, filling glasses down the table. When he got to Sophia, he filled hers to the brim.

"To Sarah," he said, raising his glass. "And to good friends and good food."

The cake was passed around. Sophia ended up sharing a slice with Xavier, their forks meeting in the middle of the plate. She got frosting on her finger and licked it off. Xavier watched her do it closely.

The check came and Xavier snatched at it, covered it in whole. When others said no, he waved them off, brushed aside any thanks. Outside we stood on the sidewalk in the cool air, waiting for rides, saying goodbyes. Sarah hugged everyone, thanking them.

Xavier moved toward Sophia and said, “The birthday girl herself,” and she stepped into his arms. The hug started normal but extended past any usual duration, his hands sliding down to the small of her back and staying there. She had her arms around his neck, her face turned into his shoulder. Five seconds, then ten.

When they pulled apart, he kissed her cheek, but his lips landed so close to the corner of her mouth it might as well have been her lips.

"See you real soon," he said quietly.

"Yeah, see you."

Our rideshare pulled up and we got in the back. Sophia waved to everyone through the window as we pulled away.

"That was such a great dinner," Sophia said. "The food was amazing."

We drove in silence for a few blocks.

“Your hug with Xavier was pretty long," I said and I laughed.

Sophia turned to look at me. "What?"

"When we were leaving. Your hug."

"Oh my god, Aiden. Are you seriously doing this again?"

"I'm just saying…”

"You're just saying what? That I can't hug my friends? That there's some approved length?"

The driver glanced at us in the rearview mirror.

"He kissed you. On the mouth, basically."

"He kissed my cheek. That's what people do."

"It just looked like more than friendly is all.”

"It looked like that to you because you're looking for problems." She crossed her arms. "I had a really nice time tonight and now you're ruining it."

"I'm not…”

"Yes, you are. You're being paranoid and jealous."

The car turned onto our street and pulled up in front of our building.

"Thanks," I told the driver.

We got out. Sophia walked ahead of me to the door, her heels clicking on the pavement. In the elevator she stood on the opposite side, arms still crossed.

Inside the apartment, she went straight to the bedroom. I heard her in the bathroom, water running. I sat on the couch and pulled out my phone, scrolling through nothing.

She came out a few minutes later in a t-shirt and underwear, her makeup removed. She stood in the bedroom doorway.

"I don't understand what you want from me."

"I don't want anything. I just…”

"Because I'm giving you everything. We're having the best sex we've ever had, I  think you have to agree. I'm trying new things, even, like you said, and being more adventurous. Doesn't that count for something?"

"Of course it does."

"Then why are you so focused on how I interact with a friend? Why can't you just trust me?"

"I do trust you."

She came over and stood in front of me. "Then show me. Stop questioning every little thing."

"Okay."

"Okay?"

"Yeah. Okay."

She studied my face for a moment. "I can't keep defending myself for having friends. I can't keep having this same fight."

"I know."

"Do you? Because it doesn't feel like it." She turned and walked back toward the bedroom. "I'm going to bed."

I heard her get into bed, heard her adjust the pillows. I stayed on the couch for a while longer, then got up and went to the bedroom. She was facing away from me, already under the covers.

I got ready for bed and slid in next to her. She didn't turn around, didn't move. The room was quiet.

"You know what the real problem is?" she said into the darkness.

"What?"

"You don't believe me when I tell you I want you. When I show you I want you. Nothing I do is enough to prove it."

"That's not true."

"Then what is it? Because I don’t keep my hands off you lately. You have to have noticed that. What more proof do you need?"

I didn't answer.

"Exactly," she said. "There is no answer. Because no matter what I do, you're going to find something to worry about."

She pulled the covers higher and went silent. I stayed on my back, looking at the ceiling in the dark.

We were still in pajamas when the knock came Saturday morning, just past ten. Sophia was making coffee while I read something on my phone at the kitchen table. She opened the door and Xavier was standing there in jeans and a henley.

"Morning," he said, stepping inside.

He pulled Sophia into a hug immediately, his hands going to her lower back, then sliding down to her hips. He pulled her body flush against his and held her there. When they separated, his hands remained on her hips, and he leaned in to kiss her cheek. His lips didn't stop there, they moved to the corner of her mouth and lingered there.

"Good to see you," he said, his face still close to hers.

"You too. What are you doing here?" She gently pushed back from him.

“I was in the neighborhood, thought I'd see if you guys wanted to grab brunch or something. Building door was propped open, someone moving in.” He looked past her to where I sat. "Hey Aiden. You up for food?"

I was wearing sweatpants and an old t-shirt. “I guess. Let me just change." I was trying hard to be casual and accept things like Sophia insisted I had to.

Twenty minutes later we were at a place Xavier suggested, some new spot with a wait list. But when we arrived, Xavier spoke to the host and we were seated immediately at a booth by the window.

"How did you do that?" Sophia asked.

Xavier slid in next to her instead of across from her. "I know the owner. That tends to help,” he said with a deep laugh.

The server brought menus and coffee. Xavier and Sophia started debating what to order, sitting close enough that their shoulders touched.

"Remember that place in Barcelona I told you about?" Xavier said. "With the churros?"

"The one near the beach?"

"Exactly. Their chilaquiles here remind me of this spot I found off Las Ramblas."

They talked about Barcelona, about places he'd been, conversations I hadn't been part of. When the food came, Xavier had ordered a breakfast burrito and cut off a piece with his fork, holding it toward Sophia.

"Try it.”

She leaned forward and took the bite off his fork. A drop of salsa stayed on her lip and Xavier reached over, wiping it away with his thumb right over her lips.

"Good, right?"

"Really good."

My omelet sat in front of me, getting cold. Xavier and Sophia continued their conversation, occasionally including me with a question, but mostly existing in their own space.

When the check came, Xavier grabbed it. "My treat. I invaded your Saturday."

Outside, Xavier's arm went around Sophia's waist as we started back toward our apartment. I walked slightly behind them, watching his hand rest on her hip.

Back at the apartment, Sophia invited him to come up and Xavier settled onto our couch. Sophia brought him a coffee without asking, then curled up on the opposite end. I sat in the armchair.

"So I've finally got this interview next week," Xavier said. "Tech company in SOMA, kind of a dream position."

"That's so great," Sophia said. "What's the role?"

They talked about his job search. Xavier's foot found Sophia's on the couch and they stayed connected like that, toes touching. His hand occasionally reached over to touch her knee, her hair, adjusting the strand that fell across her face. It was all causal and unnoticed, unremarked upon, no reaction.

"This is pretty," he said, lifting her necklace to examine it. His fingers brushed her collarbone as he let it drop back. "Silver suits you."

"Thanks. Aiden gave it to me."

"Good taste." Xavier glanced at me and smiled, then turned back to Sophia.

An hour passed like this. Xavier finally stood and stretched. "I should let you guys get back to your day."

Sophia walked him to the door. They stood in the entryway and Xavier pulled her into another long hug. His hands roamed her back, settling low on her spine. When they pulled apart, he kept his hands on her waist.

"See you soon, Soph," he said, then waved to me over her shoulder. “You too, Aiden.”

The door closed and Sophia turned around.

“Jesus, Sophia, he had his hands all over you," I said.

“Aiden.”

"The entire time. Your knee, your hair, your necklace…”

"He's affectionate. We've been over this."

"It makes me uncomfortable."

"You're making our friend feel unwelcome in our home." Her voice rose. "He came by to invite us out and you're acting like he did something wrong."

"I didn't say that."

"But you're thinking it." She walked past me toward the bedroom. "I'm going to shower."

I stayed in the living room looking at the couch where they'd been sitting. Twenty minutes later she came out in fresh clothes, her hair wet.

"Come here," she said.

"Sophia…”

"Just come here."

I followed her to the bedroom. She pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me, her movements urgent and demanding. Her hands were everywhere, pulling at my clothes, touching my skin.

"I need you to feel this," she said. "I need you to understand."

She kissed me harder, her body pressing down. When I tried to slow things down, she wouldn't let me.

She moved down my body, freed me from my pants, took me in her mouth. Her intensity was almost violent, her movements frantic. She kept saying my name, kept her eyes locked on mine like she was trying to prove something. She kept moaning in a muffled tone. She contorted on me with me deep in her mouth like she was getting as much pleasure from it as I was. When I finished in her mouth, she climbed back over  me, her forehead pressing to mine.

"See?" she whispered. “Even if I do get a little wound up, you're the one I want."

That Thursday the group went to Colin and Jenny's for hot tub night. Their backyard had a deck with the tub surrounded by potted plants and string lights. It was almost nine when we arrived, the sky dark, steam rising from the water.

Emma was already there in swimsuit with a beer. Sarah and Connor showed up a few minutes after us. We changed and lowered ourselves into the hot water.

"This is good,” Sophia said, sinking down until the water reached her collarbones.

Colin had a speaker playing music. Jenny brought out drinks and climbed in next to Colin.

Then Xavier arrived. He stripped down into his bathing suit, climbed up and in, and sat across from me, with Sophia between us.

The conversation flowed, work complaints, weekend plans, a concert someone mentioned. I took a drink and felt the heat seeping in. The jets created constant churning that made it hard to see below the surface though there was lighting in the water.

Sophia was talking to Emma about a yoga class. Through the bubbling water I saw Xavier's leg extend out, saw movement near where Sophia sat. She shifted but kept talking, didn't say anything.

Xavier leaned forward. "Sorry, what?" he said to Emma. "Can't hear over the jets." He laughed.

He shifted closer to Sophia, and under the water I saw his arm move. His hand disappeared toward her lap. She was still facing Emma, still laughing, but I watched her posture change, her back straightening.

Xavier's arm stayed extended under the water. He moved even closer to Sophia through the churning bubbles. His visible hand came up to the surface briefly, water streaming off it, then went back down. I couldn't see exactly where it went, but Sophia's breathing changed rhythm. I was sure of it, I could tell. It was subtle but I was paying attention.

"This is so good,” Sarah said from across the tub. “Isn’t this good?” she said to me, her eyes half lidded, her smile crooked.

“Yeah, pretty good,” I said.

The conversation continued. Xavier said something to Sophia I couldn't hear. She laughed and turned toward him, their shoulders now touching. Under the water, the movements continued, small shifts I could barely see through the jets and bubbles. It could have been nothing, just an illusion, a trick of steam and water and light.

At one point Sophia's hand went underwater, and I couldn't tell if she was adjusting her swimsuit or doing something else. Xavier's arm stayed extended in her direction.

After thirty minutes, people started getting out. Sarah and Connor first, then Emma. I climbed out and grabbed my towel. Sophia stood in the tub, water streaming off her glistening body, and Xavier then stood with her. He reached for a towel and held it open.

"Come here,” he said with a private grin.

She stepped onto the deck and turned her back to him. He wrapped the towel around her shoulders, his hands lingering there, then sliding down to her arms, taking his time.

"Thanks” she said over her shoulder.

We filed inside to change. When we were back in our clothes, Sophia was chatty and bright, talking to Emma about next week's plans. We said our goodbyes and headed to the car.

We got in and Sophia was scrolling through her phone as I started the engine.

"His hands were definitely on you,” I said with no need for an introduction of the topic.

"We were in a hot tub, Aiden. People sit close."

“That was more than sitting close."

She turned to look at me. "Are you seriously doing this again?”

"I saw his hand under the water. On your thigh."

"And? So what if he touched my leg? We were all crammed in there. There’s no space. Maybe I saw your hand on Emma’s thigh.”

"He pulled you closer to him."

"Because he couldn't hear Emma. You're making a huge deal out of nothing." She crossed her arms. "You're being controlling."

"I'm not…”

"Yes, you are. You're monitoring every interaction, making me feel like I need your permission to exist around Xavier."

I pulled out of their driveway and onto the street.

"I'm allowed to have friends," she said. "I'm allowed to sit next to people in a hot tub without you interrogating me about it."

"I'm not interrogating you."

"Then what is this?"

I didn't answer. She turned back to her phone, and we drove the rest of the way in silence.

Xavier was waiting outside his building when we pulled up, and he jogged over to climb into the back seat. The car immediately felt smaller. He leaned forward between the front seats as I pulled into traffic.

"Thanks for the ride," he said. "My car's in the shop a lot longer than they promised.”

The drive to Golden Gate Park would take thirty minutes. Emma had organized a group picnic and I'd volunteered to bring the portable grill.

"Oh, I have to show you this," Xavier said, pulling out his phone. He leaned further forward, his head now between our seats. "Remember that restaurant I mentioned?"

His hand came to rest on Sophia's shoulder. She angled toward him to see his screen better, and his hand slid from her shoulder to the side of her neck. His thumb found the line of her jaw and began moving there in a slow stroke.

"That looks amazing," Sophia said, her voice soft, ignoring how he was touching her again.

Xavier was speaking quietly, almost whispering, his face inches from hers as he scrolled through photos. I kept my eyes on the road, navigating through Saturday traffic, but I could see them in my peripheral vision. His thumb continued its movement along her jaw. She was leaning toward him, her head tilted. Her breath was deeper.

"We should go there sometime," Xavier said. "You'd love their paella."

"I've never had paella."

"Then we definitely need to go."

The conversation continued, their voices low and private. Xavier's hand stayed on her neck, his thumb never stopping rubbing her. I turned onto Masonic, then Haight. A bus pulled out and I had to brake hard. Neither of them seemed to notice.

"What do you think, Aiden?" Xavier asked suddenly, his voice normal volume.

"About what?"

"That new place on Divisadero. Have you guys tried it?"

"Not yet."

"We should all go. Maybe next week?"

"Maybe."

His hand finally left Sophia's neck as he sat back. We drove the rest of the way with the music filling the silence.

The park was crowded. I found parking and we hauled the grill and cooler to the meadow where Emma had claimed a spot. Colin and Jenny were there, along with Sarah, Connor, and a couple others. I started setting up the grill while others unpacked food.

Xavier brought a kite and was trying to get it airborne. Sophia watched, laughing, then joined him, both running across the grass while the kite dipped and soared.

"How do you want your burger?" I called to Sophia.

She jogged over, breathless. "Medium. Thanks, babe."

She kissed my cheek and ran back to where Xavier had finally stabilized the kite.

"Sophia, catch!" someone yelled.

A frisbee sailed toward her at an awkward angle, too high. She jumped but couldn't reach it. Xavier came up behind her and without warning lifted her by the waist, hoisting her into the air. She shrieked in surprise, then wrapped her legs around his torso for stability, her arms going around his neck. He held her there, suspended, their faces level.

Both of them laughed. She caught the frisbee with one hand while holding onto his head with the other. He held her like that for several seconds, his hands firm on her waist, her legs locked around him.

When he finally set her down, his hands slid slowly down her sides, lingering on her hips before releasing her completely.

"Nice catch," he said.

Emma was nearby and laughed. "You two are like a circus act."

Sophia threw the frisbee back and came over to grab her burger. After we ate, Xavier decided to teach Sophia how to throw better. I stayed at the grill, cooking seconds, and watched them across the meadow. Xavier stood behind Sophia, his hands on her hips, adjusting her stance. He moved her body like a mannequin, rotating her hips, shifting her weight.

"It's all in the hip rotation," I heard him say. “Just like this."

His hands stayed on her the entire time. She threw and it sailed in a perfect arc of course.

"There you go!" Xavier said, squeezing her hips.

Colin came over for another burger. "Those two are attached at the hip today."

"Yeah."

The afternoon stretched into evening. People started packing up around six. Xavier got a ride with Colin and Jenny, so it was just Sophia and me in the car.

She was quiet for the first few minutes, looking out the window.

"Today was really fun," she said finally.

"Was it?"

"Yeah. Why wouldn't it be?"

I merged onto the highway. "Xavier had his hands all over you all day."

"Oh my god, Aiden."

"At the park, lifting you up, his hands all over you while teaching you frisbee."

"He was helping me."

"It's more than just helping."

She turned in her seat. "I'm really tired of this conversation. What do you want me to do? Stop having friends?"

"I want you to see what I'm seeing."

"I see a friend who's physically affectionate. You see something else. We're looking at the same thing differently."

I took the exit toward our neighborhood.

"Can we please not fight about this tonight?" Sophia said. "I'm tired and I had a good day."

"Fine."

"And honestly, I don't understand why you're worried when you’re seriously getting the best sex you’ve ever had."

"I guess."

"You guess?"

The next Sunday, Sophia invited Xavier over to help assemble an elaborate glass door bookshelf he helped her pick out, knowing his European manufactures. The boxes were sprawled across our living room floor when he arrived with a toolkit.

"This doesn't look too bad," Xavier said, kneeling to examine the instructions. "Should take maybe two hours."

We got to work. Xavier took charge, directing us on which pieces to hold. The frame took shape slowly. By the time we got the main structure assembled, it was almost four.

"Now we need to attach it to the wall," Xavier said, marking where the brackets needed to go.

He started drilling pilot holes. The bookshelf was tall, almost reaching our ceiling. The top bracket required someone to hold it in place while he screwed it in from below.

"Sophia, I need you up high for this," Xavier said. “Mark the hole for this bracket right here."

She looked at the height. "I can't reach that."

"Sure you can. Come here."

She walked over and without warning he grabbed her waist and lifted her straight up. She made a small sound of surprise, her hands going to his shoulders for balance. Instead of setting her on a chair, he held her there in the air, and she wrapped her legs around his waist to stabilize herself.

"Can you reach now?" he asked, his face tilted up toward hers from around her rigs.

Her arms fell around his neck, her legs locked around his torso. His hands gripped her thighs.

"Yeah, I think I can reach," she said, her voice quieter than normal.

Xavier stood there holding her, their bodies pressed together, her face above his. The moment stretched, three seconds, five. I was standing by the window holding the drill, watching them in our living room.

She looked down at him. Something passed between them, some look I couldn't read.

"Okay, let me get the drill,” Xavier finally said.

He lowered her slowly, his hands sliding from her thighs to her hips to her waist as he set her down. When her feet touched the floor, his hands lingered on her waist for another moment before dropping away.

"That was higher than it looked," she said, her voice slightly breathless.

Xavier wiped his hands on his jeans. "Yeah. Good thing you're light."

We finished attaching the bookshelf. Xavier packed up his tools while Sophia started loading books onto the shelves. When everything was done, Xavier gave her a long hug goodbye, his hands roaming her back.

The door closed behind him and Sophia turned to survey our work.

"That looks good," she said. "I'm glad he helped."

I didn't respond. She started arranging books by author while I stood there looking at the bookshelf, at the space where she'd been wrapped around him minutes earlier.

This time I said nothing about it at all. I already knew what the reaction would be.

Xavier came over with everybody else Thursday night to watch the new season of a show we'd all been talking about. Sophia had apparently suggested it since we had the right streaming service. I queued up the first episode while Sophia made popcorn.

"You want a beer?" I asked Xavier. I was trying to normalize things as best as I could. I wanted to show Sophia I could.

"Sure, thanks man.”

Sophia brought the popcorn out and settled onto the couch between us. Xavier was on her left, I was on her right. The opening credits started.

Xavier's arm immediately went around Sophia's shoulders. She leaned into him while reaching for popcorn. His hand found her hair and began twirling strands around his fingers, running his palm down the length of it. It was totally causal, completely normal, an everything thing friends do.

On screen, characters were talking about something but I couldn't track it. Sophia laughed at a joke in the show, and Xavier's hand moved from her hair to cup her jaw gently, turning her face toward his for a moment for a shared smile, some recognition, before releasing her to watch again.

Emma had given us a blanket and Sophia spread it across the three of us. The fabric settled over our laps. Xavier's arm stayed around her shoulders, his fingers playing with her hair. Then his other hand disappeared under the blanket.

I couldn't see where it went. The blanket covered everything. But Sophia's breathing seemed to change, not faster exactly, but deeper, more careful. Her hand found mine under the blanket, her fingers lacing through mine and squeezing hard. But she didn't pull away from Xavier. She squeezed my hand and released it over and over.

On screen, people were running through a building. Music swelled. Xavier's hand under the blanket must have moved because Sophia tensed beside me, her grip on my hand tightening. She reached for popcorn with her free hand, brought it to her mouth, chewed slowly.

Ten minutes passed. Xavier's fingers kept moving through her hair while whatever his other hand was doing under the blanket seemed to continue. Sophia's head tilted, then dropped to rest on Xavier's shoulder. Her hand stayed in mine, squeezing periodically like some morse code.

The episode ended and another began automatically. The blanket shifted with small movements I couldn't see. Sophia's breathing had that particular rhythm I recognized. Xavier leaned his head down toward hers, his cheek resting against her hair. They murmured something together and shared a private laugh.

The second episode played. I watched without processing anything. At some point Xavier's visible hand held still in her hair. The blanket stopped moving. Sophia sat up straighter, pulling slightly away from his shoulder. Her hand released mine to get more popcorn.

The episode ended around eleven thirty. Xavier stretched and checked his phone.

"I should head out. Early meeting tomorrow."

Sophia walked him to the door while I stayed on the couch. Their voices murmured in the entryway. The door opened and closed. She stood there for a moment before turning.

"That was fun,” she said, pulling strands of her hair, tailing it. "We should catch up on the next episodes next weekend."

I folded the blanket. "We need to talk."

"About what?" She knew what it was about

"About what just happened."

"We watched TV. What's there to talk about?"

"His hands were all over you. Under the blanket, in your hair. You had your head on his shoulder."

She crossed her arms. "We were watching a movie. I was just getting comfortable. His body is big, in case you didn’t notice. Kind of hard to not be up against it.”

"That wasn't just getting comfortable. That was getting intimate."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm saying I can't keep watching him touch you and pretending it's normal."

"So what, I'm not allowed to sit next to my friends? Share a blanket?"

"You know it's more than that."

"Do I?" Her voice rose. "Because from where I'm standing, now you're trying to control who I sit next to and how I act with them. You're trying to isolate me."

"I'm not…”

"Yes, you are. You're making me feel like I need your permission for everything." Her eyes got big. "And I don't understand why when our relationship has never been stronger."

"How can you say that?"

"Because it's true! Every night I want you. Our sex life is incredible. I even swallowed you,” she said with an emphatic and hushed voice.” She did, and it was the first time. It was incredible.

"Of course it means something."

"Then why are you doing this to us?” Her eyes got glassy. "Why are you trying to ruin my friendships? Xavier's been nothing but nice to you, to both of us. He paid for my entire birthday meal, for you too! And he took us out for breakfast!”

“I don’t like it.”

"He's just affectionate. That's who he is. And you're punishing me for having a friend who shows affection differently."

I stood there not knowing what to say. She looked hurt and small, and I felt the guilt in me rising. Was I misreading everything? Was I being controlling? Was I imagining it all?

"I'm sorry," I said finally.

"Are you? Because it doesn't feel like it." She walked past me toward the bedroom. "I'm going to bed."

Saturday night there was a party at Emma's. The apartment was packed, louder than usual. Someone had brought a karaoke machine and people were taking turns singing. The air was thick with too many bodies, too much heat.

I needed air. I slipped out to the small balcony off Emma's kitchen, closing the door behind me. The night air was cool. I stood at the railing and breathed.

I was out for five minutes, maybe less. When I came back inside, I stepped into the doorway between kitchen and living room. The hallway to the bathroom was dim, but I saw them immediately.

Xavier had Sophia pressed against the wall, her back flat against it, one leg hitched up around his hip. His hand was under her thigh, holding her leg up, gripping bare skin where her skirt fell up. They were kissing like people who'd forgotten where they were.

Xavier's other hand was in her hair, angling her head, pulling, tugging even. Sophia's hands were in his hair, too, pulling him closer. Ten seconds passed, maybe fifteen. She made a sound, soft and breathy, that carried down the hallway to me.

Xavier's hand on her thigh moved higher, disappearing further under her skirt. The kiss continued. Finally they broke apart, but only barely. Their faces stayed close, foreheads touching. Xavier said something too quiet to hear. Sophia laughed, breathless and shaky. She adjusted her skirt, smoothed her hair. Xavier's hand trailed down her arm before he stepped back.

I turned quickly toward the kitchen, grabbed a beer from the cooler like I'd just come from there. By the time Sophia emerged from the hallway, I was leaning against the counter relaxed and casual.

"There you are," she said, her face flushed, her lips swollen. "You okay? I was looking all over for you.”

“I’m fine. Just getting another drink."

Xavier appeared behind her, his hair messed like hers. He nodded at me and headed toward the living room where someone was murdering a Journey song.

The party continued. People laughed and sang and drank. I stood in various rooms, holding a beer, watching Sophia talk to Emma, to Sarah, completely normal like nothing had happened.

We left around midnight. The walk to the car took three blocks. Sophia was quiet, hands in her jacket pockets.

I unlocked the car and we got in.

"I saw you," I said when she closed the door

She went very still. "Saw me what?"

"In the hallway. With Xavier."

There was total silence. I started the engine and pulled out.

"When?" she asked finally.

"When I came back from the balcony. You were against the wall. His hand was under your skirt. You were kissing."

More silence followed. I turned onto our street.

"It was just party kissing," Sophia said with a shrug, her voice smaller. "Everyone was drinking and it just happened."

"Party kissing."

"Yeah. You know, when people get caught up in the atmosphere?”

"His hand was under your skirt, Sophia."

"Barely. It was on my thigh."

"You made a sound. That sound you make when…” I stopped.

"I was drunk. We were both drunk. It doesn't mean what you think it means.”

I pulled into our garage and parked. We sat in the sudden silence after the engine cut off.

"I'm sorry you saw that," she said. "But it was just a drunken kiss at a party. It's not what you're making it into."

"What am I making it into?"

"Something serious. Something that threatens us. When it was just a stupid moment that meant nothing. He’s a fun guy, and in case you hadn’t noticed, he’s insanely attractive and I can tell you I’m not the only one that thinks that.”

She got out of the car. I followed her to the elevator. We rode up in silence, stood on opposite sides. Inside the apartment, she went straight to the bedroom.

I poured myself water in the kitchen, drank it, poured more. When I went to the bedroom, she was already in bed, facing away from me.

I got ready and slid in next to her. She didn't turn around.

"Are we going to be okay?" she asked into the darkness.

"I don't know, honestly. I didn’t like seeing what I saw, I can tell you that.”

“Okay, I understand that, but I need us to be okay with it. I couldn’t help it, I’ve been trying to tell you that. He’s…” she started, but I said “no.”

I didn't respond further. She pulled the covers higher and went quiet.

The party at Xavier's apartment had thinned to maybe four people by eleven. Emma and Sarah had left earlier. It was just us, Xavier, and Connor and his girlfriend Maya on the loveseat in the corner, both half-asleep, her head on his shoulder.

The lighting was low, just one lamp in the corner. Someone had put changed the music to something deep and beat driven. Empty bottles littered the coffee table.

Xavier was stretched out on his couch, one arm behind his head. Sophia sat at the far end near his feet, scrolling through her phone bopping her head to the tunes. It was one of those lulls late at a party, everyone comfortable with saying nothing, just chilling in the dark.

"Come here," Xavier said, his voice low.

Sophia looked up. "What?"

He reached out and took her wrist, tugging her gently. "Lie down. You look like you want to.”

She hesitated, glanced at me in the armchair, then let him pull her down the length of the couch with him. Nobody else seemed to pay any attention.

He arranged her body against his, her back to his front, fitting her into the curve of his form. His arm went around her waist, and I watched his palm settle flat against her bare stomach where her crop top came up.

"Better?” he murmured into her hair.

Sophia's eyes found mine across the coffee table. Her expression was complicated, something between apology and defiance. But she didn't move away. She settled into his embrace, her head resting back against his shoulder.

On the loveseat, Maya shifted in her sleep. Connor's eyes opened briefly, then closed again. Neither seemed to notice or care.

Xavier's thumb began moving against Sophia's stomach making small circular motions just above her navel. The movement was constant, hypnotic. His other hand rested on her hip, holding her in place. She had her hands folded in front of her, resting on his forearm.

The music shifted to a new track. Through the windows I could see lights in other buildings. Xavier's thumb kept up its slow stroking on her bare skin. Her breathing had taken on a particular rhythm. The whole vibe was hypnotic. The music was creating an effect.

Five minutes passed. Then ten. I sat in the armchair and looked at my hands. Xavier said something too quiet for me to hear, his lips close to Sophia's ear. She made a soft sound in response and shifted inside his arms.

His hand moved slightly higher on her stomach, his fingers splaying wider. I could see the outline of them through the fabric of her shirt. Sophia's eyes were half-closed, her face relaxed.

Xavier shifted, pulling Sophia more firmly against him. His hand on her hip slid down to rest on her upper thigh. His fingertips continued their circle lightly on her stomach, never stopping.

I checked my phone. It was eleven seventeen. The apartment was quiet except for the music and Connor's soft snoring.

Sophia's hand moved to rest on top of Xavier's where it lay on her stomach, her fingers tracing the edges of his.

"We should probably go," I said.

Sophia's eyes opened fully. She looked at me for a long moment, then slowly extracted herself from Xavier's embrace. His hands trailed along her body as she slipped out, reluctant to let her go. When she stood, her shirt had ridden up and I caught a glimpse of the skin his hand had been touching.

"Yeah, it's late," she said, her voice thick.

Xavier sat up. "Thanks for hanging. This was good."

We gathered our things. Xavier walked us to the door, gave Sophia a long hug. We stepped into the hallway and I heard his door close.

In the elevator, Sophia stood on the opposite side. The ride down was silent. In the lobby, the night doorman nodded. The street outside was still.

We got to the car. I unlocked it and we got in. I started the engine and pulled out.

Sophia was quiet for the first ten minutes. Then her hand found my thigh, high up, fingers pressing into the muscle.

“You should drive faster," she said.

I pressed the accelerator. She was breathing differently now, heavier. Her hand moved higher. I looked down and saw her other hand was under her skirt. It bulged in a rhythm. She looked up at me with raised eyebrows and shrugged.

“Super horny, baby,” she groaned at me. “I keep telling you.”

When we got to our building, she pressed herself against me, her hands tugging at my pants, her mouth on my neck.

We barely made it inside before clothes flew off. She pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top, her movements frantic. There was an intensity I'd never seen before, a hunger that seemed bottomless. It was more than even how she’d been lately.

She was vocal too in ways she'd never been before, saying things she'd never said, moving with an urgency that was almost violent. When I tried to slow down, she wouldn't let me.

Her movements were frenzied. She kept her eyes open, locked on mine, but I had the distinct feeling she was somewhere else.

When we finished, her skin was flushed, her hair was tangled. I could see her pulse beating in her throat.

She was turned on. That much was obvious. But by what? By me? Or by the memory of Xavier's hands on her stomach? By the thrill of it all?

A week later, Xavier came over for movie night. But he was the only one. Sophia didn’t want to cancel when nobody else could make it. We put something on, just the three of us on the couch. Halfway through, my phone rang. My mom's name came up on the screen.

"I should take this in the bedroom," I said.

I went and closed the door most of the way, but leaving it slightly ajar. My mom wanted to talk about Thanksgiving. The conversation lasted maybe five minutes.

When I hung up, I could hear the show still playing. I moved toward the door to go back out, but something made me pause.

Through the crack in the door, I could see into the living room. Sophia was no longer sitting next to Xavier. She was straddling him, her legs down either side of his hips, facing him. His hands were under her shirt, moving over her bare skin. They were kissing with an intensity that made everything else look tentative.

His hands roamed freely under her shirt, pushing it up higher. Sophia's hands were in his hair, gripping it, pulling him closer. Her hips were moving against him, a slow grinding motion.

I stood frozen in the doorway, my hand still on the knob. She made a sound, soft but audible, the same sound I'd heard in hallways and hot tubs. Xavier's hands slid down to grip her hips, as though to guide her movement.

I stood paralyzed, watching through the narrow opening.

Xavier's mouth moved from her lips to her neck. She tilted her head back to give him access. Her breathing came heavy. His hands moved over her body with complete confidence.

I cleared my throat loudly.

They broke apart. Sophia scrambled off Xavier's lap, pulling her shirt down. Xavier leaned back against the couch cushions, completely unbothered.

I walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me with careful precision. Sophia was standing near the couch, her arms crossed, breathing hard. Xavier checked his phone.

"Everything okay with your mom?" Sophia asked.

"Fine. Just Thanksgiving planning."

Xavier stood and grabbed his jacket. "I should take off anyway. Got an early thing tomorrow."

He walked to the door, gave Sophia a quick hug, nodded at me. "See you guys later."

The door closed. Silence filled the apartment. Sophia stood in the middle of the living room, her hair messed, her lips thick.

I walked to the kitchen and poured water, drank it slowly, then poured more.

"We need to talk," Sophia said.

"Do we?"

"Yes. Obviously."

I set the glass down and turned to face her.

“So I'm attracted to him," she said, the words coming fast. "I'm attracted to Xavier and the physical stuff feels good and I don't want to lie about that anymore."

"Okay."

"But I want to be with you. Only you. Xavier is just scratching an itch, fulfilling some fantasy, but it's not real. We're real."

I leaned against the counter. "What exactly are you saying to me?"

She took a step toward me. "I'm asking if we can keep what we have. If you can just let the thing with Xavier stay stupid and meaningless, but my real relationship, my real life, stays with you."

"You want my permission?”

"I just need you to understand. What happens with Xavier doesn't change how I feel about you."

"How can it not change things?"

"Because feelings and physical attraction are different things." She was talking faster. "What I feel for you is partnership and future and home. What I feel with Xavier, it’s just physical. It's just chemistry and yes, it feels good, okay” I can’t help it. You know how hot I’ve been lately. But it's shallow. It doesn't go anywhere. He’s not you.”

"It looked like it was going somewhere when I came out."

She flinched. "We got carried away. But it's just bodies. It doesn't mean I want to be with him instead of you. He has some kind of effect on me, I don’t know.”

"What happens if I say no?"

"Then I'll stop. I'll tell Xavier we can't do this anymore."

"Will you?"

"Yes. If that's what you need, yes."

"But you don't want to stop."

She hesitated. "No. I don't want to stop. It feels good and I like how he makes me feel, I can’t lie about that. But I will if you ask me to."

"And if I say yes?"

Hope flickered across her face. "Then nothing changes between us. We stay together, and what happens with Xavier stays separate."

"How does that work? He comes over and you make out while I'm in the other room?"

"I don't know. But we can make rules, establish boundaries."

"I don't think there's a version of this where I'm comfortable, Sophia."

She crossed the space and grabbed my hands. "Then tell me what you need. Tell me how to make this work because I can't lose you."

"You're asking me to share you."

"I'm asking you to understand that sharing my body isn't the same as sharing my heart. You have all of me that matters. Xavier just get…” she paused. “The physical part?”

I pulled my hands away and walked to the window. The city was alive with Friday night energy.

"I don't know how to respond to this."

"Then don't respond right now. Think about it. Take time."

"And if I can't?"

Her voice was small. "Then I guess we figure out what that means."

I turned to look at her. She was hugging herself, looking vulnerable. But underneath I could see the wanting, the hunger for what Xavier gave her.

"I need some time," I said.

"Okay. Take whatever time you need."

"Alone."

Panic crossed her face. "You're leaving?"

"Just for tonight."

"Please don't go. We can sleep in separate rooms if you need space."

I went to the bedroom and grabbed a few things. Sophia followed, hovering in the doorway.

"This doesn't mean it's over," she said. "Right?"

"I don't know."

"But you'll come back?"

I walked past her with my bag. "I'll call you tomorrow."

"Wait." She grabbed my arm. "Whatever happens, whatever you decide, I need you to know…” She stopped herself.

I opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

The door closed behind me and I stood there for a moment, staring at the apartment number. 304. Our apartment.

I walked to the elevator and rode it down. I got in my car and drove out into the night.

I came back three days later. Sophia had texted constantly, called twice daily. When I finally came home, she wrapped her arms around me and cried into my chest, promising everything would be better.

But I hadn't said yes. I also hadn't said no. I just came home and resumed living in our apartment, going through the motions as though waiting for an answer to emerge on its own.

The week that followed became strange. Sophia made my coffee exactly how I liked it every morning. She asked about my day with genuine interest. She initiated conversations about things we used to talk about. She was physically affectionate constantly, touching me whenever we were in the same room, kissing me for no reason.

Then Thursday she told me Xavier was coming over that night. “I invited him before you came back, so…”

“You can’t cancel?”

“Don’t want to be rude… It wasn’t really his fault, was it?”

“Was he over before, like without me?”

She pause but then nodded. “I thought we could date during that time.”

“Sophie.”

“It’s just to see, why don’t we just see?”

“See what?”

“I can’t tell him no.”

“I’m sure he’ll understand.”

“No, I mean, I can’t.”

“You want to see him.”

She took longer to answer this one. “If I don’t, I’m just going to think about him all the time, is that better? Is that what you’d rather have?”

“I’d rather he didn’t come over to watch a show at all.”

“You don’t have to watch the show with us. You could go work in the bedroom, if you want. Maybe you should.”

“Would that be better for you? If I were in the other room?”

“I think it might be better for you,” she finally said in a tiny voice.

She said all this casually while we were still eating breakfast, like she was mentioning that she'd invited a girlfriend for dinner. “We’re just friends. Affectionate friends.”

I nodded and kept eating my cereal. I couldn’t tell how insane it was that she was asking me this. I had nothing to really compare it to. Having left for three days and come back, I knew I could simply leave again, and maybe not come back. I was curious about what she meant by “let’s just see.” Like, see what?

Xavier arrived at seven with a six-pack of the exact beer I liked. We ordered food and ate at our small table while making conversation about work, the weather, a story in the news, whatever.

After dinner we moved to the living room and put on a movie. I sat in the armchair. Sophia and Xavier took the couch, maintaining careful distance at first. The movie played and I pretended to watch while tracking their gradual migration toward each other. She made it dark.

Halfway through, I got up for water from the kitchen. I took my time, filling the glass slowly, drinking it. From the kitchen I could hear the movie sounds. Under those sounds, I could hear other things, fabric moving, breathing changing rhythm. Or so I thought. My mind was reeling under so much weight during this whole time.

I set the glass in the sink and walked past the living room without looking, heading straight for the bedroom. I closed the door most of the way but left it cracked, then sat down on the edge of the bed facing the door. I felt like I was about to have a panic attack.

Through the crack I could see a sliver of hallway, and the mirror on the hallway wall reflected part of the living room at an angle.

The sounds grew clearer, Xavier's voice, low and murmuring, Sophia's laugh, soft and breathy, but cutting off into a sharp intake of breath. The couch leather creaked. I scrolled my phone. I guess she thought I was on my computer or something. It wasn’t unusual for me to leave a movie mid-way.

More movement in the mirror caught my eye. Shadows shifted, merged. The couch creaked now with sustained, rhythmic creaks. Sophia's voice rose, saying something that might have been Xavier's name.

The couch protested with each movement now, a steady tempo. I could hear fabric rustling, zippers perhaps, the small sounds of clothing being adjusted. In the mirror I saw shadows moving on the living room wall, rising and falling with the auditory rhythm.

Sophia's breathing grew louder, audible now over the movie. There were rapid sharp intakes and long exhales turning into soft sounds. Xavier said something quietly. The rhythm changed, got faster now. I sat on the edge of the bed, hands clasped between my knees, watching shadows and listening to sounds real or imagined, my heart pounding. .

The sounds escalated. Sophia said Xavier's name clearly now, repeated it, the syllables broken by breathing. The couch squeaked with each movement. I could hear what I was sure was skin against fabric, bodies moving against the surface of the couch.

In the mirror a shadow shifted upward, arms raising. The rhythm intensified. Sophia's voice rose, no longer words but sounds.

The tempo increased.  Xavier's breathing was audible, heavy and rhythmic. Sophia made a sharp sound, then another, building.

Sophia's voice crested into something between a cry and a moan, muffled suddenly. A hand over a mouth? Whose hand? The movements slowed, then stopped. There was heavy breathing from both of them, gradually slowing.

Then I heard Sophia laugh, breathless. Xavier said something that made her laugh again. The couch creaked as they moved. The movie credits were rolling.

There came footsteps in the hallway and the bathroom door closed. There was water running, the toilet flushing, then water again. The door opened and more footsteps trudged toward the living room. There followed more low conversation, intimate.

Then I heard Xavier's voice, louder. "I should head out. Early day tomorrow."

Sophia's voice. "Okay. Text me when you get home."

There were footsteps approaching and I spun into the bed and pretended to be sleeping the whole time, tturned toward the window. The door opened and Sophia came in quietly. The bed dipped as she climbed on it behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist.

"Thank you," she whispered into my shoulder. "You know you’re the one that matters."

I could smell Xavier on her. Her body was warm, still heated. She held me tighter, possessively and grateful. Her hand found mine and she laced our fingers together.

Morning light came through the windows. Sophia was already up, moving around the kitchen in one of my t-shirts, her hair in a messy bun. The smell of coffee and toast filled the apartment.

"Morning," she said cheerily when I emerged. "I made your coffee. I was thinking we could go to the farmers market later."

"Sure."

She kissed my cheek and went back to the stove where she was scrambling eggs. I sat at the table. She hummed while she cooked. The scene was perfectly ordinary.

She brought plates to the table and sat across from me. She'd made the eggs how I liked them, with cheese and hot sauce.

"Oh, and I was thinking," she said, pausing with her fork halfway to her mouth. "Maybe we could have people over next weekend. Do a dinner party thing. Emma was saying she wanted to do something social."

“Yeah, okay."

"Xavier would come too, obviously. But also maybe Colin and Jenny, Sarah and Connor?” She took a bite, chewed and swallowed. "It'll be fun. We haven't had everybody over in a while."

I drank my coffee.

"What do you think?" she asked. “Would next Saturday seem good?”

"Yeah, that's fine, I guess,” I said.

"Perfect. I'll text everyone." She smiled, already planning. "We can do that pasta thing you make. Everyone loves that."

She kept talking about the dinner party, about what we'd serve, about drinks we should get. Her face was animated, happy, glowing with contentment. “I just love dinner parties! So grown up1”

I ate my eggs and listened to her plan an evening where Xavier, again, would sit at our table, eat food we'd prepared, probably touch her while I passed the salt.

"You're quiet this morning," she said.

“Didn’t sleep great.:

"We should have an early night tonight then. Just relax and stay in.”  She reached across and squeezed my hand. "This is nice, isn't it? Just us having breakfast together?”

"Yeah."

"I'm really happy." She smiled at me. "Are you happy?"

I looked at her sitting there, genuinely asking, genuinely believing that this could work.

"I'm fine enough,” I said.

She squeezed my hand again and went back to her eggs, already talking about the farmers market, about what vegetables she wanted to buy.

But she could tell I was being withdrawn. "Are you upset about Xavier being over here?"

I coundn’t answer.

"You're punishing me," she said.

"That's not what this is."

"Then what is it?"

"I don't know, Sophia. I just can't right now."

"This is because of last night. Because you heard us."

"Maybe, yeah, like probably? It was strange hearing that.”

"So you are punishing me."

"I'm not trying to punish anyone. I just don’t get this.”

She stood up. “Great. Perfect." She walked to the bathroom and closed the door hard.

The next day we barely spoke. She made coffee without asking if I wanted any. I got ready for work in silence. When I came home that evening, she was already in bed, facing the wall.

Saturday night there was a gathering at Emma's. The apartment was full, music playing, people talking and laughing. I stayed in the kitchen mostly, nursing a beer, making conversation with Colin about work.

After an hour I needed the bathroom. I walked down the hallway, used it, washed my hands. When I opened the door to leave, I had an angled view into the living room from where I stood in the hallway. I could see Xavier and Sophia making out. Our friends were all around the room.

When I came back into the living room, Sophia was sitting on the couch in a normal position again, her legs tucked under her. Her face was flushed, her breathing slightly elevated. She was adjusting her shirt, tugging it down.

Xavier was in the kitchen getting water. Emma and Sarah were talking by the window. Connor was scrolling through his phone on the other couch.

Someone said something funny and people laughed. Xavier came back with his water and sat in the armchair. He caught my eye and nodded, raised his glass.

Sophia saw me and smiled. "There you are. I was wondering where you went."

"Bathroom."

"Want to head out soon? I'm getting tired."

“Yeah sure."

She stood and said her goodbyes, hugged Emma and Sarah, gave Xavier a casual hug that lasted slightly too long. We gathered our things.

In the elevator down, Sophia was chatty, talking about something Sarah had said, something about a vacation she was planning. Her voice had a nervous edge, too bright, too fast.

She talked without pause all the way to the car.  She continued during the drive, too, her hands gesturing, her energy manic. I made sounds at appropriate moments but wasn't tracking what she was saying at all.

She was still talking as we rode the elevator up, as we walked down the hallway to our apartment, as I unlocked the door.

Inside, she finally went quiet. She kicked off her shoes and walked to the bedroom. I heard her in the bathroom, water running, the sounds of her getting ready for bed.

When she came out, she was wearing one of my t-shirts. She climbed into bed and pulled the covers up.

"You coming?" she asked.

I got ready and slid in next to her. She moved close, her body pressed along mine.

"That was fun tonight," she said into the darkness.

"Yeah."

"Everyone was in such a good mood."

"Mm."

Her hand found mine under the covers. “You were getting along with Xavier…”

“Was I? I was feeling tired.”

She squeezed my hand. "Get some sleep then."

Saturday morning light came through the windows in pale slants. Sophia was already up, moving around the kitchen in a t-shirt and panties, her hair in a messy bun. Coffee was brewing, toast was popping up.

"Oh, so Xavier's coming over Thursday," she said, taking a bite. "I thought we should try that new ramen place for dinner first, then just hang out here after?”

“Okay.”

"And next Saturday's the dinner party of course. I texted everyone and they're all in. Emma's bringing wine, Colin offered to help with dessert." She was already planning, her face animated. "We can do that pasta thing, and maybe a salad, and…”

My phone buzzed on the counter. I stood and walked over to check it.

It was a text from Xavier. Hey man, people want to do something next weekend. Maybe hiking or escape room? You guys in?

I stared at the message. Xavier was now texting me about weekend plans like we were friends, like he hadn't been fucking my girlfriend in my living room three nights ago.

"Who is it?" Sophia asked.

"Xavier. Asking about next weekend."

"Oh, we'll have to see. We've got the dinner party Saturday, but maybe Sunday?" She took another bite of eggs. "Anyway, you almost ready? The market gets crowded if we don't leave soon."

I set the phone face-down on the counter.

"Babe?" she said. "You don’t want to finish your breakfast?"

I looked at the plate of eggs getting cold, at Sophia sitting there in my t-shirt and panties, planning our week like everything was normal, like Thursday night with Xavier and Saturday's dinner party where he'd sit at our table were just regular entries on a calendar.

"Are you coming to the market or not?” she asked.

I didn't answer.

She stood and walked over, put her hand on my arm. "Hey. What's going on?"

"I don't know, Sophia.”

"Talk to me."

"I don't know what to say."

She moved closer, taking both my hands in hers. "We're going to be okay. You know that, right? This can work. We're making it work, right?”

I looked at our hands, hers holding mine.

"Doesn't it work?" she finally asked, her voice smaller now. "I mean, we're happy. I'm happy. Are you happy?”

My phone was still on the counter, Xavier's message waiting for a response. My coffee mug sat next to it, steam rising. Through the window I could see the building across the street and someone else’s normal Saturday continuing.

"Come on," Sophia said, squeezing my hands. "Let's go to the market. Get some fresh air. It'll be good for us.”

She was looking up at me, hopeful and certain that a trip to the farmers market could smooth over everything, that this was sustainable, this arrangement where she had me and Xavier both.

I pulled my hands from hers.

Her expression shifted. "What are you doing?"

I picked up my phone and looked at the message there again. The apartment went quiet except for the distant hum of traffic outside. Sophia was watching me, her arms wrapped around herself now.

"Please," she whispered.

It was the normalicy of it all.

"Babe, please. We can talk about this. Whatever you're feeling, we can work through it."

The phone felt heavy in my hand. I looked at the screen. How could he be texting me? How could she be so easy going about it all? How could I be accepting of anything remotely like this?

"I'm going to get dressed," Sophia said, her voice weak. "And then we're going to the market. Together. Okay?"

She turned and walked toward the bedroom. I heard drawers opening, heard her moving around.

"You coming?" Sophia called from the bedroom.

I set the phone face-down on the counter and picked up my coffee mug and took a sip like a man thinking of building a bookcase.

Sophia emerged from the bedroom in jeans and a sweater, her jacket over her arm. “You ready?"

She was standing by the door, keys in hand, waiting. This was a normal day to her.

I looked at her, at the door, at my phone on the counter.

Then I walked toward the sink and poured out the cold coffee and rinsed the mug and set it in the dish rack.

Sophia was still waiting. I turned toward her. My hand reached for my jacket hanging by the door. I took her hand in mine, and out the door together we went.

“Tell me what he feels like,” I said as we descended in the elevator.

She took a long time to answer, and when she did, it was with a question. “What about him feels like what?”

We came out of the elevator, walked silently past people chatting there, and went out the door. When it closed behind us, I said, “What does he feel like when he enters you? When he fills you?”

We continued walking hand in hand approaching the festive farmer’s market that closed the side street.

Sophia’s voice was slow and careful. “Do you mean…?”

“Yes, I mean when he penetrates you, when he enters you.”

She squeezed my hand and looked up at me but I couldn’t look at her, I kept my gaze straight ahead.

“Aiden, I…”

“Tell me.”

“Tell you how he feels when…?”

“Yes, how he feels when he fucks you.”

We walked in silence another 50 feet. “Are you sure you want that?” She screwed her face up at me.

“I heard you fucking him on the couch.”

“We weren’t really…”

“Yes you were.”

“Okay, yes, technically, but…”

“You were fucking him the whole time I was away.”

“Yes, but you didn’t say I couldn’t.”

“So tell me how does he feel when he enters you the first time, the first stroke, when he first fills you, when you stretch around him. I imagine he’s considerably bigger than me, is that accurate?”

She took a moment before answering in a sheepish voice. “Can confirm.”

“And when he pushes into you the first time?”

“Aiden, where is this coming from?”

I squeezed her hand hard, turned her against the brick wall we were passing, took her jaw in my hand, opened her mouth, rubbed her lips with my thumb, stroked my fingers through her hair, and kissed her hard deep and long. I did everything that Xavier did to her in front of me with such casual ease.

“Does he fuck you good?”

She squeezed her eyes before she nodded. “He fucks me hard, he fucks me deep.”

“Does he make you come?”

“He always makes me come. So yes, he fucks me good, is that what you want?”

I let her go and took her hand back in mine again and we walked into the market like any normal couple. Filling bags with organic carrots, I spoke quietly to her. “Do you swallow him when you suck him off?”

“I love to, yes. But he comes a lot, it’s hard. Aiden, where is this…”

“Shut up, people.”

We moved do the other vegetables. When another couple moved along, I said to her in a murmur, “He makes you come with his tongue, doesn’t he.”

She blushed and looked around. “I can hardly take it when he does it, yes.”

I held up a Roma for her to approve or reject. “Does he take you from behind, doggy style?”

“Yes, he loves that, but he can be too rough on me sometimes.”

“You mean pulling your hair?”

“Yes, and slapping my ass, twisting my nipples.”

“I don’t do any of that to you.”

“No,” she agreed. “But,” she quickly added, “I couldn’t handle it, I wouldn’t want that all the time, it’s too much.”

“Just once in a while though.”

“Sort of, yeah. Every girl does. Aiden, where are you going with this?”

“The better question to ask is, Where have I already gone with this?”

She paused a moment. “Okay, Aiden, where have you gone with this?”

“I’ve left you is where I’ve gone. When I came back it was only to get my stuff. I was already gone, I am gone, even now. But you started talking to me when you found me inside, like everything was suddenly back to normal. So I played along. I’m still playing along.”

We moved further on to the more exotic things at the market, and away from other people. “You’re just playing along with this?”

“Aren’t you just playing along? I mean you’re already fucking another guy every chance you get.”

“Aiden, it’s not like that.”

“Sh-sh,” I said. “It’s fine. It is l ike that. You’re fucking another guy, and I don’t know, maybe he’s great to fuck but impossible to live with, who knows. In my mind, I’ve already left you. What we were is over, fini, kaput, no more. That’s fine, we both moved on.”

“It’s not over!”

I stopped and looked at her and laughed. “Sophia, you’re making out with him on the couch in front of all our friends, and all our friends are completely fine with it, everyone has moved on.”

“Baby!” she said.

“Don’t cry, just walk with me.” We carried on and got away from other people. “For now, okay? You can have him over, you can fuck like goddamned rabbits, have at it,” I said.

“And?”

Now it was my turn to swallow hard. “And, you let me watch.”

We walked at least 50 more feet in silence heading back toward home. “You mean you want to watch?” Her voice was careful.

I couldn’t say anything, my throat was too constricted.

“You… like to watch?”

My breath was heaving and my head felt light. “Yeah, something like that.”

“You like to watch me… fuck another guy?” she said low and gutturally. She had a half grin creeping up the side of her face.

I looked away, jutted my jaw, gathered up my strength. Then I looked back at her. “Sophia, it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life, okay? You fucking a guy.”

She chirped with escaped laughter but caught herself quickly.

“Sorry.”

“But it is totally fucked up, isn’t it.”

“It’s not what I expected, I will give you that.”

“Listening to you, seeing shadows on the wall, knowing what was happening, it was blowing my mind.”

“Your girlfriend fucking another man blows your mind?”

I started laughing manically and it caused her to start laughing too, which didn’t help me control myself, and we we stumbled and struggled through the lobby of our building holding each other up, bent at our waists, dragging ourselves along the wall without strength in our legs or arms. People passed by and watched and left with bulging eyes.

I fell to my knees and pulled her down with me. The laughter was making my entire core cramp up. The pain was terrific and searing. She sounded like she was going to swallow her tongue and die.

We finally made it up to our apartment with intermittent fits and seizures gripping us all the way.

Our clothes made a trail from the door to the bed. I held her under me and plowed myself into her and she held her legs up straight and pointed her toes.

“You never answered me,” I said as I jolted her body hard.

“What?”

“How does it feel when he fucks you?”

She started laughing again and so I started again too, and we could barely  finish having sex, we were both laughing to hard.

But we restarted, and as I screwed my girlfriend that ordinary mid-afternoon, she told me he was long, thick, and hard, he stretched her, he hurt her, but he gave her stars and made her body convulse inside out. She told me she could feel her pussy clench and milk him on its own, feel it flutter, which made her whole body lose any strength.

I filled her when she told me how he floods her.

After, lying in bed catching our breath, I asked her if Xavier would be okay with it.

“I don’t think I have to ask him,” she said. “He was wondering why you don’t join us.”

“Tell him to fuck off with that Euro shit,” I said, and she laughed and poked me. “It was me actually who was wondering, I just made that part up.”

We wondered around in the kitchen naked with coffees and bread. “What about our friends?” I said.

“They already saw Xavier and I making out, nobody said anything. I think they know.”

“It’s fucking weird though.”

“Babe, hurting puppies, hunting rhinos, and making wars over oil is fucking weird,” she said, standing on her toes to kiss my nose. “This isn’t hurting anyone.”

I picked up my phone and texted Xavier back. “All in,” I said.
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ront of Me

She didn’t pull away from him and | didn’t stop it
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