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My coffee was halfway to my mouth when Brooke leaned across the small round cafe table and kissed Tyler directly on the lips. It lasted maybe two seconds, maybe less, just a quick press of her mouth against his before she pulled back and reached for her latte. Tyler grinned and said something about the weather getting colder earlier this year, and Brooke nodded and wrapped both hands around her cup not looking at me, but blushing.

The café was busy that afternoon, all exposed brick and mismatched furniture where people came to work on laptops or meet friends between errands. Our table sat near the front window. Outside a woman walked past with two small dogs on leashes. I set my coffee down and picked up the menu even though I'd already knew what I wanted.

“Yeah, you think it'll rain?" Brooke asked.

Tyler glanced out the window. "Probably. Looks like it." Both of them were grinning, but I kept my face buried in the menu.

What the fuck was that? I kept thinking.

"I didn't bring an umbrella," she said with an exaggerated shy like it was code for something else.

"You never do," Tyler said, smirking.

She laughed and sipped her drink. "That's quite true." Her voice fell low and private.

Brooke had introduced me to Tyler three weeks earlier at a bookstore. She'd run into him near there and called me over from where I'd been looking at magazines. “You won’t believe it, but this is Tyler,” she'd said, “we went to school together!”

He shook my hand and mentioned something about a class they'd both taken, and Brooke laughed and corrected him about which semester it was. They talked for a few minutes while I stood there holding a magazine about cars, and then we all got coffee at the place next door.

Since then he'd become a regular part of things, showing up at dinners or bars when we went out, texting Brooke about plans, offering rides when someone needed one. He seemed to always be there.

"So how's that project going?" Tyler asked, looking at me.

“Oh yeah, almost done," I said. "Just waiting on approval from the big cheese."

"That's always the worst part," he said. "The waiting, am I right?”

“You are right.”

Brooke shifted in her chair and crossed her legs. Her knee bumped the table leg and a little coffee sloshed over the rim of Tyler's cup.

"Careful, you nervous about something?” he said, and he was grinning.

"Sorry!” Brooke said, also grinning. She reached over with a napkin and dabbed at the table, leaning forward. Her hair fell across her shoulder and she tucked it behind her ear with her free hand.

He took the napkin from her but held her fingers in his grip for a second, before she pulled free.

The espresso machine hissed behind the counter and someone called out a name. A guy in a gray hoodie got up from a table in the back. The door opened and two women came in talking loudly about a professor. They got in line and one of them pulled out her phone.

All three of us seemed to be watching them with casual disinterest. “I’m thinking about going to see a band Friday," Tyler said. "Downtown. You guys interested?"

"What kind of music is this band?” Brooke asked.

"Indie rock, kind of folky maybe. Hard to describe."

“Sounds mysterious,” she said, glancing at me. "You free Friday?"

"Yeah," I said. "I don't have plans."

"Cool," Tyler said. "I'll send Brookie the deets, I know you’ll love it.”

Brooke smiled and sipped her latte, maybe even blushed a bit. She'd been more energized the last few weeks, I noticed that, quicker to laugh, more animated when we went out. She was texting a lot more, usually when Tyler was involved in a plan somehow. At home she moved around the apartment with music on. In bed she was more eager, more responsive when I touched her, less distracted by her phone or whatever show we'd been watching.

"How's the roommate situation shaping up?” Brooke asked Tyler.

“Much improved,” he said. "This new guy's quiet. Pays rent on time. That's really all I ask.”

"That's good. The last one drove you crazy with the dishes."

Tyler laughed. "I've blocked that out. Don't remind me."

"Sorry," she said with her lips and eyes only, grinning.

He finished his coffee and set the cup down, checking his phone briefly before sliding it back into his pocket. Brooke asked if he had to leave already and he said not yet, he had some time. She settled back in her chair and stretched her legs out under the table. I felt her foot brush against mine before moving away.

“Sorry,” she said to me and she cleared her throat.

"There's that movie coming out soon," she said. "The one I mentioned. I really want to see it."

"I've heard good things about that,” Tyler said. "Supposed to be better than that director's last one."

I snorted but neither of them noticed. I thought he was giving a parody of people who go to movies by director.

"I liked the last one," Brooke said. "But this one looks more interesting for sure.”

"What's it supposed to be about?" I asked.

"A woman who finds out her husband's been living a double life," she said. "The reviews say the ending's really unexpected."

"We should see it opening weekend," she added, looking between us. “Before anyone spoilers it.”

"I'm in," Tyler said.

“Yeah, works for me," I said.

Brooke picked up her phone and scrolled through something, then set it face-down on the table. Her fingers drummed lightly against the screen. Outside, the clouds were moving in lower and darker. Someone walked past the window with an umbrella even though it wasn't raining yet.

"Did you hear back about that job?" Tyler asked.

"Not yet," Brooke said. "Probably next week."

"They'd be stupid not to hire you," he said.

She smiled. "I hope the interview panel agrees with you."

"Which job?" I asked. I was surprised that there was so much between them I didn’t know. I guess the texting was more frequent and involved than I knew about.

"The marketing firm," she said. "The one I told you about two weeks ago."

“Oh right," I said. "I remember now.”

She and Tyler started talking about someone they both knew from school, someone who'd moved to Seattle and just got engaged. Brooke pulled up a photo on her phone and showed it to Tyler, and he leaned in to look. His shoulder was close to hers across the table.

"She looks happy I guess,” he said.

"She does," Brooke agreed.

The barista called out another name and the woman from the line earlier walked over to get her drink. Her friend was still waiting, leaning against the counter and scrolling through her phone.

"I didn't think they'd last," Tyler said, still looking at Brooke's phone.

"Me neither," she said. "But I guess people surprise you."

"Yeah."

She put her phone away and finished her latte, setting the empty cup down on the saucer. Tyler checked the time on his phone again and said he should probably get going soon, he had some things to do before tonight. Brooke asked what he was doing tonight and he said just meeting up with some people from work, including the boss, some office celebration, nothing too exciting. “Restrain your FOMO,” he said and he laughed.

"Sounds fun anyway," she said.

"We shall see."

I drained the last of my coffee and set my cup down. Brooke stretched her arms over her head and yawned, then dropped her hands back to the table. One of them landed near Tyler's, not quite touching but close.

"I'm tired," she said. "I didn't sleep great last night."

“Oh yeah? Why not?" Tyler asked. There was that grin again.

"I don't know. Just couldn't fall asleep." And her’s too. It was cryptic.

"That's the worst, isn’t it?” he said.

She nodded and looked out the window as though to hide her growing blush. The woman with the two dogs was walking back the other direction now, and the dogs pulled toward a tree. Brooke watched them for a moment, then turned back to the table.

"We should probably get going too," she said, looking at me, slapping my thigh.

"Yeah," I said. “Time.”

Tyler stood and put on his jacket, then picked up his phone and keys from the table. Brooke grabbed her purse, slinging it over her shoulder. I stood up and pushed my chair in.

"Friday then," Tyler said.

"Yeah," Brooke said. "Text me the details."

“I will."

We walked toward the door and Tyler held it open. Outside the air was cooler and damp. The sky looked heavier. Brooke pulled her jacket tighter around herself and Tyler said something about the temperature dropping.

After the movie Friday, we ended up walking to a bar two blocks over, the kind of place that opened early and stayed quiet until evening. Tyler suggested it and Brooke agreed before I could say anything. Inside, the lighting was dim and warm. A few other people sat scattered at tables near the back. We took a booth along the wall. Tyler slid in first, Brooke next to him, and I sat across from them.

The server came over and we ordered drinks. Brooke asked for a vodka soda and Tyler got a beer and I said I'd have the same. Brooke pulled off her jacket and draped it over the back of the booth, then settled in with her arms reaching over the table.

"I can't believe you've never been here," Tyler said to her.

"I don't think I have," she said. "Have we?" She looked at me.

“I don’t know. Maybe once," I said. "A while ago."

"I don't remember," she said.

"It's easy to miss," Tyler said. "But it's solid. Good drinks, not too loud. Perfect for post-film debriefs.

"I like it," Brooke said, looking around. Her gaze moved over the bar, the shelves of bottles behind it, the chalkboard menu on the wall.

Tyler leaned back against the booth and stretched one arm along the top of the seat behind Brooke. She didn't move away or seem to notice. She was scrolling through her phone, her other hand resting on the table near her setting.

"Did Sarah ever text you back?" Tyler asked her.

"Yeah, finally," Brooke said, not looking up but rolling her eyes. "She said she's in for next weekend."

"I wasn't sure if she'd flake again."

"She probably will," Brooke said, smiling. "But at least she responded."

"Fair."

The server returned with our drinks. Brooke put her phone away and picked up her glass, taking a sip. Tyler lifted his beer and took a long drink, then set it back down and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

"So what's this plan for next weekend?" I asked.

“Everybody for dinner," Brooke said. "That place Sarah keeps talking about. The one with the rooftop."

"She's been talking about it for months," Tyler said. "Figured we have to go."

"You organized it?" I asked.

"Kind of," he said. "Brooke helped."

Brooke reached over and nudged his arm with her hand. "You did most of it."

"Team effort," he said, grinning.

She left her hand on his arm for a second before pulling it back to pick up her drink again. Tyler shifted and his knee bumped against hers under the table. Neither of them drew attention to it.

"How many people are going?" I asked.

"Maybe eight," Brooke said. "Sarah, obviously. And Jason and Amanda. A couple others."

"Sounds good," I said.

Tyler started telling a story about the last time he'd been to that restaurant, something about a waiter who'd spilled an entire tray of drinks on another table. Brooke laughed and leaned in closer, her shoulder pressing against his as she listened. He gestured with his hands as he talked, animated and relaxed, and she watched him with her chin resting on her hand.

"No way," she said. "What did they do?"

"They just comped the whole meal," Tyler said. "The manager came out and apologized like ten times."

"That's insane," she said.

"It was a mess," he said. "But pretty funny."

She laughed again and took another sip of her drink. I drank my beer and watched the bartender wipe down the counter across the room. A couple came in through the front door and took seats at the bar, shaking off the cold.

"You're coming, right?" Brooke asked me.

"To dinner?" I said. "Yeah, of course. You don’t have to ask.”

"Good," she said. She turned back to Tyler. "He's been working too much lately. I barely see him."

"That's gotta be rough," Tyler said, looking at me. "When does it let up?"

"Probably another week or two," I said.

"That's not too bad," he said.

Brooke finished her drink and set the empty glass down, then flagged the server and ordered another. Tyler was halfway through his beer and I was almost done with mine. The music in the bar was low, something acoustic and easy to ignore.

"Are you still going to that gym?" Brooke asked Tyler.

"Yeah," he said. “Few times a week."

"Is it helping?"

"I think so. I feel better, anyway."

“Good."

She shifted in the booth and crossed her legs. Her knee pressed against his thigh but she didn't pull away. Tyler glanced down briefly, then back up at her face. He was still grinning.

"You should come sometime," he said.

"To the gym?"

"Yeah. They have couples classes." He looked at me. “Don’t worry, nobody checks.”

"Maybe," she said. "I'm terrible at that stuff though.”

"You'd be fine," he said.

"I don't know," she said, but she was grinning.

The server brought Brooke's second drink and asked if we needed anything else. We all said no. Brooke picked up the new glass and sipped it, then set it down and traced the rim with her finger.

“So what are you doing tomorrow?" Tyler asked her.

"Nothing, I think," she said. "Why?"

"I was going to check out a bookstore on Fifth. It just opened."

"Oh yeah? I've been wanting to go there."

“You want to come with me?”

"Sure," she said. She glanced at me. "You’re working tomorrow, right?”

"Yeah," I said. "All day."

"Okay," she said, turning back to Tyler. "What time are you going to pick me up?”

"Afternoon," he said. "I'll text you."

"Sounds good."

She leaned back against the booth.Tyler's arm was still stretched along the top behind her. His fingers tapped lightly against the vinyl. Brooke pulled her phone out again and checked something, then put it away.

"I need to figure out what to get my mom for her birthday," she said to no one in particular.

"When is it?" Tyler asked.

"Two weeks."

"What does she like?"

"I don't know. Books, maybe. Candles."

"The bookstore tomorrow then," he said. "Kill two birds."

"That's true," she said. "Good idea."

I finished my beer. Brooke was playing with a napkin on the table, folding it into smaller and smaller squares. Tyler watched her hands for a moment, then looked up at me.

"You want another?" he asked.

"I'm good," I said.

"Brooke?"

"I'm okay," she said.

He nodded and finished his own beer, then pushed the empty glass toward the center of the table. The couple at the bar was laughing out loud about something, and the bartender was pouring wine into two glasses. Outside the window near our booth, a bus went by and someone ran to catch it at the next stop.

“So how long have you two been living together now?" Tyler asked, looking between us.

"About a year," Brooke said. She looked at me and screwed up her face.

"Year and a half," I said.

"Right," she said. "Year and a half."

"That's cool," Tyler said. "You like it?"

"Yeah," Brooke said. "It's good. Living together you mean? Or having a relationship?”

He snorted looking down at this empty drink .  "Nice place?"

"It's fine," she said. “Bit small, but it works."

Tyler nodded. "I need to get out of my place. The lease is up in a few months."

"Where you gonna go?" Brooke asked.

"No idea," he said. "Maybe closer to downtown."

“Gets more expensive."

"Probably. But less travel time getting to where you wanna go.”

She shifted again and her hand brushed against his on the table. She left it there, fingers touching his knuckles. He didn't pull away. I looked at the bar again and then back at them. Neither of them was looking at me and I watched her fingertips graze his knuckles.

"We should probably get dinner soon," Brooke said. "I'm getting hungry."

"Yeah," Tyler said. "Where do you want to go?"

"I don't care. Somewhere close."

"There's that place around the corner," he said.

"Perfect."

She picked up her glass and finished the rest of her drink in two long sips, then set it down and wiped her mouth with her fingers. Tyler stood first and stretched, then stepped out of the booth to let Brooke out. She grabbed her jacket and put it on, and I slid out from my side and stood up.

There was a party at Jason and Amanda's place, a second-floor apartment with an open layout and too many people for the small space. Music played from a speaker in the corner, something with a heavy beat that made conversation too hard. I stood near the kitchen island with a beer in my hand, listening to someone named Mike talk about a camping trip he'd taken last month.

I was increasingly annoyed about everything.

"The weather was perfect," Mike said. "Not too hot, not too cold."

"That's great," I said.

"Yeah, we lucked out."

Across the room, Brooke and Tyler came down on the couch near the window. She was leaning into him, her legs tucked under her, and he had one arm stretched along the back of the couch behind her shoulders. They were talking close enough that their heads nearly touched. Someone walked past and blocked my view for a moment, then moved on.

"You ever been up to that area?" Mike asked.

"No," I said. "I haven't."

"You should check it out. Great trails."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Amanda came over and refilled her wine glass from a bottle on the counter. She asked Mike how work was going and he launched into something about a deadline. I nodded when it seemed appropriate and took a drink from my beer. The apartment was warm, too many bodies in a small space, and someone opened a window but it didn't help much.

Brooke laughed at something Tyler said. Her hand was on his arm now, fingers curled around his forearm. He leaned in closer and said something else and she tilted her head back, still laughing. Someone near them stood up and moved toward the kitchen, and I saw Brooke shift even closer to Tyler, her body angling toward him.

"Cole, right?" Amanda asked.

I looked at her. "Yeah?”

"You want another beer? We've got plenty."

"I'm good for now," I said.

“You let me know," she said, and walked off toward the living room with her wine.

Mike was still talking, something about permits and ranger stations. I watched Brooke over his shoulder. She and Tyler were quieter now, faces close together. Tyler's hand moved from the back of the couch to her shoulder, fingers resting there. She didn't pull away. Her hand slid from his arm to his chest, just resting there too. They looked close. They looked almost like a couple if you didn’t know.

"Anyway," Mike said, "if you ever want recommendations, let me know."

“Yeah thanks," I said.

He wandered off toward the snack table but I stayed where I was. A group of people near the speaker were debating what song to play next, and someone changed it to something slower. The volume dropped and conversations got a little easier to hear. I moved a few steps to the left, leaning against the counter where I could see the couch more clearly.

Tyler said something and Brooke smiled. Then she leaned in and kissed him. And it wasn't quick this time. Her hand stayed on his chest and his hand moved to the side of her face, thumb against her cheek. The kiss lasted five seconds, maybe longer. When she pulled back her lips were parted and she was grinning crookedly. Tyler's hand dropped to her neck, fingertips brushing against her collarbone.

Jason walked past me toward the fridge and grabbed a beer. "You doing okay?" he asked.

“Oh yeah," I said.

"Good. Help yourself to anything."

"Thanks."

He popped the cap off his beer and headed back toward a group near the balcony door. I looked at the couch again. Brooke was saying something to Tyler, her mouth close to his ear. He nodded and his hand moved down her arm, slowly, until it rested on her waist. She shifted closer and they kissed again, even longer this time. Her hand slid up to his shoulder and his other hand came up to her face again, holding her there.

Someone bumped into me from behind, apologizing as they squeezed past to get to the kitchen. It was very crowded. I stepped to the side and leaned against the wall instead. The music changed again, something with a faster tempo. A woman I didn't know was talking to Amanda near the snack table, gesturing with her hands as she told a story. Amanda laughed and poured more wine into both of their glasses.

I saw Brooke's fingers curl into Tyler's shirt. Their mouths moved against each other again, unhurried this time, unconcerned, unhidden to anyone. His hand was still on her waist, holding her, and she pressed closer until there was no space between them at all. No one near the couch was paying attention. A couple was talking by the window, and another guy was scrolling through his phone in the chair next to the couch, completely oblivious.

"Hey man," someone said next to me.

I turned. It was a guy I'd met once before, one of Jason's friends. His name was either Chris or Craig, I couldn't remember.

"How's it going?" he asked.

"Good," I said.

"Cool. You know a lot of people here?"

“Just a few."

"Yeah, same. Jason throws good parties though."

"Yeah."

He grabbed a beer from the counter and opened it, then started talking about a concert he'd gone to last week. I nodded along and drank from my beer, keeping my eyes on him but my attention somewhere else. Brooke and Tyler had pulled apart but they were still close, foreheads nearly touching. She was smiling and saying something and he was smiling back. It was a very animated, if very private conversation.

"You ever seen them live?" Chris or Craig asked.

"No," I said.

"They're great. Really high energy."

"That's cool."

Then Brooke kissed Tyler again, her hand moving to the back of his neck. This one was slower, deeper. His hand slid from her waist to her hip and stayed there, fingers pressing into the fabric of her jeans. She made a small sound, barely audible over the music, but I caught it. Or thought I did. My mind was filing in things.

She told me he was “just an old friend,” and laughed when I asked if there was anything between them. “My and Tyler?” she laughed harder. “As if!”

What I couldn’t believe more than the kissing was how they were doing it in the open at a party full of her friends. Was I seeing it for real?

"Anyway," the guy next to me said, "I'd definitely recommend checking them out if you get a chance."

"I will," I said.

He clapped me on the shoulder and walked off toward the balcony. I stayed where I was. Amanda walked past with the wine bottle, offering refills to people in the living room. Someone turned the music up again and a few people looked over but no one turned it back down.

From across the whole place I saw Tyler's hand move up Brooke's side, slow and careful. She arched into him slightly, her body responding to him. They kissed again and this time it went on long enough that I nearly went over. Her hand was in his hair now, fingers tangling there, and his other hand came up to her face, thumb stroking her jaw during the kiss. How was that “just friends”?

When they finally pulled apart, Brooke glanced around the room. Her eyes passed over me without stopping, without any sign of recognition. She turned back to Tyler and said something, and he laughed quietly. His hand was still on her hip.

Jason walked over and asked if I wanted to step outside for some air. I said sure and followed him toward the balcony. A few people were out there already, leaning against the railing and talking. The air was cold and damp, and it felt good after the heat inside. Jason lit a cigarette and offered me one but I shook my head.

"Good turnout tonight," he said.

"Yeah," I said.

"Amanda was worried no one would show up."

"Looks like plenty did."

He nodded and exhaled smoke. Through the glass door I could see into the living room. Brooke and Tyler were still on the couch. She was sitting sideways now, legs draped over his lap. His hand was resting on her thigh. They were talking with excitement and closeness, faces right there, and then she leaned in and kissed him again, quick this time, just a brief press of lips, but easy and natural like it was something they did all the time. Which, if tonight was any indication, seemed to be exactly the case.

"You good?" Jason asked.

I looked at him. "Yeah, why?"

"Just checking. You seemed kind of quiet in there."

"I'm fine," I said.

"Cool."

He finished his cigarette and flicked it over the railing, then headed back inside. I stayed out there a little longer, watching through the glass. Brooke laughed at something Tyler said, her whole body shaking with it. His hand squeezed her thigh and she put her hand over his, lacing their fingers together.

I get how it is when you haven’t seen someone for a long time. I didn’t expect Brooke to have an empty past. I know how “old friend” can be very affectionate and even physical with each other. But the kissing and touching was starting to look over the line to me.

We left around midnight. The party was still going strong but Brooke said she was tired and wanted to head out. Tyler said he was leaving too, his place was in the same direction, and we all walked out together. The night air was sharp and cold, and the street was quiet except for cars passing in the distance.

Brooke pulled her jacket tighter and tucked her hands into her pockets. Tyler walked next to her and I was a step behind, close enough to hear them talk but still separate somehow. The sidewalk was uneven and cracked in places, and streetlights pooled yellow light every twenty feet or so.

"That was pretty fun," Brooke said.

"Yeah," Tyler said. "Jason knows how to throw a party."

"Amanda was stressed about it earlier."

"She always is."

Brooke laughed. “Very true."

They walked in step, shoulders touching. I kept my hands in my pockets and watched the sidewalk in front of me. A dog barked somewhere a few streets over, a breeze moved through the trees lining the curb.

"You cold?" Tyler asked her.

"A little, yeah,” Brooke said.

"Should've brought a warmer jacket."

"I know. I didn't think it'd get this cold."

He shifted closer and bumped her shoulder with his. She bumped him back and laughed, looking up at him. They kept walking like that, easy and comfortable, like good friends.

We reached an intersection and waited for the light to change. A taxi drove past, headlights sweeping across us. Brooke pulled out her phone and checked something, the screen lighting up her face. Tyler looked at his own phone, then put it away. The light turned green and we crossed.

"I'm so starving," Brooke said.

"You didn't eat at the party?" Tyler asked.

"I had some chips. That's about it."

"There's a diner a few blocks from here," he said. "Opens late."

"I don't know if I want to walk that far," she said.

"It's not that far."

"Still."

She nudged him with her elbow and he grinned. They turned the corner onto a quieter street, narrower than the last one, with older buildings and fewer lights. I followed a few steps behind. A cat darted across the road and disappeared into an alley.

Halfway down the block, Brooke and Tyler stopped under a streetlight. She was laughing at something he'd said, something I didn't catch. He turned toward her and she turned toward him and they stood facing each other. I kept walking and then slowed, stopping near a parked car a little ways ahead.

Tyler's hands went to her waist and rested there lightly. Brooke's hands came up to his chest and she was still smiling, looking up at him. He said something else, quieter now, and she laughed again, softer this time. Then she pushed up on her toes and kissed him.

His hands tightened on her waist, pulling her closer. Her arms slid up around his neck and her body pressed against his. The kiss wasn't quick. It went on, their mouths moving together, unhurried. His hands moved from her waist to her lower back, one hand slipping just under the hem of her jacket. Her fingers curled into his hair.

I stood next to the parked car and watched this. The streetlight above them cast everything in sharp relief, their shadows long on the pavement. A window lit up in one of the buildings across the street, and someone moved past it, just a silhouette.

Brooke's head tilted back and the angle of the kiss changed. Tyler's hand moved up her back, pulling her closer, and she made a small sound that carried to me in the quiet. His other hand stayed on her lower back, fingers splayed wide.

They pulled apart slowly, her hands sliding down from his neck to his chest. She said something and he laughed, and then she kissed him again, quick and light this time. His hands stayed where they were, holding her.

I started walking back, closing the distance between us. I made my footsteps loud on the sidewalk and they both turned to look at me. Brooke stepped back from Tyler, her hands dropping to her sides. Tyler's hands left her waist slowly and he put them in his pockets.

“You guys coming?” I asked.

"Yeah," Brooke said. “Just haven’t seen this guy in like forever.”

“We were always like this back in the day, don’t worry about it,” Tyler said privately to me.

“I’m not worried.”

He threw his arm around my shoulder. “I’m really glad Brooke has you, you’re so good for her,” he said. “Keep her steady.”

“Meaning?”

Brooke was walking quietly beside us with her face down. I was unsure if she heard us talking at all.

“Wild child,” Tyler said in a grinning growl under his breath. “Can’t say I was a good influence either.”

“You guys were together?”

“She never told you?”

“We don’t have to tell each other everything,” Brooke said to him with a rolling of her eyes. 

Her voice was normal, easy, like nothing had happened.

“Anyway, I got no designs, just so you know. Been through that town already.” He laughed and slapped my back too hard.

We started walking again, the three of us together now. Brooke was in the middle and Tyler was on her other side.

"What time is it?" she asked.

"Just after midnight," Tyler said.

"I'm going to be so tired tomorrow."

"You'll be fine."

"I have to be up early."

"How early?"

"Like seven."

"That's not that early," he said.

"It is for a Saturday," she said.

He laughed and she put her phone away. We walked past a closed laundromat, the windows dark and covered with metal grates. A bus stop bench sat empty under a flickering streetlight.

"Where you parked?" Brooke asked Tyler.

"Next block," he said.

"We're the opposite direction," she said.

We reached another intersection and stopped. The light was red and no cars were coming but we waited anyway. Brooke shifted her weight from one foot to the other and yawned. Tyler glanced at her and smiled.

"You weren’t just saying you were tired," he said.

"Told you," she said with a shake of her hair.

The light changed and we crossed. On the other side, Tyler stopped and turned to us.

"I'm this way," he said, pointing left.

"Okay," Brooke said.

“It was really great getting caught up with you tonight,” he said with that grin again.

"Yeah, it was fun," she said.

He looked at me. "Good seeing you too, man."

"You too," I said.

“Look after this one for me,” he said.

Brooke stepped forward and hugged him, her arms going around his waist. He hugged her back, one hand sliding up her upper back, the other at her waist. The hug lasted a few seconds and when she pulled back his hand lingered on her side.

"Text me tomorrow," she said.

"I will," he said.

She stepped back and stood next to me, leaning into me. Tyler gave us a small wave and turned left. We stood for a moment longer, watching him go. Brooke pulled her jacket tighter again and started walking in the opposite direction and I turned and followed, more questions on my mind.

The street was quieter. Our footsteps echoed. Brooke didn't say anything and neither did I. She kept her hands in her pockets and her eyes on the sidewalk.

A few blocks later we reached our building. Brooke unlocked the front door and we walked up the stairs to the second floor. Inside the apartment, she dropped her keys on the table by the door and kicked off her shoes. I did the same.

"I'm going to bed," she said.

"Okay," I said.

She walked down the hall toward the bedroom and I went to the kitchen. I poured myself a glass of water and drank it slowly, looking out the window at the street below. A car drove past, headlights sweeping across the glass.

When I went to the bedroom, Brooke was already under the covers, her back to the door. I got undressed and slid in next to her. She didn't move or say anything. I stared at the ceiling for a while, listening to her breathing, and eventually I fell asleep. It was not the time to dredge things up.

The following Saturday we ended up at Sarah's place for a game night that turned into just people sitting around drinking. Sarah had invited maybe a dozen people and most of them showed up. The apartment was  even smaller than Jason and Amanda's, with a living room that opened into a tiny kitchen and a hallway that led to the bedroom and bathroom.

I was standing near the kitchen talking to a guy named Derek who worked with Sarah. He was telling me about a camping trip he was planning for next month, asking if I knew anything about the area he was looking at. I didn't but I nodded along anyway.

"The reviews online are mixed," Derek said. "Some people say it's great, others say it's too crowded."

"That's always the risk," I said.

"Yeah, exactly."

Across the room, Brooke and Tyler were on the couch again, against the far wall. There were other people nearby, a couple sitting in chairs to the left and someone standing by the bookshelf to the right, but the couch was positioned in a way that made it partially tucked into the corner. Brooke was sitting close to Tyler, her body angled toward him, and his arm was stretched along the back of the couch behind her shoulders.

"You ever been camping around here?" Derek asked.

"Not really," I said. "Once or twice, but it's been a while."

"I need to get out more," he said. "I spend too much time inside."

"Yeah me too.”

“Can drive a guy crazy,” he said, looking over his shoulder trying to divine where my eyes were fixed.

I took a drink from my beer and looked over at the couch again. Tyler's hand had moved from the back of the couch to Brooke's shoulder, resting there. She was laughing at something he'd said, her hand on his knee, not moving, just resting there.

Derek kept talking about trails and permits and what kind of tent he was thinking about buying. I responded, but my attention kept drifting.

Sarah came over and asked if we needed anything. Derek said he was good and I said the same. She refilled her own glass and headed back toward the kitchen. Music was playing from a speaker on the shelf, something low and easy to ignore.

Tyler leaned in closer to Brooke and said something near her ear. She smiled and turned her head toward him. Their faces were close enough that they could've kissed but they didn't. His hand slid down from her shoulder to her waist, fingers curling against her side. She shifted, pressing into him.

"So what do you think?" Derek asked, tearing his eyes off the drama on the couch that was so captivating to me.

I looked at him. "About what?"

"The campsite. Worth checking out?"

"Oh. Yeah, probably."

"Cool. I'll look into it more."

Someone turned the music up. A woman I didn't know walked past us toward the bathroom, her phone pressed to her ear. Derek started talking about something else, some restaurant he'd tried recently that he thought was overrated.

Brooke's hand moved higher on Tyler's thigh, fingers spreading. His hand stayed at her waist but his thumb moved in small circles against her side, just visible through the fabric of her shirt. She leaned her head back against the couch and said something to him, and he leaned down to hear her better. His hand slid around to her lower back.

"Have you been there?" Derek asked.

"Where?" I said.

"The restaurant. The one I was just talking about."

"No, I haven't."

"Don't bother. Overpriced."

"Good to know."

Tyler's other hand moved to Brooke's thigh, resting there just above her knee. She didn't react, just kept talking to him, her voice too low for me to hear over the music and the conversations around us. His hand stayed where it was for a moment, then slid higher, fingers pressing into the fabric of her skirt.

The couple in the chairs near the couch got up and walked toward the kitchen, leaving that side of the room more open. I could see Brooke and Tyler more clearly now. His hand was halfway up her thigh, and her head was tilted back against the couch cushion. Her eyes were half-closed and she was smiling.

"You okay?" Derek asked.

"Yeah," I said. "Why?"

"You seem distracted."

“Pretty tired," I said.

"Yeah, me too. I should probably head out soon."

"Yeah."

Tyler's hand moved higher, and Brooke's fingers tightened on his knee. His other hand slid from her lower back to her hip, pulling her closer. She turned her face toward him and they were close enough that I thought they might kiss again, but instead she just said something and he laughed quietly. They were mostly enshrouded in dark in that far corner.

Sarah came back over with a bag of chips and offered them to us. Derek took a handful and I shook my head. She set the bag on the counter and asked if we were having a good time. Derek said yeah, great party. I said the same.

She walked off again, and Derek ate his chips and started talking about work. I half-listened, my eyes drifting back to the couch. Tyler's hand was still on Brooke's thigh, higher now, his fingers pressing into the inside of her leg. Her hand had moved from his knee to his chest, and she was leaning into him, their bodies flush together.

The guy standing by the bookshelf moved away and walked into the kitchen, leaving the couch even more isolated. Brooke's head fell back against Tyler's shoulder and his hand on her hip tightened. She said something and he leaned down, his mouth close to her ear. Whatever he said made her laugh softly, and her hand slid up his chest to his shoulder.

Derek finished his beer and set the empty bottle on the counter. "I think I'm going to take off," he said.

"Alright," I said.

"Good talking to you."

"You too."

He walked toward the door and said goodbye to Sarah on his way out. I stayed where I was, leaning against the counter. The music shifted to something with a heavier beat and a few people near the speaker started moving to it, not quite dancing but swaying.

Tyler's hand slid further up Brooke's thigh and she shifted, spreading her legs slightly. His fingers pressed into the fabric and she tilted her head to the side, exposing her neck. His mouth was close to her skin but he didn't kiss her, just stayed there, breathing against her.

Someone walked past me toward the bathroom and I moved out of the way. When I looked back at the couch, Brooke's hand was in Tyler's hair, fingers tangled there. His hand on her thigh had moved even higher, and his other hand was under her shirt now, visible only as a shape beneath the fabric, resting against her ribs.

Sarah came over again and asked if I wanted another beer. I said sure and she grabbed one from the fridge, handing it to me. She leaned against the counter next to me and looked around the room.

"This turned out better than I thought," she said.

"Yeah, it's good," I said.

"Brooke and Tyler seem cozy," she said, nodding toward the couch.

I didn't say anything.

"They're cute together," she added.

I opened my beer and took a long drink. Sarah pushed off the counter and walked back toward the living room, stopping to talk to someone near the speaker. I stayed in the kitchen.

Tyler's hand moved on Brooke's thigh, sliding down slightly and then back up, a slow deliberate motion. She pressed closer to him and her hand tightened in his hair. His mouth moved to her neck and this time he did kiss her, just below her ear. Her eyes closed and her lips parted.

The couple who'd been sitting in the chairs earlier came back into the living room and sat down again, facing the couch, talking to each other. No one else seemed to notice or care what was happening in the corner.

Brooke's hand slid down from Tyler's hair to his chest, then lower, resting on his stomach. His hand under her shirt moved higher and I saw the fabric shift as his fingers spread against her skin. She turned her face toward him and they kissed, slow and deep. His hand on her thigh gripped tighter and she made a small sound that I thought I could heard over the music, but that would be impossible.

When they pulled apart she was breathing harder, her chest rising and falling. Tyler's hands stayed where they were, one under her shirt and one on her thigh. She said something and he nodded, then kissed her again, quicker this time.

I finished my beer and set the bottle down, then walked toward the bathroom. The hallway was narrow and dim, and I could hear someone talking with distress on the phone in the bedroom. I went into the bathroom and closed the door, standing there for a moment before turning on the faucet and splashing water on my face.

When I came back out, Brooke and Tyler were still on the couch, still close, his hands still on her. She was laughing at something and he was smiling, relaxed and easy. I walked back to the kitchen and grabbed another beer even though I didn't really want one.

We left Sarah's place around one in the morning. Tyler had driven and offered to drop us off on his way home. Brooke said that'd be great and I didn't object. The three of us walked down to the street where his car was parked, a dark sedan with tinted windows.

"I'll sit in back," Brooke said. "I'm tired."

Tyler unlocked the doors and she climbed into the backseat. I got in front and Tyler slid into the driver's seat, starting the engine. The interior was warm and the radio came on, playing something quiet and instrumental.

"Where to?" Tyler asked, looking at me.

"Just our place," I said. "Same as usual."

"Got it."

He pulled out onto the street and started driving. The roads were mostly empty, just a few cars here and there. Streetlights passed overhead in steady intervals, casting moving shadows through the car.

"You can change the music if you want," Tyler said.

"It's fine," I said.

Brooke shifted in the backseat and I heard the seatbelt click. In the rearview mirror I could see her settling in, leaning against the door. Tyler glanced up at the mirror and then back at the road.

"Good party," he said.

"Yeah," Brooke said from the back. "Sarah always does a good one.”

"Better than last time," Tyler said.

"Way better."

We stopped at a red light and Tyler drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. The car idled quietly and the music continued. The light turned green and we moved forward.

"You work tomorrow?" Tyler asked me.

"No," I said. "Day off."

"Nice."

"You?"

"Yeah, unfortunately."

Brooke leaned forward between the seats, her hand resting on Tyler's shoulder. "What time do you have to be in?"

"Nine," he said.

"That's not too bad."

"Still early for a Sunday."

She laughed and her hand slid down his arm slightly before pulling back. She settled into the backseat again and I heard her move, the leather creaking. In the mirror I saw Tyler glance back at her.

"You going to be good back there?" he asked.

"Yeah," she said. "Just getting comfortable."

We turned onto a wider street with fewer lights. The buildings here were taller, blocking out some of the glow from the city. Tyler switched lanes and accelerated.

“But can you turn the heat down?" Brooke asked.

"Yeah," Tyler said, reaching for the controls. He adjusted it and warm air stopped blowing from the vents.

"Thanks."

I heard her move again, and when I glanced at the mirror I saw her sitting in the middle of the backseat now instead of against the door. Tyler's eyes flicked up to the mirror and stayed there for a moment before returning to the road.

"Do you know the best way to get there from here?" I asked.

"I think so," Tyler said. "Just stay on this for a while, then cut over, right?"

"Yeah, that works."

Brooke leaned forward again, this time further, her hand reaching for the back of Tyler's seat. "Can I change the music?"

"Go ahead," he said.

She reached between the seats and touched the screen on the dashboard, scrolling through options. Her other hand stayed on the back of his seat, close to his shoulder. She picked something with a slower tempo, more bass, and settled back.

"Better?" Tyler asked.

"Yeah," she said. "I like this."

Her voice sounded different, softer and a little breathless. I looked out the window at the buildings passing by. We drove past a closed gas station and a laundromat with flickering lights.

In the mirror I saw Tyler's hand leave the steering wheel and reach back toward the backseat. Brooke shifted forward again and his hand found her arm, fingers curling around it. He pulled gently and she moved closer, leaning further between the seats.

"Come here," he said quietly.

She didn't answer but she moved, sliding forward until she was pressed against the gap between the front seats. Tyler's hand moved from her arm to her waist, pulling her even closer. She braced one hand on the center console and the other on the back of his seat.

"Tyler," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Yeah?"

"You're driving."

"I know."

He grinned over at me. “You don’t know her like this, do you?”

“Like what?”

He twisted around in his seat. “He doesn’t really know you, does he.”

She said nothing. His hand tightened on her waist and he pulled her closer still. She was halfway between the seats now, her body stretched forward. His hand slid up her side slowly and she made a small sound.

"Take a left up here," I said.

"Got it," Tyler said, his voice steady. “You want to see it but you don’t, am I right?”

I cleared my throat and pretended I didn’t hear him.

He turned left and his hand stayed on Brooke's side, fingers pressing into her ribs. She shifted and her breathing got heavier. I could hear it over the music. Tyler's other hand stayed on the wheel, guiding the car smoothly through the turn.

Brooke's hand moved from the center console to Tyler's shoulder, gripping it. His hand slid higher, brushing against the side of her chest. She gasped softly and leaned further forward, her face close to his neck.

“Tyler,” I heard her say with breath.

"How much further?" Tyler asked.

"Maybe ten minutes," I said.

"Okay then.”

I swallowed hard, my eyes pressing forward.

His hand moved again, down from her ribs to her hip. He gripped her there and pulled, repositioning her. She was pressed tight against the gap now, her body arched forward. His fingers dug into her hip and she shifted, her legs moving in the backseat.

"Tyler," she said again, even breathier this time.

"What, baby?”

"Nothing,” she said and she chuckled in a caught way.

She didn't pull away. His hand moved from her hip to her thigh, squeezing. She made another sound, quieter, and her hand slid from his shoulder to his chest. Tyler glanced up at the mirror again and I looked away, focusing on the street ahead.

We passed a park on the right, empty and dark. A single streetlight illuminated a bench and part of the sidewalk. Tyler's hand moved on Brooke's thigh, sliding higher. She pressed closer to him and her breathing got even heavier.

"Is the heat okay back there now?" Tyler asked.

"Yeah," Brooke said, her voice strained.

"You sure?"

"Yeah!”

“You sure you guys live together?” he said to me.

“What do you mean?”

He just chuckled.  His hand moved again, repositioning her leg. She shifted in response and her body pressed harder against the console. Tyler's hand slid around to the inside of her thigh and she gasped, louder this time.

"Right or left up here?" Tyler asked me.

"Right," I said.

He turned right and his hand stayed where it was, fingers pressing into her thigh. Brooke's hand tightened on his chest and she tilted her head back. I could see her face in the mirror, flushed and tense.

We drove past a row of shops, all closed for the night. The music continued, filling the silence. Tyler's hand moved higher on Brooke's thigh and she shifted again, her hips rolling slightly. His fingers pressed harder and she made a sound that was almost a whimper.

"Almost there," I said.

“That’s good, right?” Tyler said and he snickered. “She can’t help it, just so you know.”

Brooke pulled back slightly, sliding away from the gap between the seats. Tyler's hand left her thigh and returned to the steering wheel. She settled into the backseat again, breathing hard. I heard her adjust her clothing, the fabric rustling.

"You going to be okay back there?" Tyler asked.

“I’m fine."

Her voice was still breathless though, unsteady. Tyler glanced at the mirror again and smiled. We turned onto our street and he slowed down, looking for the building.

"Right here," I said, pointing.

He pulled over and put the car in park. The engine idled but the music kept playing. Brooke didn't move right away. She sat in the backseat, still breathing hard, her hand on her chest.

"Thanks for the ride," I said, opening the door.

“Oh, no problem," Tyler said.

I stepped out onto the sidewalk and closed the door. Brooke opened the back door and climbed out, her legs unsteady. She held onto the door frame for a moment before stepping fully onto the sidewalk. Tyler leaned over and looked at her through the open door.

"See you soon," he said.

"Yeah," she said. "See you."

She closed the door and Tyler pulled away from the curb, driving off down the street. We stood there for a moment, watching the taillights disappear. Then Brooke turned and walked toward the building entrance. I followed her inside and up the stairs to our apartment.

I waited for her to say something but she never did.

A week later Tyler invited us over to his place to watch a fight on pay-per-view. His roommate was out of town and he said was having some friends over. Brooke said we should go and I didn’t feel I had much of a choice. We showed up around eight with a six-pack of beer.

Tyler's place was a two-bedroom on the third floor of an older building. The living room was small with a couch facing a TV mounted on the wall, and the kitchen was just an alcove with a counter separating it from the rest of the space. When we arrived, two of Tyler's friends from work were already there, sitting on the couch with beers in their hands.

"Hey," Tyler said, opening the door wider. "Come in."

We walked in and he took the beer from me, heading to the kitchen to put it in the fridge. Brooke said hi to the guys on the couch and they nodded back like they all knew each other. One of them was named Matt and the other was Ryan.

"Fight starts in like twenty minutes," Matt said.

"Perfect timing," Brooke said.

She sat down in the armchair near the window and I took the spot on the couch next to Ryan. Tyler came back from the kitchen with three beers and handed them out, keeping one for himself. He sat on the arm of Brooke's chair and she shifted to make room.

"You guys want anything else?" Tyler asked. "I've got chips, some other stuff."

"I'm good," Matt said.

"Me too," Ryan said.

"We're all fine," Brooke said with a grinning sneer.

The pre-fight coverage was on, commentators talking over footage of previous matches. Matt and Ryan were discussing the odds, who they thought would win. Tyler joined in and Brooke listened, sipping her beer.

Matt's phone rang and he went to the hallway to take it. Ryan checked his own phone and then stood as well.

"I've actually got to head out," Ryan said.

"You're going to miss it," Tyler said.

"I know, but I can't stay. I'll catch the highlights."

"Alright man," Tyler said, standing to walk him to the door.

Ryan left and Matt came back from the hallway, pocketing his phone.

"I've got to go too," Matt said. "Something came up."

"Seriously?" Tyler said.

"Yeah, sorry. Next time."

Matt grabbed his jacket and left. Tyler closed the door behind him and turned back to the living room.

"Guess it's just us," he said.

"More beer for us," Brooke said.

Tyler laughed and sat down on the couch where Matt had been. Brooke got up from the armchair and sat next to him, closer than necessary I thought. I stayed where I was on the other end of the couch. Tyler put his arm along the back of the couch behind Brooke and she leaned into him.

The fight started a few minutes later. The commentators stopped talking and the camera focused on the ring. Music was playing in the background, something with a heavy beat that matched the energy of the crowd on screen. Tyler turned up the volume.

Brooke shifted closer to Tyler, her leg pressing against his. His hand dropped from the back of the couch to her shoulder, then slid down to her waist behind her. She tilted her head toward him and said something I couldn't hear over the TV. He nodded and his hand tightened on her waist.

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through nothing in particular, keeping my eyes on the screen but not really watching. The fighters were circling each other in the ring, waiting for an opening.

Brooke moved again, turning her body toward Tyler. His hand slid from her waist to her hip and he pulled her closer. She put her hand on his chest and leaned in, her mouth close to his ear. He said something back and she laughed quietly, patting his chest with her open hand.

The fight continued on screen but I wasn't paying attention. I glanced over and saw Brooke shift again, this time swinging her leg over Tyler's lap. She was straddling him now, facing him, her hands on his shoulders. His hands went to her hips, gripping tight.

“You’re cool, right?” Tyler said to me over her shoulder.

“I don’t really know,” I said with a nervous chuckle.

‘Brookie gets like this sometimes, you know that.”

I nodded.

“Just watch the fight, man,” he said. “She’s just into things like this.”

She started moving on him with a slow rolling motion of her hips against his. Tyler's head fell back against the couch and his hands tightened. Brooke leaned forward and kissed his neck, her mouth moving against his skin. The movement of her hips didn't stop, steady and rhythmic.

I looked back at my phone, scrolling through Reddits. On the TV, one of the fighters landed a punch and the crowd roared. The music was still playing, louder now, filling the apartment.

I looked over.

“Just watch the fight, man, don’t bother,” Tyler said as though privately to me. He closed his eyes and shook his head at me.

Brooke's breathing got heavier. I could hear it even over the noise from the TV. Tyler's hands moved from her hips to her lower back, pulling her tighter against him. She ground down harder and he made a low sound in his throat.

"You want another beer?" Tyler asked, his voice rough.

It took me a second to realize he was talking to me.

"I'm good," I said, not looking up from my phone.

“Baby?” he said low and privately into her hair.

"No," she said, breathless. "I'm good.”

She kept moving, her hips rolling in steady waves. Tyler's hands slid under her shirt, palms flat against her bare skin. She arched her back and pressed down harder. The rhythm picked up, faster now, more urgent.

I set my phone down on the couch next to me and stared at the TV. The fighters were locked together in the center of the ring, exchanging blows. The commentators were shouting but I couldn't make out the words over the music and Brooke's breathing.

Tyler's hands moved higher under her shirt, and Brooke gasped. Her hips moved faster, grinding against him with more force. He pulled her down hard and she made a sound that was almost a moan. Her hands slid from his shoulders to his hair, fingers tangling there.

I turned to them.

“You don’t want to,” Tyler said not even looking at me, but knowing I was glancing over.

The couch shifted with their movement, a faint creaking sound beneath the music. Brooke's head fell forward and her forehead pressed against Tyler's. Their mouths were close, almost touching, but they didn't kiss. They just stayed like that, breathing the same air, her body moving against his.

One of Tyler's hands left her back and moved to her thigh, gripping hard. He guided her movements, pulling her forward and pushing her back in a rhythm. She followed his lead, her body responding to every shift of his hands.

I picked up my beer and drank, draining half the bottle in one go. On the TV, one fighter went down and the referee started counting. The crowd was on their feet, screaming. I watched the screen and tried to focus on the fight.

Brooke's movements became more erratic, less controlled. She was grinding down hard now, her whole body engaged. Tyler's hands were everywhere, her hips, her thighs, her back, under her shirt. She made another sound, louder this time, and her fingers tightened in his hair.

Tyler pulled her down one more time, hard, and held her there. She shuddered and went still for a moment, her breathing ragged. Then she started moving again, slower now but just as deliberate.

“She tells me all the time how much she loves you,” he said apropos of nothing.

I snorted like it was normal time.

The fighter on the screen got back up and the match continued. I finished my beer and set the empty bottle on the floor next to the couch. I didn't look at them. I kept my eyes on the TV and listened to the commentators and the music and Brooke's breathing.

Tyler shifted beneath her and she adjusted, changing the angle. The movement started again, that same rolling rhythm. His hands gripped her hips and guided her, pulling her forward and back. She leaned down and kissed his neck again, her mouth open against his skin.

Minutes passed. The fight went to the next round. Brooke didn't stop moving. Tyler's hands never left her body. The music played on, the bass thumping through the apartment.

I stood up and walked to the kitchen, opening the fridge to grab another beer. I could still see them from there, partially obscured by the counter but not completely. Brooke's back was to me, her body moving in steady waves. Tyler's head was tilted back, eyes closed, hands locked on her hips.

“You want to hit the lights over there?” Tyler called out.

“Which ones?”

“All of them,” he said and I heard Brooke chuckle.

I opened the beer and leaned against the counter, drinking slowly. The fight continued on the TV. The commentators were analyzing the technique, discussing strategy. I listened to them and ignored everything else.

Brooke's movements got faster again. She was grinding down hard, her body tense. Tyler's hands slid under her shirt again and she arched into him. Her breathing was loud now, almost as loud as the TV. She made a sound that might've been his name.

Tyler pulled her down one last time and held her there, his hands locked on her hips. She went rigid and then relaxed, her body collapsing against his. They stayed like that for a long moment, her forehead against his shoulder, both of them breathing hard.

Then she shifted and climbed off his lap, sitting next to him on the couch. She adjusted her shirt and ran her hands through her hair. Tyler leaned back and exhaled slowly, his eyes still closed.

I walked back to the couch and sat down in my original spot. On the TV, the fight was entering the final round. Brooke picked up her beer and drank, her hand shaking slightly. Tyler opened his eyes and looked at the screen.

"Good fight," he said.

"Yeah," I said.

Brooke didn't say anything. She just sat there, staring at the TV, her breathing slowly returning to normal.

The fight ended and Tyler turned off the TV. The apartment went quieter, just the music still playing from his phone on the counter. Brooke stood up and stretched, her shirt riding up slightly before falling back into place.

"I need to use the bathroom," she said.

"Down the hall," Tyler said, pointing. "First door on the right."

“I know,” she said with only her lips and eyes.

She walked down the hallway and disappeared. Tyler got up and went to the kitchen, opening the fridge. I stayed on the couch, scrolling through my phone again. He came back with two beers and handed me one.

"Thanks," I said.

He sat back down on the couch and opened his beer, taking a long drink. We sat in silence for a minute, the music filling the space. Brooke came back from the bathroom and stopped in the hallway, looking at something on the wall.

"What is this?" she asked.

Tyler stood and walked over to her. I could see them partially from where I sat, their shapes visible through the doorway but details were obscured by the angle and the dim lighting in the hall.

"It's from a trip I took last year," Tyler said. "Colorado." He tapped on the glass over the picture.

"It's nice," she said.

"Yeah, it was a good trip."

They stood close together, looking at whatever was on the wall. Tyler's hand went to her lower back, his fingernails making light circles on her there. Brooke leaned back into him. His hand moved up her back, slow.

“And this one?” I heard her say more quietly, slipping sideways further down the hallway.

“Death Valley,” he said.

I looked back at my phone. The music changed to something slower, more ambient. I heard more movement in the shadows of the hallway. When I glanced up again, Tyler and Brooke were further down the hall, now nearer the doorway to what I assumed was his bedroom. The light was even less there, just a faint glow from a lamp somewhere inside.

Tyler's hands were on Brooke's waist and she was away from him.”What’s this one?”

He pulled her back against him and she went willingly, her body pressing against his. His hands slid up her sides and she tilted her head back into his shoulder.

“That one’s. . . “ he started but he didn’t finish.

I set my phone down and picked up my beer and drank slowly. I could still see them, barely, just shadows and shapes now in the dim light. Tyler's hands moved to the hem of Brooke's shirt and he lifted it. She raised her arms and he pulled it over her head, dropping it to the floor.

The music continued, soft and steady. I heard Brooke's breath catch, a small sharp sound. Tyler's hands went to her waist again and moved up, nails trailing over her bare skin. She leaned into him and his mouth went down to her neck.

I went to the couch, beer in my hand. I could see only the outline of them now, Tyler's back to me and Brooke facing toward the hallway but her eyes closed.

“Whats this one then?” They had moved further down the hallway to opposite his bedroom.

“You know this one.”

His hands moved over her body, unhurried. She reached for his shirt and pulled it up, and he helped her, lifting his arms so she could pull it off.

They were both half-dressed now, skin against skin. Tyler's hands went to her back and I heard the faint sound of a clasp coming undone. Brooke's bra straps slipped down her shoulders and then it fell away. Tyler's hands moved to her chest and she made a sound, quiet but audible.

I looked away, back at my phone. The screen was dark but I didn't bother unlocking it. I just stared at my face visible in it, listening. I heard more fabric, a zipper being pulled down. Brooke's breathing was heavier now, coming in short uneven bursts.

When I looked up again they'd moved into the bedroom. I could barely see them now, just fragments. Tyler's hand was on her hip. Brooke's head was tilted back. The curve of her shoulder shone alone in the dim light. His hands moved down, pushing at the waistband of her skirt.

She stepped out of it, and I heard it hit the floor. Tyler's hands were on her hips again, and then lower, sliding over her thighs. Brooke's hands went to his jeans and she worked at the button, then the zipper. The sound was sharp in the quiet apartment.

Tyler pushed her backward and she moved with him, disappearing further into the room. I could see even less now, just shadows moving against the wall. His hands on her body. Her hands on his. The lamp inside the room cast everything in silhouette.

I heard the bed creak, the sound of weight shifting. Brooke's breathing was louder, more ragged. Tyler said something, his voice too low for me to make out the words. She responded but I couldn't hear that either.

The music played on. I finished my beer and set the empty bottle on the floor next to the couch. I leaned back and stared at the ceiling, listening to the sounds from the bedroom, movement, fabric sliding against fabric, Brooke's breath catching again.

I heard Tyler's jeans hit the floor, the belt buckle clinking. There was more movement on the bed, the mattress springs creaking. Brooke made a sound that was almost a whimper, and then another, longer and breathier.

I closed my eyes. The sounds continued, the bed shifting, their breathing, a soft moan from Brooke, then another. I could hear Tyler's voice, low and rough, saying something I couldn't understand. Her response was just as quiet.

Minutes passed. I sat on the couch, eyes closed, listening. The music changed to something different but I barely noticed. The sounds from the bedroom didn't stop, the movement, the breathing, the small noises that built and faded and built again.

Brooke's breathing got faster, more urgent. The bed creaked in a steady rhythm. She made a louder sound, her voice breaking slightly. Tyler said something else and she responded, her words lost in the noise.

The rhythm picked up. The bed creaked faster. Brooke's breathing turned into gasps. I opened my eyes and stared at the dark TV screen, seeing my own reflection there, too, vague and distorted.

The sounds built to something higher, more intense. Brooke cried out, a sharp sound that cut through the music. The rhythm faltered and then stopped. There was a moment of silence, just breathing, heavy and ragged.

Then movement again. Quieter now. The bed shifting as they adjusted. There were only low voices, too soft to hear, and more silence. There was only quiet rhythm. The bed creaked in time. I heard high pitched gasps that were muffled as though hands were held over mouths.

I stood up and walked to the kitchen, opening the fridge. I grabbed another beer even though I didn't want it. I opened it and drank, leaning against the counter. The hallway was still dim, the bedroom door partially open. I couldn't see anything from where I stood, just the faint glow of the lamp and vague shadows it cast on the walls, those shadows moving in time with the creaking of the bed.

Minutes passed like this. I stayed in the kitchen, drinking slowly. The music continued, filling the apartment with sound that wasn't silence but was right next to it.

Eventually it all stopped. Then I heard movement again, footsteps now, the clink of that belt. There were low voices, still too quiet to make out. I remained rooted to where I was, eyes down on the counter.

Brooke appeared in the hallway, fully dressed again. Her hair was messy and her face was flushed. She walked into the living room and picked up her phone from where she'd left it on the armchair. She didn't even look at me.

Tyler came out a moment later, also dressed. He walked to the kitchen and grabbed a beer, opening it and drinking. He looked relaxed, unbothered.

"You ready to go?" Brooke asked in a quiet voice, looking right at me now.

“Sure am,” I said with exaggerated joy.

I set my half-finished beer on the counter and walked toward the door. Brooke grabbed her jacket and pulled it on. Tyler followed us to the door, leaning against the frame.

“So thanks for coming over," he said.

"Yeah," I said.

"See you soon?” he said to Brooke.

"Yeah," she said. "See you soon.”

We walked out into the hallway and Tyler closed the door behind us. Brooke walked ahead of me toward the stairs, her footsteps echoing in the narrow space. I followed her down and out onto the street.

The air was cold and I pulled my jacket tighter. We got in the car and drove home. Neither of us said anything. The streets were quiet, just a few cars passing in the distance.

Brooke kept her hands in her pockets and her eyes on the street. I looked straight ahead, watching the streetlights pass overhead.

When we got to our building, she unlocked the door and we climbed the stairs to our apartment in single file. Inside, she dropped her jacket on the chair and went straight to the bedroom.

I stayed in the living room, standing in the dark. The apartment was too quiet after the music and the noise at Tyler's place. I walked to the window and looked out at the street below, empty and still.

Then I pulled a sheet and blanket out of the closet, found a pillow in there too, and a pillow case, and I made up the couch.

I was almost asleep when she came out of the bedroom and came to stand near me, her arms over her chest in only a sleep T and shorts.

I blinked my eyes open.

“You’re not coming to bed now?”

I rolled onto my back and thought a moment. “Brooke, I could hear everything.”

“Come to bed?”

I slipped my arm under my head. “I don’t see the point, do you?”

“He’s just a friend. I told you. It’s nothing, really. I love you.”

I took a long time to think about that. But she wasn’t leaving, she seemed prepared to stand there the whole night staring down at me.

So I eventually pushed up from the couch, she took my hand, and we went back into the bedroom together.

The next day we gave each other wide berths, me with plenty to think about, she with plenty to avoid talking about.

Finally, she said, “Tyler wants to help me with my CV.”

“Oh?”

“It’s probably going to take a long time,  too, it’s in really bad shape.”

“And?”

“Well, I was thinking, maybe we’d do it over at his place. Maybe not bug with you it.”

I stared at my toast on the counter and my coffee. My mind tumbled around like a clothes dryer. I couldn't find the ability to speak. This was what she came up with after a whole day of nothing, after a night like that?

“There's just one thing…" she added.

“One thing?"

“Well we were thinking, rather than keep you up waiting, I thought it might be better to just stay there and sleep on his couch and make my way back tomorrow morning. It’s going to take a long time, like I said.”

“You want to stay over?

“Yeah, but can you drive me there? I need a ride. I hate to ask, but…”

I felt a certain robotic-like possession take over me. The audacity was too shocking. “Like when do you need to go?”

“I think he gets home like about nine?"

“You mean tonight, nine at night?"

She just shrugged and then nodded.

"OK fine whatever no problem yeah lets just do it.”

She spent the next hour getting ready to go to this “friend’s” place to get help working on her CV, and packed an overnight bag including a vast array of make-up items and casual clothes for the morning. But for the night, she got dressed like she was going out to a party.

And me? I walked her up to his door. Made sure she got there safely.
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