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She Still Wants Him




The drive up to the lake house took a little over two hours, which was long enough for me to circle the same worry so many times it started to feel ridiculous, but still not long enough for me to let it go.

I sat angled toward the passenger window with one leg tucked under me, watching stretches of dry golden hills give way to denser trees, pockets of shade flickering across the windshield as we wound farther out of town.

My husband had one hand on the wheel and the other loose on his thigh, sunglasses on, looking unfairly relaxed for someone who had apparently decided this weekend would still be fun no matter how socially awkward it threatened to become.

I glanced over at him. “I still think we should’ve offered to reschedule.”

He smiled without looking at me. “You’ve said that four times.”

“Because it’s true.”

“You worry too much,” he said. “Mark wanted us to come.”

I let out a quiet breath through my nose and looked back out the window. The trees opened for a moment, giving me a flash of water in the distance, bright and silver-blue under the afternoon sun. It should’ve made me feel better. Instead, it only reminded me that we were getting close.

“When he invited us, it was different,” I said. “It was supposed to be the four of us. A couple’s weekend. Board games, grilling, his fiancée pretending not to hate his music. Now they’ve broken up and we’re still showing up with snacks and swimsuits like nothing happened.”

Beside me, my husband laughed softly. “So? You make it sound crazy when it’s perfectly normal.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know you’re serious.” His tone gentled in that way it always did when he was humoring me without being patronizing. “But he asked us not to cancel. More than once. He said he didn’t want to sit there alone feeling sorry for himself.”

“That doesn’t mean he wants me there while you two have a heartbreak summit and drink beer on the dock.”

He finally looked over, one quick amused glance behind his sunglasses. “A heartbreak summit?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do.” His mouth twitched. “And for the record, I don’t think he’s planning to braid my hair and cry into my shoulder.”

I snorted despite myself. “You’d look good with a braid.”

“I know I would.”

That pulled a reluctant smile out of me, which seemed to please him. He reached over and squeezed the inside of my knee, his palm warm even through my thin cotton shorts. It was such an ordinary gesture, so simple and easy, that it settled something in me for a second. That was the thing about us. We fit. Even when I was overthinking, even when I was making a social situation into a whole internal weather system, he knew how to cut through it without making me feel stupid.

“You’re not imposing,” he said. “Neither am I. He’s my best friend. He asked us to come. End of story.”

I looked down at his hand where it still rested on my leg, broad and familiar, his thumb moving once against my skin before he took it back to the wheel. “I just don’t want to make anything harder.”

“You won’t.”

I watched his profile for a moment instead of the road. The low afternoon light sharpened the line of his jaw and caught in the brown-gold of his hair. He needed a haircut soon. I’d been telling him that for two weeks, though I secretly liked when it got a little too long around the sides. It softened him. Made him look less polished, more like the version of him that wandered around our house barefoot with coffee in one hand and no plan for the day.

“You always say that like it’s a fact,” I murmured.

“I’m usually right, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” I groaned because it was the truth. “And it’s an extremely annoying quality in a man.”

He grinned. “And yet you married me.”

“Against my better judgment.”

“Liar.”

I smiled again, smaller this time, and let myself relax back against the seat. The truth was I wasn’t insecure in the way he sometimes accused me of being. It wasn’t that I thought I’d be unwanted, or that I was afraid of saying the wrong thing and being exposed as socially hopeless. It was simpler than that. I could feel awkwardness before it happened. I was good at sensing the shape of a room before I walked into it, and this weekend’s shape had changed.

When Mark had invited us a month ago, it had been easy. The four of us had done dinner a handful of times. His fiancée was sweet if a little tightly wound, and I’d liked the idea of a weekend somewhere pretty with enough people around to keep everything moving. But a last-minute breakup changed the chemistry of the whole thing. It turned a lake house getaway into something more tender, more male, more emotionally loaded. I could picture them sitting out on the deck with beers in hand, talking about what had gone wrong while I floated around the edges trying not to make myself noticeable.

The silence stretched comfortably for a minute or two. Then I said, “Do you think she really ended it for good?”

He gave one shoulder a slight lift. “I don’t know. It sounded bad.”

“That’s what worries me.”

We talked about smaller things after that like the bag of chips I’d forgotten to bring, whether the house would have decent coffee, and if the weather would stay hot enough for the lake. By the time we turned onto the long, winding road that led toward the property, I had almost managed to convince myself he was right.

The lake house appeared in pieces through the trees first with its sloped roof, wide deck, and a glint of glass. Then the driveway opened up and I saw the whole place at once, sun-washed and sprawling, with the lake spread out behind it like something from a rental listing too pretty to trust. A second car was already parked near the side of the house.

“See?” my husband said, putting the car in park. “Beautiful. Fun. You’re already having a good time.”

“I haven’t even gotten out yet.”

“That’s the spirit.”

I gave him a look, but it had no bite in it. My nerves had smoothed into something more manageable, the kind I could function through. I checked my reflection quickly in the visor mirror, ran my fingers through my hair, then reached for my door handle.

The heat hit me right away when I stepped out. It was warmer there than it had been in town, the air thick with humidity. Somewhere close by I could hear the soft whir of insects and the slap of lake water against the dock. My husband came around the front of the car, stretching his back, and a second later the front door swung open.

Mark stepped out with a grin that looked just a little too bright.

“David! There you are,” he called. “I was starting to think you bailed.”

My husband pulled him into a quick one-armed hug. “You wish.”

I smiled and lifted a hand in greeting while Mark came toward me. He hugged me too, easy and familiar, but there was something strained underneath.

“Thanks for still coming,” he said.

“Of course,” I told him. “I hope it’s okay.”

He let out a breath that turned into a laugh. “That is exactly what I told someone you were going to say.”

Before I could ask what that meant, the passenger-side door of the other car opened.

I turned automatically. A woman unfolded herself from the seat and stood, pushing the door shut with her hip before sweeping a pair of sunglasses up into her hair. I immediately knew it was Mark’s sister. She had the same deep eyes.

She was younger than I’d expected her to be from the way they talked about her, though not in a way that made her seem immature. Just fresh-faced and pretty. Her hair was loose and shiny from the drive, and her smile arrived fast and easy, like she’d already decided to make this less awkward for everyone.

“This is my sister, Emily,” Mark said. “Emergency backup guest.”

She made a face at him. “That sounds sadder than it is.”

My husband laughed. “Backup guest?”

Mark shoved his hands into his pockets and looked at me. “I figured if this turned into a guy weekend by accident, that was sort of unfair to you. So, I invited her along before you got stuck listening to us be idiots all weekend.”

The immediate relief that moved through me was embarrassingly strong. It loosened something in my shoulders I hadn’t even realized I was still holding tight.

“That was actually really thoughtful,” I said.

Emily smiled. “He does occasionally surprise people.”

Mark snorted. “Let’s not get carried away.”

My husband laughed. “Too late. You’ve got a reputation now.”

Emily rolled her eyes and held out a hand to me. Up close, she was even prettier, but approachable. Not polished to the point of intimidation. Her skin was lightly sun-flushed already, her nails short and natural, a faint freckling across the bridge of her nose that made her look younger when she smiled. “I promise I’m normal.”

I laughed and took her hand. “That’s exactly what a not-normal person would say.”

“Great,” she said, smirking. “Then I can stop pretending.”

Her hand was cool from the car’s air conditioning, her grip confident but soft. I liked her almost instantly, which felt like another small unclenching inside me. Whatever version of the weekend I’d been dreading dissolved a little further right there in the driveway.

Mark took a bag from the backseat of his car and jerked his head toward the house. “Come on. We’ve got cold drinks inside, and if you brought those spicy chips your husband swore you’d remember, I’m claiming them.”

“I forgot them,” I said.

Mark looked offended. “You forgot them?”

“My husband forgot to remind me.”

David groaned. “I’m starting to think you ‘forgot’ them on purpose just to get under our skin.”

I shrugged. “Maybe.” I played it off even though I really had forgotten them. After hearing about Mark’s breakup, the last thing I would’ve done is intentionally leave their favorite chips behind.

Emily laughed under her breath, and the sound of it made me glance at her again. She fell into step beside me as we headed toward the house, asking about the drive, telling me she’d almost said no because she didn’t want to intrude either. That, more than anything, made me warm to her. It was such an ordinary thing to confess, and exactly the sort of thing I would’ve thought.

“I’m glad you came,” I said honestly.

She smiled at me, and there was nothing unusual about it yet. Just openness. Ease. The beginning of something that felt like it might make the whole weekend simpler.

I believed that for at least the next few minutes.

At the time, walking into the cool shade of the lake house with the sound of the water behind us and my husband’s voice carrying in from the kitchen, I told myself the weekend had just gotten easier.

I had no idea it had gotten more complicated instead.
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Inside the lake house, everything smelled like heated wood and the slight dustiness of a place that had been closed up too long. By the time we’d carried in the bags and set the grocery sacks on the kitchen island, the whole place had already started to feel lived in. Music played quietly from Mark’s phone near the sink, something easy and summery with more guitar than lyrics, and the late-afternoon sunlight poured in through the back windows so hard it turned the floor honey-colored.

“I call the room farthest from Mark if he snores,” I said, setting a bag of fruit on the counter.

“I don’t snore,” Mark said automatically from the other side of the room.

Emily snorted. “You absolutely snore.”

My husband pointed at her. “See? A credible witness.”

Mark gave him an offended look. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I’m on the side of truth.”

I smiled and started unloading a bag of groceries, and a second later Emily moved in beside me without hesitation, taking over like we’d already known each other longer than half an hour. She pulled out a carton of eggs, a package of burger buns, two limes, and held up a bag of shredded cheese.

She was genuinely funny, and quick without being showy about it. She asked where I wanted things instead of taking over, then teased me for organizing the fridge “like a woman who labels spices for fun,” which was unfair only because it was true.

“I don’t label them,” I said.

“But you’ve thought about it.”

I slid a yogurt container onto the shelf and gave her a look. “You don’t know me.”

“I’m starting to think I do.”

Something about the way she said it made me smile. There was no edge to her, no sense that she was sizing me up or trying to establish some pecking order women were supposed to fall into with each other. She was just open. Warm. Interested. Pretty in a way I’d registered the moment I saw her, but now that we were actually side by side, talking and moving around each other in the kitchen, I noticed how she didn’t lean on her looks.

The guys disappeared at some point with the drinks, leaving the two of us in the kitchen and then drifting into the hallway while we chose bedrooms. Emily ended up in the smaller room on the first floor, and I took the one across from mine with the bigger window that looked out toward the slope down to the lake. We laughed over the absurdity of it as we made up the beds with linens Mark had clearly shoved into a closet months ago and forgotten.

“I almost didn’t come,” she admitted, snapping open a pillowcase. “Not because I didn’t want to. I just didn’t want to be... I don’t know. Random.”

“You and me both,” I said. “I spent half the drive up here telling him we should’ve rescheduled.”

She grinned. “That makes me feel better.”

“You were worried it would be weird too?”

“Obviously. It’s a canceled-couple-trip-turned-sibling-deployment. That’s weird by any standard.”

I laughed and sat back on my heels as I tucked the fitted sheet around the mattress. “Sibling deployment.”

“Tell me that’s not exactly what this is.”

“It kind of is.”

“Mark called me this morning and was like, ‘You should come keep Claire company so she doesn’t get trapped listening to us talk about guy stuff all weekend.’”

I glanced up. “He actually said guy stuff?”

Her grin widened. “I’m paraphrasing, but the spirit was there.”

I shook my head, smiling, and for the first time since the plan had changed, the whole thing felt genuinely manageable. Better than manageable, actually. Promising. I liked her.

Not in the vague, polite way you sometimes liked someone because they were easy enough to be around. I liked her specifically. The shape of her humor. The fact that she listened when I answered questions instead of waiting for her turn to talk. The little flashes of self-awareness that kept her from seeming too smooth. She made me feel less like an accessory to the weekend and more like part of it.

By the time we’d both changed into lighter clothes and made our way outside with cold drinks sweating in our hands, the lake house had settled into a rhythm that felt loose and sun-drowsy.

Towels hung over the deck railing. The backyard dropped away in a long slope of dry grass toward a strip of dock and blue water bright enough to make me squint. The grill sat off to one side on the deck, already hot, and the speakers Mark had dragged outside played music low enough to blend into the soft slap of water below.

My husband was at the grill, which somehow wasn’t surprising. He always migrated toward jobs that let him stand around with a beer and pretend he was very busy. Sometime in the last fifteen minutes he’d taken off his shirt, probably because of the heat, and now he stood there in faded swim trunks with a bottle in one hand and a pair of tongs in the other, smoke drifting around him in thin blue ribbons.

I knew what he looked like shirtless. Obviously. I’d seen him shirtless thousands of times—in bed, in the shower doorway, half asleep on weekend mornings, bent over looking for socks.

But there was something different about seeing him outside like that, skin golden from the sun, shoulders broad and familiar, the lines of his back shifting under a light sheen of sweat as he leaned over the grill. The heat sharpened everything. The smell of charcoal and lake water. The dark hair at his calves. The easy confidence in the way he moved when he was relaxed.

Emily handed me a hard seltzer and looked toward the grill. “He seems very happy out there.”

“He loves having a job to do.”

“And an audience?”

“That too.”

She laughed, and I laughed with her, but I noticed the glance she gave him afterward. Brief. Natural. Almost nothing. If I hadn’t already been looking at her, I might not have thought twice about it. Her eyes caught on him for just a second too long, then flicked back to me.

I told myself not to make anything of it. She was standing on a deck with people. Of course, she was going to look at one of them while she talked. But over the next ten minutes I saw it again. Not dramatically. Not in a way that made my stomach drop or my guard go up. Just a few quiet, involuntary checks in his direction, the kind people made when something had tugged at their attention before they had time to stop it.

Mark was digging through a cooler for more beer. I was leaning back against the deck rail with one thigh crossed over the other, sipping my drink and letting the cold fizz settle on my tongue. Emily stood close enough beside me that our shoulders nearly touched when one of us shifted.

She was telling me about the tiny apartment she’d just moved out of, some mold nightmare in the bathroom ceiling that had finally made her snap and call her landlord five times in one week, and I was listening. Really listening. But underneath that, I was also noticing.

Her mouth curved when my husband said something from the grill. Her eyes slid toward him when he laughed. Once, when he stepped back from the smoke and dragged the hem of one of the dish towels over the side of his face, I saw her look at him and then down at her drink in the same second, as if she’d caught herself doing it.

And then, because apparently that wasn’t enough, I noticed something even worse.

He noticed her too.

Not in some crude, obvious way. If anything, his restraint was what made it stand out. His gaze flicked toward her while he talked to Mark, then away. A minute later it happened again, quick and almost accidental, his eyes touching on her where she stood barefoot on the deck in a pale yellow tank top and those short denim shorts, then moving on before anybody could call it looking. But I was watching now. Once I’d seen it, I couldn’t unsee it. The awareness moved between them in tiny, deniable bursts.

It should have bothered me. That was the normal script, wasn’t it? Wife meets pretty younger woman, notices husband noticing her, feels some version of defensiveness or irritation or at least a proprietary flare. But that wasn’t what happened. What happened was smaller and stranger and much harder to confess, even to myself.

I felt heat.

Emily glanced at me mid-story and smiled as if nothing in the world were strange. “I’m talking too much.”

“You’re not,” I said quickly.

“You can be honest. Tell me if I am.”

“I promise, you’re not.”

That smile deepened a little, and I found myself smiling back. I meant it. I wanted her to keep talking. I wanted to know what she was like when she was annoyed, when she was tipsy, when she was tired. I wanted to see the small expressions that crossed her face before she hid them.

My liking for her had only grown over the last hour, which made the charged little current under the surface of the afternoon feel less ugly somehow. Less like a threat to anything. More like the beginning of a secret.

By the time we ate, the deck was streaked gold-orange with the lowering sun, and everyone had fallen into that easy vacation looseness that made time feel slower. We sat outside with paper plates and cold drinks and talked about nothing important.

Mark told some humiliating story from college. My husband interrupted twice to correct details and made it worse. Emily laughed hard enough to lean forward and put one hand on my forearm for balance, and the touch was quick and warm and somehow intimate in its casualness.

After dinner, she helped me bring dishes inside while the guys argued half-seriously over whether the grill had been cleaned well enough to count as “done.” We stood shoulder to shoulder at the sink rinsing cups and silverware, the kitchen windows open to let in the cooler evening air off the lake.

“I’m really glad I came,” she said, not looking at me when she said it, just smiling down at the glass in her hands.

“Me too,” I said, and heard how sincere I sounded.

She glanced over then, and there was something soft in her expression that made my chest tighten in a way I didn’t entirely understand. Not romantic exactly. Just the quick, lovely click of feeling unexpectedly aligned with someone.

That night, when we finally went upstairs and changed for bed, I expected the day’s warmth and beer and sun to knock me out the second my head hit the pillow. Instead, I lay on my back in the dim room with the sheets cool against my thighs, listening to the faint churn of the ceiling fan and the distant creak of the house settling around us.

My husband was already half asleep beside me, one arm flung over his stomach, breathing slow and even. I turned onto my side and looked at the dark outline of his shoulder, then closed my eyes.

Immediately, I saw it again.

Emily’s face turned toward the deck. My husband’s eyes lifting and then away. Smoke curling around his bare chest. Her pretending not to stare. Him pretending not to notice.

They’d barely done anything. That was the absurd part. No one had touched. No one had said anything. The whole thing was made up of glances so small they would’ve been meaningless to anybody who wasn’t looking for them.

But I had been looking.

And now, stretched out in the dark with my husband warm and familiar beside me, I couldn’t stop replaying every single one.
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The next morning started soft and bright. Sunlight came in hard through the bedroom window, already warm by the time I opened my eyes, and for a few disoriented seconds I forgot where I was. Then I heard the faint clatter of dishes downstairs, the low murmur of male voices, and the distant, steady sound of water beyond the house.

My husband was already out of bed.

I lay there a moment longer in one of his old T-shirts and underwear, staring up at the ceiling fan as it turned lazily overhead, and felt the memory of the day before come back in pieces. Emily’s laugh in the kitchen. Smoke curling around the grill. My husband’s eyes flicking where he thought no one would notice. That quiet, impossible little current under everything.

I rolled onto my side and told myself to stop being weird about a handful of glances.

Then I went downstairs and was weird about it anyway.

By noon the four of us had settled into a kind of rhythm. Breakfast had turned into coffee on the deck, which turned into everyone changing into swimsuits, which turned into towels over the railings, sunscreen left uncapped on the outdoor table, and Mark insisting on making a playlist nobody else got veto power over.

The air was thick with heat and the sweet chemical smell of coconut sunscreen. The wood planks under my bare feet had warmed almost to the point of discomfort.

I wore a black bikini I’d almost talked myself out of packing because the bottoms were a little skimpier than I usually went for around company, but once I had it on, I liked the way it felt. Simple. Fitted. My husband noticed too, his eyes dropping once over my body as I came out onto the deck before he handed me a drink and kissed my temple like we were still a new couple.

Emily came out a few minutes later in a pale blue bikini that somehow managed to look both casual and unfairly flattering. The top was simple, just a triangle cut with thin straps at her shoulders and around her ribs, but the color made her skin look warmer, more golden. Her hair was loose, still a little damp at the ends from a quick shower, and when she stepped into the full sun she squinted and laughed at something Mark said, lifting a hand to shield her eyes.

It was stupid how immediately I noticed her.

Not in a competitive way. She was just lovely to look at. Fresh-faced the way she had been yesterday, but softer somehow in the heat, with bare shoulders and long legs and that genuinely sweet disposition. She wasn’t posing. She wasn’t trying to be looked at. She just existed in her body comfortably, which somehow made her more noticeable than someone who worked for the effect.

By early afternoon Mark and my husband had gone down toward the dock to mess with one of the kayaks, arguing over something minor and predictable while Emily and I stayed closer to the house. I took a paperback outside and settled into one of the lounge chairs in the shade, more out of habit than any real intention to read. The hammock had been strung between two trees at the edge of the yard, where the slope started down toward the water, and after standing in the sun for a minute with one hand above her eyes, Emily wandered over to it with her drink.

“Do you think this thing will actually hold me,” she asked, “or is this how I die in front of near-strangers?”

“You’re not a near-stranger anymore,” I said. “And I think it’ll hold, but I’d pay to see Mark try it first.”

She laughed, pushed the hammock experimentally with one hand, then eased herself into it with more grace than I would’ve managed. The netting dipped under her weight and then steadied. A second later she stretched out lengthwise in it, one leg bent slightly, the other long, her toes pointed without seeming to mean to. The hammock started to sway in a slow, hypnotic rhythm.

I looked down at my book.

Then, because I was apparently incapable of minding my own business, I looked back up.

There was something almost unreal about the picture of her there in the shade. The bright blue of the lake beyond the slope. The green leaves stirring overhead. The pale weave of the hammock against her skin. She’d closed her eyes behind her sunglasses, one arm folded loosely above her head, the other resting against her stomach with condensation from her drink beading over her fingers. Her hair spilled over one shoulder and down along the hammock rope. Everything about the moment felt slowed down and softer around the edges like a dream.

I told myself I was appreciating the atmosphere.

That was only partly true.

I became aware, with a little jolt low in my stomach, that I was staring.

I looked back down at my book so abruptly I almost lost my place, even though I hadn’t actually been reading it. My pulse felt different now, present in my neck, in the thin skin behind my knees, and in the center of my chest where my bikini top touched my sternum.

I heard footsteps on the deck behind me and glanced up again.

My husband had come back up from the dock alone, a towel slung around the back of his neck, one hand dragging through his damp hair. His swim trunks hung low on his hips from the water, and his chest was still slick in places, droplets catching in the sunlight before sliding down over the flat planes of his stomach. He was looking for something, and for a second he didn’t notice either of us.

Then his eyes landed on the hammock.

And stopped.

It wasn’t a long stare. That was the thing. If he’d stood there openly gawking, it would’ve broken the spell instantly. It would’ve made him look cheap, or obvious, or simply rude. But that wasn’t what happened. He looked in the way a man looked when something caught him before he’d had time to arrange his face against it. Just one quiet second of arrested attention. His gaze moved over her body in a single unguarded pass, then lifted away so quickly that if I hadn’t been watching him, I might’ve missed it.

But I was watching him.

He saw me noticing and reached automatically for the towel at his neck, scrubbing it once over his hair like that had been what he’d meant to do all along.

I said nothing. He said nothing either.

He grabbed the sunglasses off the outdoor table, muttered something about Mark needing help with the cooler, and headed back toward the slope.

But by then the heat that had been building in me all morning had sharpened into something unmistakable.

Not anger. Not even jealousy. Something much more complicated.

I sat there with my book open in my lap and my skin prickling under the shade, watching the hammock sway gently back and forth while Emily rested in it, apparently oblivious, and I finally let myself admit what had been forming in me since yesterday afternoon.

This turned me on.

Not just the idea that she might want him. Not just the possibility that he found her attractive. It was the tension of it living in plain sight. Desire passing between people in tiny flashes while everyone stayed polite and normal and innocent on the surface. It was the fact that I could see it and they were still trying to pretend it wasn’t there. That somehow made it hotter, not less.

I looked down at the page in front of me and realized I hadn’t absorbed a single sentence.

A little while later Emily opened one eye behind her sunglasses and smiled sleepily in my direction. “Have you actually read that same page for ten minutes?”

I laughed, grateful for the excuse to be normal again. “Probably longer.”

“I knew it.”

“You looked too comfortable to interrupt.”

“That’s generous. I was one minute away from asking you to hand me my drink like I was a Victorian invalid.”

“I still could.”

She laughed and lifted the can in my direction, then took a sip. I smiled and settled back into my chair, pretending to look at my book again.

By late afternoon the heat had gotten heavy enough that going down to the water felt less like a choice and more like survival. Mark and my husband were already in the lake by the time Emily and I made it to the dock with drinks in hand and towels over our shoulders. The boards were hot underfoot. The water looked impossibly blue and inviting in the sun.

Emily dipped a toe in and hissed. “Oh, that’s colder than it looks.”

“It’ll feel good once you’re in,” I said.

“That’s what people always say right before I suffer.”

I laughed and went in first, sucking in a sharp breath when the cold reached the inside of my thighs, then my hips, then the underside of my ribcage. By the time I pushed off and let the water take my weight, it did feel good. Better than good. Clean and bright and almost shocking after the still heat of the yard.

Emily came in a minute later with a yelp and a laugh, then swam out toward me, pushing wet hair back from her face.

“You were right,” she said.

“I’m going to need to get that in writing so I can get it framed.”

We floated near the dock while the guys drifted farther out, competing over something stupid that involved who could reach a buoy first and then pretending not to care who won. Emily rolled onto her back for a moment, her body lifting and settling with the water, arms spread slightly, face tipped up toward the sun. When she righted herself again, she was close enough that I could see the tiny droplets clinging to her eyelashes.

“This is nice,” she said quietly.

“It is.”

She reached for the drink she’d left hooked over one of the dock posts, taking a quick sip before handing it toward me in silent offer. I took it and drank from the same spot without thinking too hard about that.

I handed the drink back and said, “I’m glad you came.”

For a second her expression softened, and the moment felt oddly intimate despite how ordinary the words were. Lake water moved cool against my stomach and ribs. The dock creaked gently beside us. Somewhere farther out, Mark shouted at my husband for cheating at whatever made-up competition they were having now.

Emily glanced that way, smiling, then looked back at me. “I think he’s taking the breakup harder than he wants to admit.”

“Your brother?”

She nodded. “He acts fine when people are around. He always does that.”

I thought about Mark’s too-bright smile when we’d arrived, the slight strain tucked underneath it. “Yeah. I got that impression.”

“She was in his life for a long time.”

“I know.”

Emily rested her forearms on the dock ladder and looked out over the water. “I think that’s part of why I came. I didn’t want him here by himself pretending he was great.”

“That makes sense.”

She glanced at me sidelong then. “And the other part was that I was curious about you.”

That got my attention. “Me?”

She smiled. “Mark likes your husband, obviously. But he really likes you too. I figured anyone who could put up with both of them together had to be interesting.”

I laughed, but I felt warmth rise into my face that had nothing to do with the sun. “That’s a very specific compliment.”

“It’s sincere.”

I looked away for a second, out across the water where my husband was treading lazily now, talking to Mark with his hair pushed back and his shoulders bright with lake water. Then I looked back at Emily, at the ease in her expression and the wet shine on her collarbones.

The whole thing should have felt simpler than it did. Friendly. Harmless. Easy. And on the surface, it was all of those things.

But under that, the feeling had changed.

Yesterday I’d been noticing tension like it was something happening around me, some little current moving through the group that I happened to catch. Now it felt different. More personal.

I cared about her. Not in any dramatic way, but enough that the thought of that current running between her and my husband no longer felt abstract. It felt charged because it involved real people I genuinely liked.

That should have made me want the tension to disappear.

Instead, as we climbed out of the lake and wrapped ourselves in towels, I realized I wanted the opposite.

I wasn’t just noticing it anymore. I was waiting for something to happen.
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That night the lake house felt quieter than it had all day. The music had been turned off hours ago. Mark had gone to bed after one last beer on the deck, and Emily had disappeared down the hall. By the time my husband and I finally made it upstairs, the whole house had settled into darkness.

I washed my face in the small bathroom attached to our room and changed into a thin sleep tank and underwear, then stood for a second at the sink rubbing lotion into my shoulders where the sun had caught more than I’d realized. My skin still held the heat of the day. My thighs felt heavy in that pleasant, overused way they did after swimming and walking barefoot on uneven ground. When I came back into the bedroom, my husband was already stretched out against the pillows in a pair of soft athletic shorts, one arm bent behind his head, looking comfortably wrecked.

“Long day,” he said.

“What a scientific observation.”

“I’m good at those.”

I smiled and climbed into bed beside him, the mattress dipping under my weight. The sheets were cool at first, then warmed quickly against my legs. The overhead light was off, and the only glow in the room came from the lamp on his side of the bed. His hair was still a little damp from his shower. I could smell soap and clean skin and the faint mineral scent of lake water that never quite seemed to leave after a day like that.

I leaned back against the headboard and pulled one knee up, pretending to fuss with the blanket while I decided how to say what I wanted to say without sounding ridiculous.

He noticed immediately, of course.

“What?” he asked, turning his head toward me.

“Nothing.”

“Oh, there’s something alright. I know you.”

I looked at him for a second, then let out a breath through my nose. “Can I ask you something without you acting weird about it?”

His eyebrows lifted. “That depends entirely on what it is.”

I smiled despite myself. “Very encouraging.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and tried for casual. “I just... was wondering if I’m imagining something.”

He shifted onto his side to face me more fully. “That sounds ominous.”

“It’s not ominous.” I paused. “I don’t think.”

He laughed softly. “Claire.”

I lowered my eyes to the blanket and smoothed my palm over it once. “Have you noticed that Emily looks at you a lot?”

There was a beat of silence.

When I looked up again, his expression had changed—not dramatically, but enough. Something in his face tightened with surprise, then smoothed back out so fast I might have doubted I’d seen it if I hadn’t been watching for it.

“She looks at everybody,” he said.

“That’s not what I asked.”

He rolled onto his back and looked up at the ceiling for a second, buying himself time in a way I knew well enough to recognize. That alone told me I wasn’t making it up.

“I’m not saying anything’s going on,” I said, keeping my tone light. “I just noticed she seems... like she might be into you.”

He laughed quietly then, rubbing one hand over his chest. “Okay. Fine. Maybe she looks at me sometimes. She used to have a crush on me when we were younger. But I’m sure she’s outgrown that by now.”

“Mm.”

“But that doesn’t mean anything.”

The soft, automatic denial of it made something warm move low through me. I tipped my head against the headboard and looked at him. “Did you have a crush on her?”

That got a real reaction. His mouth opened slightly, then closed again, and he turned his head to look at me with an expression halfway between suspicion and reluctant amusement.

“Why would you ask me that?”

“Because I’m right?”

He stared at me for a second longer, then groaned softly and dropped one forearm over his eyes. “It was a million years ago.”

“So that’s a yes.”

He dragged his arm down just enough to look at me again. “When we were younger, maybe. A little bit.”

I had expected the answer. That was the whole reason I’d asked. But hearing him say it out loud made the whole thing feel different. More solid. Less like a pattern I was inventing and more like something real with roots.

“How did you know she liked you?”

He gave me a dry look. “Claire. She was not subtle.”

That made me smile. “What did she do?”

He huffed out a laugh and shifted so he was angled toward me again. “She used to follow us around when Mark and I were hanging out at their house. She’d suddenly have a reason to be in every room. She laughed too hard at all my jokes, even the bad ones.”

“You have a lot of bad ones.”

“I’m aware.”

“And?”

“And,” he said, sounding resigned now, “she used to get really flustered talking to me. Like visibly. Red face, tripping over words, trying to act older than she was.” He smiled faintly at the memory, and there was nothing cruel in it. Just affection. “It was obvious.”

I watched that smile and felt another little shift inside me, stranger than the first. I could see it now because he was helping me see it: a younger Emily hovering at the edge of a room, trying too hard to seem cool, wanting his attention even then. Wanting him before she’d become this easy, graceful woman swaying in a hammock with the sun on her legs.

“Did you ever...” I hesitated, then made myself finish. “Did you ever think about doing anything with it?”

His smile vanished into a more serious expression. “No.” He said it simply, without delay this time.

“Never?”

He turned his head on the pillow to look at me fully. “No. She was Mark’s little sister.”

I knew that was the answer. Of course I knew it. It was the right one. The decent one. The answer that fit the version of my husband I loved and trusted.

It was also, somehow, the exact wrong answer for what was happening inside me.

“Even if you’d wanted to,” I said quietly.

He was still for a moment, reading my face. Then he exhaled through his nose, slow and almost amused, like he understood more than I meant to show.

“Even if I’d wanted to,” he said. “That would’ve been way too messy.”

The room felt hot all of a sudden. Messy.

Not wrong. Not absurd. Not impossible. Messy.

I looked down at the sheet gathered over my thighs and imagined all at once what that word contained. His best friend’s sister. A crush everyone had probably half known about and never talked about. The way Emily still looked at him now when she thought no one would notice. The way he noticed her back and then shut it down before it could become anything visible. Not because the spark wasn’t there. Because the line around it mattered.

That was what had been needling at me from the start. Not just attraction. Restraint.

It was the fact that something could exist between two people and still be held carefully at arm’s length because crossing it would mean too much.

“You’re very quiet,” he said.

I looked up. “I’m thinking.”

“That’s always a dangerous thing with you.”

I smiled, but it came out weak. “I guess I’m just trying to picture her back then.”

He snorted softly. “You’d have liked her. She was a menace.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

He reached out then and slid his hand slowly over my bare thigh, just above the knee, his palm warm and heavy from the shower. The touch should have grounded me. Usually, it did. Instead, it sent a fresh wave of awareness through me because I was already full of too much of it.

His eyes moved over my face, watching me in that calm, familiar way he had when he thought I was several steps ahead of him and wanted to know where I’d gone. “Are you jealous?”

The question startled a laugh out of me, soft and immediate. “No.”

“Should I be offended by how quickly you said that?”

I turned my head on the pillow and looked at him. “No. That’s not it.”

“What is it, then?”

I could have lied. I probably should have. Instead, I watched his hand where it rested high on my thigh, thumb moving once against my skin, and said the truest thing I could without saying too much.

“I don’t know yet.”

Something in his expression changed at that. He leaned in and kissed me.

It started softly, almost absent-mindedly, the kind of kiss that belonged naturally at the end of a long day in bed together. But I kissed him back differently than I had meant to. With more focus. More hunger. My hand came up to the side of his neck, feeling the damp-soft hair there, the familiar shape of him. His mouth parted against mine, and I felt his body shift closer over the mattress, one leg tangling with mine under the sheet.

Usually that closeness narrowed my attention to him and only him. Usually that was the relief of it.

This time, to my own shame and thrill, my mind didn’t stay obedient.

As he kissed me, I kept seeing flashes of the afternoon. Emily in the hammock in her bikini. Emily waist-deep in the lake, water shining over her collarbones. Emily younger, red-faced and trying too hard, wanting him then the way she might still want him now in quieter, more adult ways. The fact of that old crush did something to me that I had not expected.

My husband’s hand moved up under my tank, spreading warm over my ribs, and I inhaled sharply at the contact. My body responded the way it always did to him, immediate and familiar, but layered now with something new and disorienting. I wasn’t imagining another woman instead of myself. I wasn’t imagining being replaced. It was stranger than that, and harder to confess.

I was imagining being there for it.

Imagining what it would feel like to see that look in another woman’s face when it was aimed at him. To know it. To allow it. To watch it happen in front of me instead of only sensing its outline from the edges.

The thought was so vivid it made me flush.

He drew back just enough to look at me. “Where’d you go?”

I swallowed and forced myself back into the room. “Nowhere.”

He gave me a look that said he didn’t believe that for a second, but he didn’t press. He kissed me again, slower this time, his mouth at my throat, his palm smoothing over my side beneath the thin cotton. We stayed tangled together in the low lamplight for a long time after that, close and warm and married and familiar, and still I felt that new undercurrent moving under everything I touched.

For the first time, I consciously wondered what would happen if someone stopped treating that old crush like a thing that had to stay buried.

What would happen if somebody let it breathe?
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By the next day, I wasn’t just noticing anymore. I was helping. I started paying attention to timing.

If my husband came back up from the lake dripping and sun-warmed, I started finding quiet ways to put Emily in his path. If she mentioned she’d forgotten her sunglasses, I’d tell her he’d just gone inside. If he headed down to the dock and left something behind, I’d mention it where she could hear. Tiny, ordinary-seeming adjustments. Nothing anyone could call out without sounding ridiculous. But I knew what I was doing.

That morning, I told myself it was harmless curiosity. By afternoon, I knew that wasn’t true anymore. Curiosity didn’t come with this low, secret thrill every time I managed to place them in the same space and then got to watch the air change around them.

The weather had turned hotter than the day before. We spent most of the day drifting between the dock and the house in swimsuits.

I was sitting on the outdoor steps in a white cover-up, rubbing sunscreen into my shoulders, when my husband came up from the lake carrying two towels over one arm. His hair was wet, darker than usual, and water still tracked down the center of his chest in thin, glinting lines.

“Did Mark drown?” I asked.

“He’s trying to prove he can still do a handstand underwater.”

I laughed. “That sounds right.”

He bent to pick up the sunscreen bottle I’d set beside me, glanced at the label, and handed it back. “You missed a spot.”

“Where?”

He touched the pad of one finger lightly to the top of my shoulder blade. “There.”

The contact was brief, casual, but it still made my skin jump. He noticed, of course. His mouth shifted at one corner in that quiet, private way that always felt more intimate than a grin.

“You’re very pleased with yourself,” I said.

“I’m always pleased with myself.”

I scoffed. “Isn’t that the truth.”

He headed inside then, and before I could stop myself, I turned toward the open sliding door and called, “Emily, do you still need more sunscreen?”

She looked up from where she was stretched on one of the lounge chairs, sunglasses on and one ankle crossed over the other. “Probably.”

“My husband’s stealing mine.”

He held the bottle up from the doorway without turning around. “Stealing is a strong word.”

Emily laughed and sat up, and a second later she was crossing the deck barefoot in a green bikini top and loose denim shorts, her hair twisted into a messy knot at the nape of her neck. The bottle changed hands between them in the doorway. Nothing happened. Just a few normal words, a brush of fingers, a pause barely longer than it needed to be.

Still, I felt that little pulse in my stomach anyway.

I was becoming embarrassingly good at making something out of almost nothing.

The worst part was that I didn’t actually feel guilty yet. Not properly. Not enough to stop.

If anything, the opposite.

By late afternoon, Mark wanted to run into town for more ice and something specific for dinner. My husband was upstairs showering. I knew because I’d heard him go in, heard the pipes knock faintly in the wall, heard the shower start its steady rush behind the bathroom door.

Emily was in the downstairs kitchen pouring herself sparkling water when I came in behind her.

“I think I’m officially over the amount of sunscreen a person is supposed to wear in a lifetime,” she said.

“I’m sure you have a few more years in you.”

“I’m serious. I feel laminated.”

I laughed and tugged the tie of my cover-up tighter where it had loosened across my chest. “That’s just your summer coating.”

She turned, leaning one hip against the counter, and took a sip from the can. Her cheeks were pink from the sun. A faint dampness still clung to the loose hairs around her face. Up close, she looked warm and scrubbed-soft in a way that did dangerous things to the gentler parts of my affection for her.

“Damn, I forgot my hair tie upstairs and my knee is giving me trouble,” I said. Then I added, “Would you mind grabbing it for me? It should be on the bathroom counter.”

The lie was in the calmness of my voice. I knew that my husband was up there completely naked. Completely unaware that I’d be sending Emily inside.

Emily didn’t hesitate. Why would she? “Sure.”

“It’s just at the top of the stairs. First door on the right.”

She nodded and headed toward the staircase, can still in hand.

And I let her go.

The second she disappeared up the stairs, my pulse changed. There was still time to stop it. To call up after her. To say never mind, I found one in my bag. Instead, I stood there barefoot on the kitchen tile with both hands braced lightly against the edge of the island and listened.

I heard her steps cross the upstairs hall. Then the bathroom door opened.

Then a silence so thick I could choke on it.

A second later came a sharp, startled little inhale from Emily, followed by, “Oh my God—I’m sorry.”

My entire body went hot.

There was another sound then, lower and male. My husband’s voice, muffled by the shower and steam and distance, too blurred for words. I heard movement, quick and awkward. Then Emily came back into the hall so fast she nearly missed a step at the top of the staircase.

When she reached the bottom, she was visibly flushed.

“I am so sorry,” she said again, this time to me, and gave a short, disbelieving laugh like she couldn’t decide whether to be horrified or amused. “I didn’t know he was in there.”

The force it took not to let anything show on my face felt almost physical. “Oh no,” I said, taking the hair tie from her. “I thought he was still outside.”

That was a decent lie, mostly because I delivered it with enough immediate embarrassment to cover the rest.

Emily pressed her lips together and shook her head once, still pink. “That was... wow. You’re a lucky woman, you know that? I hope that isn’t weird to say.”

“Not at all. I agree with you.” I bit the inside of my cheek to stop a smile that would’ve been impossible to explain.

“Tell me I’m not going to have to make eye contact with him right now,” she muttered.

“You’re definitely going to have to make eye contact with him right now.”

She groaned and dropped her forehead dramatically. I laughed, and because I was laughing, she laughed too, though there was a new strain in it. A self-consciousness. An awareness.

And I had caused it. The knowledge of that sat in me with a dark, liquid satisfaction.

A few minutes later my husband came downstairs in a clean T-shirt and dry shorts, hair damp and combed back with his fingers. He looked normal enough from a distance. Up close, I could tell he wasn’t. There was a guardedness in the set of his mouth, in the way his gaze landed on me first and stayed there a fraction too long before shifting toward Emily.

She glanced up from the refrigerator where she was pretending to be intensely interested in whether we had enough limes left. “Sorry again,” she said, with an awkward little laugh.

He gave a short nod. “It’s fine.”

Which, judging by his tone, meant it was not remotely fine.

Emily pulled herself away from the fridge with a can of soda. She kept one hand wrapped around her can and one hip angled away from him, her posture just a little too careful. My husband was suddenly extremely interested in checking the freezer for ice. I stood at the counter with a knife in my hand and a lime under my palm, slicing neat green wedges I absolutely did not need.

No one looked at each other for a few seconds.

The silence was long, and it thrilled me. I’d made it real.

The old easy deniability between them had cracked a little. Emily had seen him unexpectedly vulnerable, all heat and steam and bare skin, and now both of them had to carry that image around the rest of the evening pretending it meant nothing.

I carried it too.

Mark came back not long after that, stomping in with two bags of groceries and no awareness whatsoever of the altered texture of the house. He started talking immediately about traffic and some woman at the store who had held up the checkout line arguing over avocados, and the spell broke enough for everyone to move normally again.

But not entirely.

After that, I saw the difference everywhere.

Emily became more self-conscious around my husband in a way she hadn’t been before, and because I was watching for it, it only made her more noticeable. She’d start to speak to him and then hesitate half a second first, as if checking her own face. If he walked into a room shirtless from outside, her eyes would dart up and then away too quickly. When he handed her a plate at dinner, their fingers didn’t touch, because both of them made sure they didn’t.

My husband changed too, though more subtly. He got careful. He overcorrected. Looked at Mark more. Addressed comments to the room instead of to her directly. Took a beat too long before answering if she asked him something simple.

Every time it happened, I felt that wicked little current.

By the time we got into bed that night, I knew he’d been waiting to corner me about it. He shut the bedroom door, turned toward me, and folded his arms across his chest.

“What the hell was that earlier?”

I busied myself taking off my earrings. “What was what?”

He stared at me. “Claire. You sent her into our bathroom.”

I set the earrings carefully on the dresser and turned around with as much innocence as I could manage. “I forgot my hair tie upstairs. I sent her to grab it off the counter.”

“While I was in the shower.”

I held his gaze. “I didn’t hear the water.”

He took one step closer, enough that I could see the shift in his expression more clearly now—annoyance, yes, but something else under it. Suspicion. Heat. The unsettled edge of a man who didn’t fully believe the explanation he was being offered and wasn’t sure whether he wanted to.

“You absolutely heard the water.”

I let a little silence sit between us, then lifted one shoulder. “Maybe I forgot.”

He looked at me for another second, then laughed once under his breath, not because it was funny but because he’d run out of ways to call me on it without demanding an answer I wasn’t ready to give.

“You think you’re so clever,” he muttered.

That sent a hot little shiver down my spine that had everything to do with being seen, at least partly, for what I’d done.

“Did she seem embarrassed?” I asked before I could stop myself.

His eyebrows went up. “You cannot be serious.”

I was serious. Mortifyingly serious.

I crossed my arms loosely over my middle and tried to look less interested than I was. “I’m just asking.”

He shook his head, still half disbelieving, and turned away long enough to pull back the blankets. “Go to bed, Claire.”

But he was smiling a little when he said it, despite himself.

Later, lying beside him in the dark, I replayed the entire thing again: Emily climbing the stairs without suspicion, the bathroom door opening, the abrupt apology, the flush in her face when she came back down. My husband’s careful expression afterward. The way the kitchen had gone still for those few loaded seconds.

I’d liked it, and I’d liked causing it.
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By the following afternoon, the whole weekend had begun to feel like one long held breath.

If somebody had taken a snapshot of us from a distance, we still would’ve looked harmless enough: four people at a lake house in the heat of late summer, drifting between the water and the deck, opening drinks, arguing about music, getting sun-tired and hungry in loose, familiar cycles.

But now there were dark, lustful thoughts all the time. I was thinking and arranging.

Every little push I gave the weekend could still be explained away as convenience, or carelessness, or my ordinary tendency to narrate whatever practical thing came into my head. I wasn’t forcing anything. I was just... helping the current along.

At least that was what I told myself.

That afternoon, I was sitting cross-legged on a towel with a bottle of sunscreen in one hand, trying to rub it one-handed over the middle of my back and failing, when Emily came out of the house in a rust-colored bikini top and white linen shorts, carrying two canned cocktails and a bag of ice against her stomach.

“Need help?” she asked.

“Desperately.”

She set the drinks down, took the bottle from me, and knelt behind me on the towel. A second later her palms slid over my shoulders, cool with lotion at first and then warm from the friction. I closed my eyes automatically.

“Tell me if I’m being too aggressive,” she said.

“I’m not sure that’s possible with sunscreen.”

“You’ve clearly never met my family. I mean, besides Mark of course.”

I laughed softly, and she spread the lotion lower, careful and matter-of-fact, her fingers working between my shoulder blades and down either side of my spine. It should have been nothing. Friendly. Practical. The kind of easy contact women had with each other all the time without loading it up with meaning.

But after the last two days, my body noticed everything more than it should have. The weight of her hand bracing lightly at my side. The slow glide of lotion over skin already warm from the sun. The faint scent of coconut and salt and the citrusy drink she’d set beside us. When she finished, she tapped my shoulder.

“There. You’re protected from your own lack of flexibility.”

“You’re a hero.”

“I know.”

I opened my eyes and looked up at her. Her hair was loose again, lifting slightly in the breeze off the water, and for one strange second, I had the urge to reach up and tuck it behind her ear. I didn’t. I just smiled, then glanced toward the dock.

My husband was coming up the slope with the cooler in one hand. His shoulders were bright from the lake, damp skin catching the sun, and his swim trunks hung low on his hips in that way they did when he’d been in the water awhile. Mark was behind him carrying a folding chair and complaining about something that made my husband laugh.

Emily followed my glance without seeming to think about it.

There it was again, that small involuntary pull of her attention. So quick. So human. The kind of thing I might once have dismissed because I’d had no reason not to. Now it touched me like a fingertip tracing a line I already knew by heart.

I picked up the sunscreen bottle and turned toward my husband as he reached the deck.

“Can you get Emily’s back too?” I asked, as casually as if I’d asked him to pass a plate. “I missed half of mine. She’ll burn.”

He slowed.

Just for a beat.

It was enough for me to catch the look that crossed his face before he covered it—something caught between suspicion and resignation, as if he could see the shape of what I was doing but not quite prove it. Emily glanced at me, then at him, her expression open but not untouched. Mark, oblivious, dropped the chair with a clatter and started rooting through the cooler for a beer.

“Sure,” my husband said. His voice stayed even. Too even.

Emily took the bottle from my hand and laughed lightly. “I can do it myself.”

“You literally just watched me fail,” I said.

“That’s because you have the flexibility of a porcelain doll.”

My husband smiled despite himself and held out his hand. Emily hesitated just long enough for me to notice, then passed him the bottle and turned around.

It should have felt ridiculous, making so much of such a small thing. He was just helping with sunscreen. People did that all the time. Nothing about it, on the surface, was even remotely scandalous.

And yet.

I watched the first place his hand touched her: high between her shoulders, where her bikini straps crossed. Lotion shone pale against her skin before his palm spread it thin. His movements were careful. Almost too careful. He kept his touch practical, broad-handed, no lingering. But careful had become its own kind of language with him. A sign of effort. A sign that he was paying attention to not paying attention.

Emily’s back was narrow and lightly freckled across the tops of her shoulders. As his hands moved lower, the muscles there shifted under his palms. She stood with her arms folded loosely under her chest, chin tipped down, not tense exactly but not fully relaxed either. I noticed the way she exhaled once through her nose when his thumbs passed along the outer edges of her shoulder blades. I noticed the set of his mouth. I noticed everything.

Then he stepped back, handed her the bottle, and said, “You’re good.”

“Thanks,” she said, too quickly.

Mark looked up from the cooler. “Did I miss a spa service?”

“You couldn’t afford it,” I said.

“Rude.”

The moment passed. Or seemed to. But after that, I felt bolder.

When my husband headed down to the dock later with a fresh bag of ice and a speaker that kept cutting out, I turned to Emily, who was standing barefoot in the kitchen doorway finishing the last sip of a drink.

“Will you bring him the bottle opener?” I asked. “He forgot it.”

She took it without question and started down the slope. I rested my elbows on the deck rail and watched, already waiting for that small shift in the air when he looked up and found her there.

It came exactly the way I’d started to expect these things to come now. He straightened a little when she reached him. She held out the bottle opener. He said something that made her smile.

Then Mark called across the dock for help with the speaker, and the moment dissolved back into the harmless shape of the afternoon.

Still, the satisfaction stayed with me. By the time the sun started lowering and we all drifted back toward the house for dinner and a game of cards, I could feel myself doing it more easily now.

At some point during cleanup, after Mark wandered outside to take a call and my husband went to haul the empty bottles out to the recycling bin, Emily and I ended up alone at the kitchen island with a bowl of melting ice and a stack of half-dried plates between us.

She handed me one without looking up. “This has been a weirdly nice weekend.”

“Weirdly?”

“You know what I mean.” She smiled faintly. “Under the circumstances.”

“I do.”

She dried another plate, then leaned one hip against the counter and looked at me. There was color still lingering in her cheeks from the midday sun, and her hair had gone slightly wavy from the damp air off the lake. “Can I admit something embarrassing?”

“Of course. You’re among friends.”

She laughed softly. “I’ve always been cursed with really obvious crushes.”

The plate in my hand suddenly felt very fragile. I kept drying it. “Obvious how?”

“Painfully obvious.” She made a face at herself. “Like, when I was younger? If I liked someone, I may as well have worn a sign. I’d overthink every sentence, say something weird, then replay it in bed for six days.”

“That sounds familiar, unfortunately.”

“You too?”

“Not often. But enough to recognize the symptoms.”

She smiled, but there was something more self-aware in it than usual tonight. “It’s such a humiliating feeling. Wanting to be wanted, but hating how transparent it makes you.”

The air in the kitchen shifted. I set the towel down and looked at her. “You’re not that easy to read. Only if someone’s paying attention.”

Her eyes lifted to mine. For a second neither of us moved.

The house wasn’t silent. I could hear Mark’s voice faint through the screen door outside. But inside that little pause, all of it seemed farther away.

She looked back at me then, and there was enough warmth in her face to make the whole moment feel like it might tip into something neither of us had planned. “That sounds like a very generous interpretation.”

“Maybe I’m feeling generous.”

That made her laugh more genuinely, and the tension loosened just enough for both of us to keep breathing normally again. But it didn’t disappear. It stayed in the room between us, thinner now, more finely drawn.

A minute later my husband came in, and when he looked between us, I knew immediately that he’d caught something. Not the words, but the atmosphere.

His gaze landed on me first. Suspicious. Quiet. Questioning.

I took the plates and started stacking them in the cabinet. “Did Mark survive his phone call?”

He kept looking at me for another beat before answering. “Apparently.”

Emily turned away to reach for the dish towel, and I saw her mouth curve down for one second, a private little attempt to control a smile.

Later, out on the dock after dark, I sat between them. Emily’s bare knee bent beside mine. My husband’s shoulder was a warm line at the edge of my vision. Mark stretched out farther down the dock.

The lake was black glass under the moonlight. The wood beneath us still held a little leftover heat from the day. Somewhere in the reeds, insects sang with maddening steadiness.

Emily tipped her drink toward me. “I still think your husband cheats at cards.”

“Oh yeah. He does,” I said.

My husband made an offended sound. “This is slander.”

“Please,” I said. “The guilt is written all over your face. It’s the guilt that gives you away, actually.”

He looked at me then, really looked, and in the dark the expression hit harder. He knew. Not all of it, maybe, but enough. Enough to understand that I was no longer an innocent bystander to the strange electricity moving through the weekend. Enough to suspect I was feeding it. The knowledge sat in his gaze like a question he hadn’t asked out loud because he wasn’t sure he wanted the answer.

Instead of shrinking from it, I felt a sharp ribbon of heat unspool low in my body.

That was the newest part. The most dangerous part. Not just that I liked seeing them together, or that I liked catching those little involuntary glances, or even that I’d started arranging the circumstances that made those glances more likely. It was that I liked being first. First to see it. First to understand it. First to know that the air had changed before either of them seemed fully ready to admit it had.

And more than that, I liked the feeling that some part of what was happening belonged to me because I was allowing it to happen at all.
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Mark got the call just after ten.

We had all moved from the dock to the deck, lingering over drinks. Mark looked at his phone, frowned, then stood up so fast his chair scraped.

Emily looked up immediately. “Everything okay?”

He was already moving a few steps away from us, eyes on the screen. “Yeah. I think so. It’s her.”

Nobody needed him to say who.

Something changed in the air right then, subtle but immediate. Hope did that. It made everything feel a little more fragile.

He answered the call halfway down the deck, voice low. I couldn’t hear words, only tone. Careful. Alert. Trying not to sound too eager. My husband leaned back in his chair and took a drink, giving his friend privacy without making a thing of it.

Emily tucked one leg under herself and watched the dark yard beyond the deck as if she hadn’t noticed anything at all. I sat very still, my fingers wrapped around my glass, and had the strange, flickering thought that one relationship might be stitching itself back together tonight while another stood on the edge of becoming something none of us had planned.

Mark came back a few minutes later with a face he was trying and failing to keep neutral.

“She wants to meet,” he said.

Emily’s whole expression softened. “That’s good.”

“Maybe.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “I’m gonna go. Just for a bit.”

“Of course,” my husband said. “Go.”

Mark pointed at him. “Don’t drink all the whiskey.”

“No promises.”

Emily stood to hug him, and I did too, both of us giving him the same murmured version of good luck. He laughed, embarrassed by the attention, grabbed his keys, and headed out through the side gate.

We all listened to the crunch of his tires in the gravel. Then the sound faded.

And the house went quiet. It settled over the deck and into my chest at the same time, leaving too much room around the three of us.

Emily sat back down slowly.

“Well,” she said, with a breath of a laugh. “This feels big.”

“It is big,” I said.

My husband glanced at me.

I felt it without looking. That quick, measuring attention he’d been giving me for two days now whenever the current between us shifted. He knew I’d changed. He just didn’t yet know how far.

Emily picked up her drink again and rolled the can once between her palms. “I hope it goes well.”

“It might,” my husband said. “He sounded hopeful.”

“He did.”

The conversation kept going after that, but only on the surface. It moved through safe things. Whether Mark would be back tonight. Whether they’d end up talking in a parking lot for two hours like people in relationship limbo always seemed to. Whether we should lock the side door or leave the porch light on.

Underneath, something else had taken over.

The house felt too intimate now. Three bodies instead of four. Three voices instead of the familiar buffer of Mark’s. Too much awareness. Too much space for the things we’d all been stepping around.

Emily drained the rest of her drink and stood. “I think I’m gonna head to bed.”

And that was the moment I stopped being subtle. “Stay,” I said.

Both of them looked at me.

I hadn’t raised my voice. I hadn’t even said it in some dramatic way. But I heard the difference myself. It was there in the softness of it. In the certainty.

Emily gave a small, uncertain smile. “It’s okay. I’m tired.”

“Stay for one more drink.”

My husband was still watching me now, his body gone quiet. Emily looked between us, something flickering behind her eyes.

“I probably shouldn’t,” she said.

“Why not?”

The question hung there. Because none of us were drunk enough to pretend we didn’t know what I meant.

Emily’s fingers tightened slightly around the empty can. “Claire.”

I stood and took the can gently from her hand. “I’ll get you another.”

I carried it into the kitchen mostly because I needed the movement. My legs felt too light and too heavy at once. My pulse had moved up into my throat. I could feel it there as I opened the fridge, as I reached for another can, as I heard the screen door slide behind me.

My husband had followed me in.

“Claire.”

There it was again, my name in that low warning tone. Not loud. Not angry. More dangerous than either of those.

I turned with the drink still in my hand. He stood a few feet away under the kitchen light, barefoot, broad-shouldered, a tension visible now through his chest and arms like something pulled too tight under the skin.

“What?” I asked, though I knew perfectly well.

He stared at me for a second. “What are you doing?”

I could’ve lied. I could’ve made some joke and stepped around him and let the night fold back into safety.

Instead, I looked past him through the open doorway, where Emily was still on the deck, not gone, not staying, caught in the same suspended second as the rest of us.

Then I looked back at my husband.

“I think you know.”

His jaw tightened. “Say it.”

The directness of that sent heat through me so fast I almost lost my footing inside it. I swallowed and set the unopened drink on the counter beside me.

“She still wants you,” I said quietly.

His eyes flashed, not with surprise, but with the force of hearing it said plainly.

“And you know that,” I went on. “You’ve known it.”

“Claire.”

I shook my head once. “Don’t.”

The room felt very still. I could hear my own breathing. The faint clink of ice settling in someone’s forgotten glass on the table behind him.

“I’m not saying she’s been throwing herself at you,” I said. “I’m not saying you’ve done anything wrong. I’m saying I can see it. I’ve been seeing it.”

He stepped closer, just one pace, enough to make me tip my chin back a little to keep looking at him. “You need to stop.”

“Do I?”

His face changed at that, some mix of frustration and something darker I’d been circling all weekend without touching outright. “You don’t get to play games with this.”

“I’m not playing.” That landed. I watched it land.

His gaze searched my face as if he might still find a softer answer there, one that would let him dismiss all of this as me flirting with a fantasy and nothing more. But I’d gone too far inside it for that now.

Behind him, I saw Emily appear in the doorway and stop. I drew in a breath that felt too small for my lungs. “I know you want it too.”

The silence that followed was so sharp it felt almost physical. My husband went perfectly still. Emily did too.

I could see her in my peripheral vision now, one hand braced lightly against the doorframe, her face unreadable except for the color rising slowly into it. She hadn’t walked away. That mattered.

I forced myself to keep going because if I stopped, I’d lose the nerve.

“I know what I’ve been seeing,” I said. My voice shook a little now, but not enough to break. “And I know what I want.”

My husband stared at me. “Claire.”

This time my name didn’t sound like a warning. It sounded raw.

I turned my head and looked directly at Emily for the first time since she’d stepped into the doorway. She stood very still in the dim spill of light, hair loose around her shoulders, mouth parted just slightly. She looked younger and older at once right then, all softness and history and adult caution layered over whatever old wanting still lived underneath.

“You still want him,” I said to her, and my voice gentled without my meaning it to. “Don’t you?”

She inhaled sharply. Her eyes flicked to my husband and then back to me. “I...” She didn’t finish. She didn’t deny it either.

That was enough to make my whole body go hot.

My husband turned half toward her, then back to me, caught between us. “This is insane.”

“Maybe.”

“Mark is my best friend.”

“I know.”

“You’re talking like⁠—”

“Like I can see the truth?” My hands were shaking now, so I curled them loosely at my sides to hide it. “Yes. I am.”

His expression shifted again. Less anger now. More disbelief. More heat. “I don’t want to lose you,” I said, before either of them could say the wrong thing. “That isn’t what this is.”

My throat tightened around the words, but I made myself hold steady. “I’m not asking for that. I’m not asking to be replaced or shut out or humiliated. I’m telling you I want to see it. I want to be here for it. I want us to stop pretending there’s nothing happening when there is.”

“I’ve wanted it all weekend,” I said more softly.

Emily’s face had gone fully flushed. She looked almost stricken, but not only with discomfort. There was too much feeling in it for that. Her chest rose and fell too quickly. Her gaze kept returning to my husband as if against her will.

My husband scrubbed one hand over his face. “Claire, this is not simple.”

“I know it isn’t.”

“It’s a terrible idea.”

“Probably.”

He let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh, but there was no real humor in it. “You can’t just say that like it solves anything.”

“It doesn’t.” I took a step closer to him then, enough to feel the warmth coming off his body. “I’m saying it because I mean it.”

He looked down at me, and I saw the exact moment the argument inside him shifted from whether this was happening to whether he could stop it now that it was.

“This is my choice too,” I said. I meant it for both of them.

Emily’s eyes lifted to mine. “Claire...”

I gave her the smallest shake of my head. Not to silence her. To steady her. Then I looked at my husband one last time and said the thing that had been true all along.

“I want this as badly as you do.”

That broke something in him.

First there was only the pause. That crucial, impossible pause where either of them still could have stepped back and turned the whole night into a near-miss we’d never speak about again. My husband looked at Emily. Emily looked at him. I watched the hesitation move visibly through both of them—his loyalty, her fear, the weight of history and the danger of crossing from tension into action.

Then my husband said, very quietly, “If this happens, it changes things.”

Emily’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I know.”

I was the only one who didn’t look away. “Then let it,” I said.

Another silence. Then Emily moved first.

It was small. Just one step, but it shifted things. She came fully inside the kitchen, into the light, into the space we’d all been circling, and stopped close enough to my husband that I could see the breath catch in both of them.

He didn’t touch her right away, and she didn’t touch him.

For one suspended second, they only stood there looking at each other, and that was somehow the hottest part of all—the nakedness of the wanting now that it no longer had anywhere to hide. He looked at her like he was seeing every version of her at once. The awkward younger girl with the crush. The woman standing in front of him now, flushed and trembling and still here.

Then his hand lifted.

It touched her face first, just along the side of it, fingertips at her cheek and jaw as if he needed to know she was real before he did anything more reckless. Emily’s eyes closed for one beat at the contact. Her mouth parted on a breath.

And then he kissed her.

It wasn’t wild. It wasn’t rough. It was tender and careful at first, restrained in a way that made it feel more intimate. The kind of kiss that admitted too much the second it happened. Emily leaned into it with a soft, involuntary sound that went straight through me. His other hand came to her waist. Her fingers found his forearm and held there.

The silence that followed was heavy, vibrating with the sudden, violent collapse of all the restraint we’d practiced for days. I stood just a foot away, my own breath coming in shallow, jagged hitches as I watched my husband’s large, tanned hands frame Emily’s face. I’d spent so much time imagining this, orchestrating the tiny collisions and the lingering glances, that seeing the reality of his mouth hard against hers felt like a physical shock to my system.

"I shouldn't be doing this," I whispered, the words intended as a protest but coming out as a breathless, needy confession. I didn't move to stop them. Instead, I stepped closer, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.

My husband didn't look like a man concerned with decency anymore. His fingers tangled in Emily’s damp hair, tilting her head back to deepen the kiss, and I could see the frantic pulse in her throat as she let out a soft, whimpering sound. She looked so small against him, her pale skin flushed a deep, beautiful pink under the harsh yellow light of the kitchen.

"David," I murmured, my voice trembling. "Take it off. I want to see her."

The command seemed to snap the last of his hesitation. He pulled back just enough to look at her, his eyes dark with a hunger that made my stomach flip. His hands moved from her face to the hem of her rust-colored bikini top, his knuckles brushing the soft underside of her breasts. Emily didn't pull away; she reached out, her smaller, paler hands fumbling with the fabric of his T-shirt, bunching the dark cotton in her fists until she managed to shove it up and over his broad shoulders.

I watched his chest emerge—the hard, familiar planes of his pectorals, the light dusting of hair that disappeared into the waistband of his shorts. When Emily’s top fell away, hitting the tile with a soft thud, I felt a wicked, proprietary thrill. She was gorgeous, her breasts high and firm, the nipples already peaked from the cold air or the sheer adrenaline of the moment.

"On your knees, Em," I said, my voice gaining a steady, dark authority I hadn’t known I possessed.

She looked at me then, her eyes wide and searching, looking for a reason to stop. She didn't find one in my expression. I reached out and stroked her hair, the strands soft and smelling of lake water and expensive shampoo. "It’s okay," I whispered, leaning down to press a kiss to her temple. "I’ve seen how you look at him. I know how much you’ve wanted this."

Emily let out a shaky breath and sank slowly to her knees on the kitchen floor. David stood before her, his legs braced wide, his breathing heavy and resonant in the small space. As she reached for the drawstring of his athletic shorts, her fingers were shaking so violently she could barely grasp the cord. I moved behind her, my hands resting on her shoulders, guiding her, keeping her grounded as she lowered the fabric.

When he finally sprang free, thick and pulsing with a heavy, blunt heat, Emily made a small, soft sound of surprise. I kneeled beside her, my hair falling around us like a curtain, and gripped the back of her head. "He’s yours, Emily. Show him how long you’ve been waiting."

She didn't need more encouragement. She leaned forward, her lips parting as she took his thick cock into her mouth. The sight was more than I’d hoped for—the contrast of her pale, delicate face against his dark, rigid length. My husband let out a low, guttural groan, his head falling back as his hands came down to find us. One hand tangled in my hair, pulling my face close to his hip, while the other gripped Emily’s head, his fingers splayed across her scalp.

I watched the rhythmic movement of her throat, the way her eyes stayed fixed on his stomach, glazed and unfocused. I slid my hand between my thighs underneath the thin fabric of my dress, the friction making me gasp. I was the one who had made this happen. I was the one pulling the strings.

"That's it, good girl," I crooned, my fingers massaging the tension out of Emily’s neck as she worked. "Take it all. He's so big for you, isn't he?"

My husband’s hips began to hitch, his breath turning into short, sharp rasps. I knew that rhythm; I knew the exact moment he was going to break. He gripped Emily’s hair tighter, his knuckles white, and I felt the vibration of his low growl through the floorboards.

"Don't you dare stop," I commanded Emily, my voice a sharp contrast to the soft wet sounds in the room. "I want you to take every drop. Do you hear me? Every single drop."

She looked at me, her eyes watery and desperate, and nodded once before burying her face against him again. A moment later, David stiffened, his entire body corded with tension as he finally came, his hips thrusting forward with a desperate, final urgency. I watched the muscles in Emily’s throat jump as she swallowed, her hands gripping his thighs for balance.

The room felt stiflingly hot, the air thick with the scent of sex and salt. My husband slowly went limp, his hands sliding from our hair to rest heavily on Emily’s shoulders. She stayed there for a long moment, her forehead resting against his stomach, her breathing ragged.

I stepped back, my legs feeling like water, and looked at the two of them—my husband and his best friend’s sister, tangled together on the kitchen floor because I had asked for it.

"Good girl, Emily," I whispered, reaching down to wipe a stray thumb of moisture from the corner of her mouth. "You did so well for us."

I stood there with my pulse beating thick and hard in my throat, watching the way my husband’s large, tanned hand stayed cupped against the side of Emily’s face. The line hadn’t just been crossed. It had been burned away completely.

I’d spent the whole weekend setting up little moments like this, engineering glances and touches and excuses to be too close, feeding that dangerous current until it had started moving on its own. Now that it finally was, now that it no longer needed my help, satisfaction rushed through me so fast and sharp it almost made me lightheaded.

“I want to taste you,” I whispered to Emily, and even to me the words sounded unreal, charged, too intimate for the quiet around us.

Emily’s eyes searched mine. Her face was still deeply flushed from the sun, that soft pink lingering across her cheeks and nose, and the sight of it only made her look more open, more touchable. She didn’t look away. She leaned back against the kitchen island with a slow, weighted kind of movement, like she was giving in to something she’d already stopped fighting a while ago. When she spread her legs, it was so casual and defenseless that it sent a fresh, hard wave of heat through me. It reminded me of the way she’d sprawled in the hammock before, all loose limbs and careless softness, never seeming to understand what that kind of unguarded ease did to the people around her. Or maybe understanding it perfectly.

I sank to my knees. The tile was cool beneath my legs, a sharp contrast to the heat moving under my skin. I started with a soft kiss on her mouth, tasting salt and the faint citrus from her drink, and then let my lips drift lower. Her skin smelled like lake water and coconut sunscreen, clean and summery and unmistakably hers, a scent that had followed me all weekend until it felt fused to every filthy thought I’d had. I kissed her throat, then lower, taking my time over the upper curves of her breasts before closing my mouth over one nipple. It tightened against my tongue at once, and Emily let out a sharp, choked gasp that made something in me clench. Behind me, I heard my husband’s breath catch, heard the slight shift of his weight, and the sound made the whole room feel even smaller.

My kisses trailed lower and lower until I reached her denim shorts and bikini bottoms. I tugged them both off in one sweep, then spread her legs again.

She was dripping with need, and I was so hungry for her.

I lowered down, aware that my dress was easily giving me away to my husband. As my tongue swiped over Emily’s wet pussy, my husband could see my own arousal soaking my panties. The thought thrilled me as much as the entire weekend had, and it fueled me.

I sucked on Emily’s clit while sliding two fingers inside her, curling them just right. I kept going until her breathing turned thin and uneven, one shallow hitch after another, until her fingers were in my hair, gripping hard enough to sting.

I could feel David’s presence behind me the whole time, solid and broad and close, like heat coming off a wall. I knew exactly where he was without looking. I knew the shape of his body, the tension in it, the way he must have been watching.

When I finally pulled back, my mouth was wet, and my own need had settled into something heavy and throbbing between my legs, too strong to ignore anymore. I looked over my shoulder and found him touching himself, his gaze fixed on us, dark and intent in a way I’d almost never seen before.

“Now,” I said, and my voice came out steadier than I felt. My hands were shaking. “Fuck her.”

The words seemed to hit all three of us at once. For a second, neither of them moved. They just looked at me with wide, startled eyes, caught in that impossible pause where caution and history still tried to matter, where maybe there was still time to retreat and call the whole thing a mistake. But we were already too far past that. I could see it in David’s face, in the stunned hunger that had taken hold of him, and in the way Emily’s thighs stayed parted even as her chest rose and fell faster.

David dropped to his knees between her legs. There was sweat across his chest and stomach, just a light sheen of it, enough to make his skin catch the kitchen light. The sight of him there, big and familiar and suddenly transformed into something raw, almost made my head spin.

When he pushed into her, the sound that tore out of him was low and guttural, full of relief so pure it barely sounded human. Emily gasped and arched her back, and I felt the reaction in my own body like an echo, a deep, aching pulse between my legs.

I put my hands on his hips, feeling the hard, known planes of muscle under my palms, guiding him almost without thinking. His body was so familiar to me, every inch of it, and somehow that only made this feel dirtier, not less.

I reached between them and found Emily’s clit with my thumb, rubbing her in the same careful, rhythmic way I touched myself when I was trying not to come too fast. Her head tipped back at once, her hair spilling over the floor in a glossy sheet, and a helpless sound broke out of her that made David lose whatever restraint he still had. His thrusts got rougher, deeper, less controlled. The careful way he’d started was gone. What replaced it was something stripped down and urgent, pure need with nowhere left to hide.

I lowered myself beside her onto the narrow strip of tile, pressing my body against hers as much as the cramped space allowed. The floor was hard beneath me, but I barely felt it. All I felt was her heat, the slick brush of her skin against mine, the shifting movement of David’s body as he drove into her. I touched her breasts again, cupping and stroking, then leaned up to kiss her. Her mouth was open and hot against mine, her breathing broken and uneven, and I let myself drown in it for a second, in the taste of her, in the wet sounds filling the kitchen, in the way the whole house seemed to pulse with what we were doing.

Then Emily reached between my legs. Her fingers slid inside my panties with a clumsy, desperate kind of certainty, and the moment she touched me I nearly cried out into her mouth. I was so wet it felt humiliating, my body giving away every ugly, hungry, impossible thing I’d wanted. She rubbed me as David kept fucking her, and all at once the world narrowed to the three of us and nothing else. Heat. Skin. The smell of the lake and sun still clinging to all of us. The wet drag of our bodies moved together.

The climax that built in me felt massive and unstable, like it was going to rip the floor out from under all three of us when it finally hit.

I broke the kiss with a gasp, my forehead falling against Emily’s shoulder as the force of it moved through me. For a second I couldn’t do anything but hold on—one hand at her breast, the other clutching uselessly at her hip—while my whole body tightened and shook. The kitchen blurred around the edges. All I knew was the heat of her, the sound of her breathing, the low, rough noise my husband made above her that seemed to push everything higher all at once.

Emily came apart almost with me. I felt it in the way her body tensed against mine, in the broken sound she made, in the way she reached for me without any grace left in her at all. It was messy and breathless and so far beyond anything I could have made myself imagine from a safe distance that for one dizzy second, I could only cling to her and let it happen.

Above her, my husband let out a low, rough as he came, spilling inside of her, and for one suspended instant, it felt as if all three of us had tipped over the same edge together.

Then the intensity crested and began, little by little, to loosen.

The room didn’t go quiet right away. Our breathing filled it first—mine ragged, Emily’s shaking, David’s still rough with the last of his effort.

I stayed pressed against her, not ready to move, my cheek against her damp skin, my pulse still pounding hard enough to make everything feel slightly unreal.

When I finally lifted my head, Emily looked wrecked in the most beautiful way I’d ever seen. Her face was flushed, her lips swollen from kissing, her hair a mess around her shoulders. She looked back at me with the same stunned expression I could feel on my own face, like neither of us had fully caught up to what had just happened.

David’s hand slid gently over her side, then up my back, steadying rather than claiming. That softness almost undid me more than everything before it. I let out a shaky laugh that didn’t sound much like laughter at all and covered my face for a second, overwhelmed by the rush of relief, embarrassment, satisfaction, and desire.

No one spoke right away.

There wasn’t anything to say that wouldn’t have made it smaller.

So, I stayed there on the tile floor between them, still trembling, my body slowly coming back to itself while my mind refused to. I had wanted this. I had pushed for it. I had watched it happen and stepped inside it and let it remake the whole shape of the night around me.

And now that it was over, the most dangerous part was the truth rising up underneath all the shock and heat and disbelief.

It wasn’t regret.

It was hunger.

[image: ]


I woke slowly, the way I always did after too much sun and too little sleep, with my body heavy under the sheet and my mind arriving in pieces.

For a few seconds I only registered warmth. The soft drag of cotton over my legs. Then memory came back all at once, hot and immediate enough to make my stomach tighten.

Last night.

The kitchen light. The sound of my own voice saying the thing I’d been circling all weekend. Emily stepping forward. My husband looking at me one last time before the line finally gave way.

I opened my eyes and stared up at the ceiling, not moving.

Beside me, my husband was still asleep on his back with one arm flung loosely over his middle, the sheet low on his hips. Morning light softened him. It caught in the dark stubble along his jaw and turned the planes of his chest gold where the blanket had slipped down. He looked familiar enough to make everything feel almost normal for one dangerous second.

Almost.

Then he stirred, turned his head toward me, and opened his eyes.

We looked at each other.

No smile at first. No words. Just that strange, suspended recognition between two people who had crossed into something together and woken up on the other side of it still married, still in the same bed, and somehow not broken.

“You’re awake,” he said, voice rough with sleep.

“So are you.”

That pulled the faintest smile from him.

I rolled onto my side to face him fully, tucking one hand under my cheek. Up close, I could see the last signs of tiredness in his face, but underneath it there was something else too. Awareness. A kind of cautious steadiness, like he was waiting to see what this morning was going to become before he trusted it.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

The honest answer was too big for the room.

Like I’d finally stepped inside my own fantasy instead of only brushing up against its edges. Like I should have been more ashamed than I was. Like some part of me had opened and refused to close again.

“Still waking up,” I said instead.

He watched me for a second, clearly hearing the incompleteness of that, but he let it pass. His hand slid across the sheet between us until it came to rest lightly over my waist. The touch was familiar, grounding, but not ordinary. Nothing about us felt entirely ordinary this morning. Even his palm on my body seemed to carry some new layer of meaning under it, not because he was different, but because I was. Because I knew now what it felt like to share him and to realize it didn’t hollow me out. It made me ache for more.

My husband’s thumb moved once over the side of my waist.

His smile deepened by a fraction, and something in my chest loosened. I leaned in and kissed him softly, just once, tasting the familiar shape of his mouth that still belonged to the safe part of my life. He kissed me back with the same quiet care. No urgency. No need to prove anything.

When we finally got up, the house had that washed, slightly unreal morning feeling. Somewhere downstairs I heard a cabinet close, then the soft scrape of a chair.

Emily.

My pulse picked up.

I paused at the top of the stairs, one hand still on the banister, and my husband glanced back at me from a step below. We didn’t say anything. There wasn’t anything to say that wouldn’t have sounded stupid. But I saw the same awareness in his face that I felt in my own body. The knowledge that going downstairs was going to be its own kind of intimacy now.

Emily was in the kitchen when we came in, barefoot and already dressed in a loose white tank and soft drawstring shorts, her damp hair twisted up carelessly at the back of her head. She stood at the counter with a mug in one hand and the coffee pot in the other, sunlight bright on her shoulders. She looked up when she heard us.

And then there it was.

That tiny pause.

That loaded little second where all three of us became intensely aware.

“Morning,” she said.

Her voice was steady, but only just. Color rose lightly into her face even as she smiled. Not a dramatic blush. Just enough warmth to make the whole thing feel more intimate.

“Morning,” I said back.

My husband echoed it a second later, moving toward the cabinet for a mug. Emily poured coffee for all of us without asking, like she needed the task. I leaned against the counter and watched her hands instead of her face. Long fingers around the ceramic handle. Pale pink at the knuckles. A tiny tremor when she passed my cup over.

“Thanks,” I said quietly.

She glanced at me then, and whatever had happened last night moved between us again in a flash—acknowledged, unspoken, alive. It was tenderness complicated by memory. By the strange closeness of knowing that the three of us had crossed a line together and were now standing in morning light pretending to be normal people making coffee.

I took a sip too soon and burned my tongue a little. The bitterness grounded me.

None of us mentioned last night. Instead, we made breakfast.

The whole kitchen filled with small domestic sounds. It would have looked almost boring from the outside. Three adults in a kitchen on a summer morning.

But every now and then one of us would glance up at exactly the wrong moment and get caught.

Emily reaching for a plate and finding my husband already holding it out.

My husband looking at me while I laughed at something she said, as if checking whether I was still as steady as I seemed.

Me watching both of them at once and feeling that same dark, private satisfaction curl low through me all over again.

That was the part I hadn’t expected.

I had thought giving the fantasy what it wanted might calm it. Might drain some of the power from it. I’d imagined there would be a kind of completion to it, a sense of now I know, now I’ve seen it, now I can let it go.

Instead, it had sharpened.

By the time breakfast was mostly finished, the three of us had settled into a rhythm strange enough to feel natural. Emily sat across from me at the small kitchen table, her coffee cup cradled in both hands. My husband sat at the head of the table in a T-shirt and yesterday’s shorts, looking rumpled and unfairly solid and a little quieter than usual. Every time the conversation drifted, the silence that followed felt soft instead of hostile, full instead of empty.

Then we heard a car pull into the driveway, and all three of us looked toward the window.

A second later Mark came through the front door.

“Well,” he said, dropping his keys onto the entry table, “Nobody panic, but I think my life might be slightly less of a disaster this morning.”

Emily was out of her chair first. “How’d it go?”

He let her hug him, laughing under his breath. “Good. Better than good, actually. We talked for hours.”

“That’s amazing,” I said, and I meant it.

He looked lighter. Not magically fixed, not turned into a different person overnight, but relieved in a way that made his whole face easier to read. Hope sat on him well. My husband stood to clap him on the shoulder and ask if he wanted coffee, and for one absurd moment I had to fight the urge to laugh at the contrast between the night Mark thought he’d had and the one we actually had.

He took in the table then. The eggs, the toast, the coffee. The three of us already eating together.

And because the universe occasionally enjoyed itself, he narrowed his eyes playfully and said, “Why do you all look weirdly smug?”

My hand tightened once around my coffee cup.

Emily looked down so fast it would have been suspicious if Mark had been paying closer attention. My husband leaned back against the counter and folded his arms, trying for casual and getting maybe eighty percent of the way there.

Mark pointed between us with a grin. “Seriously. Was everything okay while I was gone, or are you three hiding some dirty little secret?”

There it was.

The question landed in the middle of the kitchen like a stone dropped into still water.

I looked up at my husband.

He looked at Emily.

Emily looked at me.

It lasted less than a second, those glances. Tiny. Loaded. Impossible to explain and impossible not to notice if you knew what sat underneath them.

Then my husband said, “Everything was fine.”

Emily took a sip of coffee and added, “Totally fine.”

I smiled into my cup and said, “You were gone, like, four hours. We survived.”

Mark laughed and moved toward the cabinet for a mug, apparently satisfied. “Good. I’d hate to think you guys are chaos without my grounding presence.”

“So grounding,” Emily teased, rolling her eyes.

I bit back a smile.

The conversation moved on after that. I answered where it made sense, listened where it mattered, and all the while I could feel last night sitting warm and secret under the table with us like an extra body no one else could see.

That was the truth of it, I realized. The secret wasn’t what had happened.

The secret was how quickly the satisfaction had twisted into want again. How badly I already wanted another charged silence, another careful glance, another moment where I got to watch the two of them stand on the edge and know that I was the one who had opened the door in the first place.

I lifted my coffee and took another sip, letting the bitterness settle over my tongue while sunlight spread wider across the kitchen floor.

Then I smiled into my mug and said nothing.
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