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The Wife Next Door



The ceiling fan turned lazily above her, stirring the warm air. Mara scrolled without really seeing the screen. She was curled on her side, one knee bent up, a pillow tucked half under her arm like a shield. Her hair was still damp from the shower, pressed into the pillowcase in little waves.

Evan lay on his back next to her, propped up against two pillows, a paperback balanced in one hand. He wasn’t really reading. Hadn’t been for the last twenty minutes. The same paragraph kept repeating itself, looping like background noise. Every once in a while he’d glance over, waiting to see if she’d say something. Ask him a question. Touch his arm. Nothing.

The screen lit her face in blue light. It made her look different somehow. Or farther away.

“You tired?” he asked softly.

“Mm?” she didn’t look up. “Not really.”

“I thought you said you were exhausted earlier.”

She shrugged. “Second wind, I guess.”

He turned a page he hadn’t read and set the book facedown on his chest. “I could rub your shoulders. If you want.”

Mara’s thumb stilled. She looked up for a second, eyes tired but not unkind. “It’s okay. I’m already comfy.”

He nodded, trying not to let the rejection stick. It wasn’t mean. It wasn’t cold. Just… normal, lately.

“I’ll take a rain check,” she added, and offered a half-smile.

Evan tried to smile back, but it didn’t quite land. “Holding you to it.”

They both let it go. Another few minutes passed in silence.

She shifted under the blanket, turning onto her other side to face away. The glow from her phone screen lit the ceiling now, casting a dull rectangle across the white paint. Evan stared at it until it faded.

He reached for his water bottle on the nightstand. “Hey, random question,” he said, screwing the cap back on. “Do you think we’re in a rut?”

Mara didn’t answer right away. He wondered if she was pretending not to hear him.

Finally, she said, “That’s not a very fun bedtime question.”

“No, I guess not.”

She sighed. “What kind of rut?”

He hesitated. “Like… us. Just. I don’t know. The routine.”

“The routine where we both work all day, come home, eat leftovers, and scroll in bed until one of us falls asleep?” Her tone wasn’t biting. Just dry.

“Yeah. That one.”

Mara set her phone down on the nightstand and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. “I think we’re tired. That’s all.”

“Tired,” he echoed. “Right.”

“You think it’s something worse?”

“I don’t know.” He rubbed the heel of his hand over his chest. “We used to laugh more. And touch more. And… just connect more.”

Mara didn’t move. “You think I don’t notice? That I don’t miss it?”

“I don’t know what you miss, Mara. We don’t really talk about this stuff.”

“Because every time we do, you get sad. Or worse—quiet. Like I failed some intimacy quiz.”

He winced. “That’s not fair.”

“I’m not trying to be mean.”

“I know,” he said. “You’re just being honest.”

The ceiling fan clunked faintly as it spun, one of the blades always a little off balance.

“I miss you too,” she said, almost under her breath. “I’m just not… I don’t know how to snap out of it. I don’t even know what ‘it’ is.”

He turned to look at her. Her face was still, her eyes open but unfocused. She looked like she was trying to read something invisible on the ceiling.

“You don’t have to snap out of anything,” he said. “I just want to feel close again. That’s all.”

Before she could respond, the room flickered. The fan stuttered to a stop. The bedside clocks blinked once and went dark. Her phone screen lit briefly, then died.

They both froze.

“Well,” Evan said into the sudden quiet, “I guess the house is as dead as our sex life.”

Mara turned her head slowly and looked at him. Not angry. Just tired.

“Seriously?”

He winced. “Sorry. Bad joke.”

She sighed and reached for the edge of the blanket, tugging it up to her chin. “We should probably check the fuse box. It’s probably just the breaker.”

“Or a blackout.”

“Guess we’ll find out.”

Evan sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The hardwood floor was cool under his feet. He stood and stretched, then grabbed the hoodie draped over the back of the bedroom chair.

“You going to bed?” he asked.

Mara shrugged under the covers. “Eventually.”

He paused in the doorway. “I didn’t mean to make things weird.”

She met his eyes. “You didn’t. It was already weird.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

Then, quieter: “Goodnight.”

She offered a soft smile. “Night.”

Evan walked down the dark hallway toward the kitchen.

He passed the hall closet without stopping. The fuse box could wait.

He opened the drawer near the sink and reached instinctively for the pack of cigarettes he wasn’t supposed to have. The ones he’d told her he quit months ago. His fingers closed around the cardboard box like muscle memory.

He lit one over the stove burner, the flame flaring briefly. It tasted stale, a little sharp in his lungs. But it gave his hands something to do.

The front door creaked open, letting in a rush of cooler air. He stepped out barefoot onto the porch, exhaling a stream of smoke into the still night.

Across the narrow strip of lawn, the neighbor’s porch light buzzed to life.
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Evan leaned against the porch railing, the smoke from his cigarette curling upward and disappearing into the dark. The night was quiet. Somewhere down the block, a dog barked once and then went silent again. The streetlamp hummed, and the boards shifted softly under his feet.

Then came the voice.

“Rough night? Or are you just out here looking mysterious?”

He turned his head. Claire stood on her own porch just twenty feet away, arms folded against the chill, one hip cocked against the railing. Her dark hair was up in a messy twist, strands slipping loose around her cheekbones. She was wearing leggings and an oversized hoodie with the sleeves pushed to her elbows. Even from here, she looked comfortable in a way Mara rarely did anymore—like her body hadn’t forgotten how to relax.

He took another drag, exhaled. “Do I really look that rough?”

“A little.” She sipped from a wine glass. “You had the broody husband energy going on.”

Evan gave her a tired smile. “That obvious, huh?”

Claire tilted her head. “Well, the cigarette gave it away. I thought you quit.”

“I did.”

“And now?”

“Now,” he said, “I’m apparently in relapse.”

She raised her glass in mock sympathy. “To relapses.”

He lifted his cigarette like a toast. “Cheers.”

The silence between them wasn’t awkward. Just quiet. Familiar, in that way neighbors could be without ever truly knowing each other. She’d lived next door for what—six months now? Long enough to exchange packages and weather updates. Not long enough to ask real questions.

“You want one?” she asked, holding up the wine glass.

He let out a small laugh. “Sure.”

He padded down the porch steps, careful not to stub his toe in the dark. She met him halfway across the lawn with the bottle and a second glass already in hand.

“It’s red,” she said. “Nothing fancy.”

“High bar,” he joked, taking the glass.

They stood near her porch, not quite sitting. She leaned back against the rail, watching him over the rim of her glass.

“I hope this isn’t too weird, but you seem tense, like a guy who doesn’t get laid enough,” she said after a beat.

The wine caught in his throat. He cleared it, coughed once, then met her eyes. “Jesus.”

Claire grinned. “Too much?”

“A little.”

“You can tell me to fuck off.”

“I’m tempted.”

“Don’t worry. I offend all the cute ones first.”

He shook his head and looked away, smiling despite himself. “Mara and I have been… off. For a while.”

Claire didn’t gloat or push. She just nodded, like she’d already guessed as much. “It happens.”

“Yeah.”

She let the pause stretch.

“You know what I think?” she said, her voice light.

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

“I think you two need a reset. A little shake-up.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Like what—new linens? Couple’s yoga?”

She smirked. “Or a third. You know. In the bedroom.”

He laughed, but it came out tight. “Right.”

“Too bold?”

“Too something.”

Claire shrugged and took another sip. “Just saying. You’ve got that vibe. Like you’re one surprise away from remembering how to have fun.”

“And what vibe do you have?” he asked, turning toward her a little.

She leaned in slightly, just enough for him to notice. “The kind that gets people into trouble.”

He looked at her then, really looked. At the curve of her mouth, the freckles at the bridge of her nose, the way her hoodie had slipped just enough off one shoulder to show bare skin. She wasn’t flirting like someone trying to make a move. She was just…intoxicating all on her own. And somehow that made it worse.

Or better.

He took a long sip of wine. “Trouble’s not exactly what I need right now.”

“Maybe not,” Claire said, tipping her glass toward his. “But it’s more fun than brooding on your porch.”

Evan didn’t answer right away. He just clinked his glass against hers and let the quiet settle between them. It wasn’t a yes. But it wasn’t a no, either.

Later, when he slipped back into the house, Mara was already asleep. Or pretending to be.
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The sun was already creeping across the bedroom floor by the time Mara opened her eyes. Light filtered in through the thin curtains, painting warm stripes across the comforter. She blinked a few times, adjusting to the brightness, then rolled over to find Evan’s side of the bed empty.

The bathroom door was open. No sounds of the shower, but she could smell the soap and feel the steam.

She sat up slowly, rubbed at one eye, and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Her head felt thick, like she’d been dreaming about something she couldn’t quite remember. Something frustrating.

She padded into the kitchen and found him at the counter, already dressed. Hair damp. Coffee mug in one hand. His phone in the other.

He seemed lighter somehow—his shoulders relaxed, his movements unhurried. The corner of his mouth twitched as he sipped his coffee, like he was replaying something he wasn’t ready to share.

“Morning,” she said, crossing to the fridge.

“Hey,” he said, glancing up.

She poured herself water and leaned back against the sink. He didn’t offer to make her coffee like he sometimes did. Instead, he just stood there, sipping his, like a man with no plans to share whatever was happening inside his head.

“You sleep okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Surprisingly. Didn’t need much, I guess.”

Mara gave a soft hum in response. She waited a beat, watching him, trying to place the shift in him. He wasn’t being cold. Just… self-contained. Like he had a secret.

She narrowed her eyes a little. “What time did you come to bed?”

“Late.”

“That’s specific.”

He grinned into his cup. “You were asleep. I didn’t want to wake you.”

Mara watched him for a few more seconds. Something about his energy felt… off. Not in a bad way. Just different.

It shouldn’t have bothered her. But it did just a little.

Then he said it.

“Oh. Claire says hi, by the way.”

Mara straightened a little. “Claire?”

He nodded. “Our neighbor. She was outside last night. We had a drink.”

Her mouth opened slightly, then closed. She tried to keep her voice neutral. “You were drinking late at night with the neighbor?”

He shrugged, casual. “She offered. I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“You said Claire says hi. Did you talk to her about me?”

Evan frowned. “Not really. I mentioned things have been...tense. That’s it.”

Mara’s brows drew together. “Tense how?”

“Just, I don’t know. She was making conversation. I didn’t say anything specific.”

“Specific like… our sex life?”

He paused. “Not in detail. Jesus. It wasn’t like that.”

“What was it like?”

Evan didn’t answer right away. He turned and refilled his coffee slowly, as if that gave him more time to think.

Mara stepped away from the sink. “You talked about our sex life with the woman who lives next door?”

He looked at her. “I didn’t give her a play-by-play. Jesus.”

Her mouth pressed into a flat line. “Still.”

“I don’t know why you’re pissed.”

“I’m not pissed.”

“Sure feels like you are.”

They stared at each other for a moment. The tension wasn’t sharp. It didn’t rise to yelling. It just sat between them like a fog.

Then Evan took another long sip, leaned against the counter, and smiled again. That same little smirk from before. The one that said I know something you don’t.

Mara turned away and left the room.
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She was pulling laundry from the dryer when someone knocked at the door. Just a couple of quick taps, enough to make her pause.

Mara opened the door to find Claire on the porch, loose jeans cuffed at the ankle, cropped sweater hanging off one shoulder. She held a plate of cookies wrapped in plastic.

“Hey,” Claire said with a faint smile. “I made a few too many. Are you interested?”

Mara blinked. “Oh.”

“They’re chocolate chip,” Claire added, lifting the plate slightly. “Not gluten-free or keto or any of that shit. Just regular, old-fashioned cookies.”

Mara stepped aside. “Thanks. You didn’t have to—”

Claire waved her off. “It’s neighbor law. I’m just late following it.”

Mara hesitated with her hand still on the door. “Well... come in, I guess.”

She stepped aside, and Claire brushed past her with a quiet “thanks,” her tone easy, unreadable. Mara shut the door and turned to find Claire already glancing around like someone used to reading a room.

“Kitchen’s this way,” Mara said, more out of habit than hospitality. Claire followed easily, taking in the house with casual interest. Her gaze drifted over the furniture, the framed pictures, the lived-in clutter. She didn’t seem judgmental. Just curious.

Mara set the cookies down. “Want something to drink?”

“Water’s great.”

They sat at the table, Mara with her glass, Claire with her cookie. She bit into it immediately, crumbs falling onto the table.

“So,” Claire said, through a mouthful. “You’re the organized one.”

Mara blinked. “What?”

“The house. Everything’s kind of… in its place. Evan said you’re the ‘get shit done’ half of the marriage.”

Mara paused, then sipped her water. “He said that?”

Claire smiled. “Don’t worry. He said it with admiration. Like he doesn’t know how you do it.”

Mara stared down at her glass.

“I get it,” Claire said, more gently. “You work hard. And sometimes that makes you tired. And sometimes that makes intimacy harder than it should be.”

Mara’s eyes snapped up.

Claire’s face didn’t change. She took another bite, like she hadn’t said anything unusual.

Mara cleared her throat. “He told you that?”

Claire blinked. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

But she had. She clearly had. And the worst part was, she did it without even trying. As if it were nothing.

Mara stood, pressing her palm against the back of the chair. “Thanks for the cookies.”

Claire nodded, reading the room. “Of course.”

Mara didn’t walk her out. Just stood there, waiting, until the front door clicked shut again.
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That night, she found Evan folding laundry on the bed. He was humming something under his breath. She didn’t recognize the song.

She stood in the doorway for a moment, watching him, before she spoke.

“Claire seems real up to speed on what it’s like being married to me. Wonder how that happened.”

He looked up slowly. “Mara.”

“No,” she said, stepping into the room. “Don’t Mara me. She showed up here today. With cookies and a full readout on our marriage.”

He dropped a towel onto the bed. “She brought cookies?”

“Don’t be cute.”

He sighed. “I didn’t tell her anything personal.”

“She knew I’ve been tired. That I’ve been busy. You really sat on her porch and told her that?”

Evan hesitated. “It wasn’t a big deal. We were talking. I might’ve said you’ve had a lot on your plate lately.”

“Which she turned into some weird intimacy pep talk,” Mara said. “Do you seriously not see why that’s weird?”

He looked at her. “I wasn’t complaining. I just… talked. It felt easy. That’s all.”

Mara folded her arms. “About me.”

“About us.”

“Same difference.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees. “It’s not like I sat there venting about how you never want to have sex. It was light.”

“Was it?”

“She made a joke,” he said. “About needing a third person or something. And I laughed. That’s it.”

Mara stared at him, trying to decide if he believed his own version of events.

“She’s right, you know,” he said, softer. “About the reset. About needing something to shake us out of this.”

Mara’s stomach turned. “You want to sleep with her or something?”

“That’s not what I said.”

“It’s what you meant.”

“No,” he said. “It’s not. I meant… I don’t know what I meant. Just that maybe we’re stuck. And maybe something different would help.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, her back to him. Her arms felt heavy in her lap.

He leaned in, his voice low. “I’m not trying to screw up anything, Mara. I just want something to help us feel alive again. Even if it’s messy. Even if it’s weird. I want us back.”

She didn’t say anything right away. Just looked at him. The kind of look that said she was listening, even if she wasn’t sure what to say yet.

Later, with the quiet of the house settling back around her, those words kept echoing.

I want us back.
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It was early evening, the golden hour. Mara stood at the sink, rinsing a mug that had been sitting there all day, her eyes drifting to the window over the counter.

Claire was outside, barefoot on her porch. She had her hair in a loose braid and wore a faded tank top with no bra underneath, her shoulders bare, one foot hooked lazily over the other. She was sipping from a glass of iced tea and scrolling through her phone absentmindedly. Completely unaware that Mara was watching her.

Mara dried her hands slowly and didn’t look away.

She wasn’t going to go over there. That was the plan. She didn’t owe Claire anything, not after the weird little boundary stomp with the cookies and the unsolicited commentary on her marriage. But Claire’s face tilted up in that moment—like she’d felt Mara’s gaze through the window—and offered a small wave, just two fingers lifted from her glass.

Mara paused, then exhaled, almost annoyed with herself, and slipped on her sandals. Maybe she would go over there after all.

Claire didn’t move when she approached. She just nudged the tea pitcher toward the second porch chair with her foot and gestured toward the empty glass waiting beside it.

Mara didn’t sit right away. She hovered, arms crossed loosely.

“Didn’t think I’d see you tonight,” Claire said, eyes on her glass.

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

Claire shrugged. “Plans are overrated.”

There was a quiet between them, filled only by the sound of wind through the trees and the sound of a lawnmower somewhere blocks away. Mara finally stepped up and lowered herself into the chair, her knees drawn together, hands in her lap.

Claire poured without asking, then handed Mara the glass. Their fingers brushed, and Claire’s skin was warm from the sun.

Mara took a sip. It was cold and sweet and surprisingly good.

“I didn’t mean to overstep,” Claire said eventually, still looking out at the street. “The other day. I was just making conversation.”

Mara’s jaw tensed. “You made it sound like you knew me.”

“I don’t,” Claire said. “But I’m not blind either.”

That hung in the air a little too long.

Mara glanced over, then looked away. “So, what, are you some kind of marriage whisperer?”

Claire laughed, soft and low. “God, no. I’m just good at reading people. Comes from being alone a lot. I like to observe.”

“No offense, but if you’re always alone, then you wouldn’t know the first thing about making a marriage work.” Mara took another drink.

“Maybe that’s true, but I’ve been close to enough couples to know when something’s missing.”

Mara wasn’t sure what she meant by that.

Claire shifted in her seat, stretching one leg out along the porch rail. Her thigh caught the light. Her whole posture was lazy, unguarded.

“He said you used to be different,” Claire said, swirling her wine. “I’m picturing the type who took shots, made out in bars, danced barefoot at weddings. Am I close?”

Mara snorted. “Well. That girl got tired. And apparently dead inside.”

Claire looked over at her fully now, studying her. “You don’t seem dead inside to me.”

The words hit harder than Mara expected. Her mouth opened like she was about to say something measured or polite, but what came out instead was, “Yeah, well. It’s different when you’ve been married ten years and your beauty starts to fade.”

Claire didn’t flinch. She didn’t laugh either. She leaned back, her voice even. “He still wants you.”

Mara set her glass down harder than she meant to and stood to leave. “You suggested to him that we should open up our relationship. Let me guess, to include you? Don’t do that.”

Claire tilted her head. “Do what?”

“Suggesting yourself as some kind of… third. To my husband.”

Claire blinked. “I didn’t—”

“You did,” Mara cut in. She stood, slow but deliberate. “Stay out of my marriage. You don’t know anything about it.”

Claire didn’t respond right away. She looked up at Mara with an expression that wasn’t smug or apologetic. Just calm.

“I know you came over here,” she said. “That tells me enough.”

Mara crossed her arms. “You think I’m curious.”

Claire stood too. She didn’t touch her. Just closed the distance by a step or two. Not enough to be threatening. Just enough to shift the air between them.

“I think if you weren’t,” Claire said, “you wouldn’t have come to pay me a visit.”

Mara’s breath caught, just barely. Her eyes narrowed, but not with anger. She didn’t move.

Claire’s gaze dropped—subtle, but Mara felt it. Something deeper coiling in her belly. She knew what Claire was noticing. The way her jaw tightened. The way her fingers clenched just a little too hard around her own arm.

“You’re reading into things,” Mara said.

Claire’s voice stayed soft. “Am I?”

A long pause followed. Mara’s pupils had dilated. Claire noticed.

She reached out, slow enough to give Mara time to pull away, and gently took her hand.

Mara didn’t stop her.

Claire’s fingers laced with hers, warm and steady. She leaned in just close enough for Mara to feel her breath.

Then Claire pressed her lips to Mara’s as if to prove a point. Soft at first. No rush. Just a question. A dare.

Mara answered it.

Her lips parted, and the kiss deepened, slow and sure and almost tender. Her body leaned forward before her mind caught up. Claire’s hand rested against her side, not pulling, just anchoring. Mara let it happen, even as the voice in her head scrambled for footing.

When they finally pulled apart, Mara’s breath was shallow. Her eyes still closed for a second too long.

Claire’s tongue grazed hers once before she pulled back. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, but her mouth curved with satisfaction.

“That’s what I thought,” she said, quietly.

Mara’s breath caught. She sat there, stunned. Her skin buzzed like static. Claire picked up her glass and sipped like nothing unusual had happened.

Mara just stared straight ahead, her pulse thudding in her neck.
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The walk back across the lawn felt longer than it should have. Mara’s sandals brushed softly over the dry grass, and her fingers tingled where Claire had touched them. Her lips still held the ghost of that kiss—Claire’s mouth, warm and sure, pressing into hers with no hesitation. The taste of it clung to her tongue, vivid and unshakable.

She didn’t know what she’d expected when she sat down across from her. Certainly not this. Not the way her body still buzzed with heat, her thighs slick where they pressed together beneath the hem of her shorts.

The house was quiet when she stepped inside. The scent of onions and garlic met her in the entryway. Evan was in the kitchen, stirring something in a pan, his back to her. He hadn’t heard her yet.

She lingered in the doorway, watching him. The curve of his shoulder under his T-shirt. The way he tapped the spoon against the edge of the pan, then reached for the salt. It was domestic. Ordinary. Familiar.

And it made her ache.

She turned and slipped down the hall instead of joining him.

In the bathroom, the door clicked shut with a soft finality. She leaned against it for a moment, heart thudding. Her reflection in the mirror startled her—cheeks flushed, lips slightly parted, eyes wide and unfocused. She looked like she’d just come back from something she shouldn’t have done.

And maybe she had.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she slid them under the waistband of her shorts. She didn’t bother with the light. Just stood there in the dusky half-glow of early evening, letting her body remember. Claire’s voice. Claire’s hand passing her the tea. Claire’s mouth, fast and hot and undeniable.

She was soaked.

Mara let her head fall back against the door and eased her shorts down over her hips. Her underwear followed, damp and clinging. She kicked them aside and let her fingers slide over the heat between her legs, the slick proof of everything she hadn’t said out loud.

The first touch made her gasp—soft and sharp, like stepping into hot water.

She bit her lip and circled her clit gently, her breath catching. Her other hand found the edge of the bathroom counter, bracing her. The wood was cool against her palm.

Down the hall, she could still hear Evan moving around. The low scrape of a pan. The fridge door opening. Silverware clattering.

She closed her eyes and pressed harder.

The ache inside her had been building since she left Claire’s porch. Since the kiss. Since that knowing look that came afterward. It wasn’t just about the kiss. It was about the newness. The exciting possibilities.

Claire had looked at her like she was desperate for more.

Mara’s hips began to move, slow and desperate. She dragged her fingers across the same spot again and again, her breath growing heavier, less controlled.

One small noise slipped out—a low, shaky exhale that bordered on a moan. She stilled, eyes wide, waiting.

The house was quiet.

She didn’t stop.

The heat coiled tighter. Her thighs trembled. She pressed her hand harder against the door to steady herself and let the pressure crest until it finally broke, sharp and warm and too good to be contained. Her mouth parted as she came, the sound soft but not silent. She didn’t want to be silent.

When it passed, she stayed there for a long moment, catching her breath, skin flushed and legs shaky. Her fingers were wet. Her cheeks burned.

She cleaned up quickly, pulling her shorts back into place, smoothing her hair with damp hands. She didn’t check the mirror this time.

When she walked back into the kitchen, Evan looked up from the stove. The table was already set. He was plating pasta, a tea towel slung over his shoulder.

“Hey,” he said, studying her face. “You okay?”

Mara nodded, reached for a glass from the cabinet. “Better now.”

Evan didn’t press. But his eyes lingered on her a second longer than usual.

She sat down at the table, and he joined her a moment later.

They ate in relative quiet. But the air between them had changed. Not a full thaw, but something softer. Warmer.

He glanced at her once, then again, and she caught him looking. But Mara hadn’t confessed yet what happened next door.
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The room was dim. The streetlight outside cut thin stripes across the wall. Overhead, the fan kept spinning.

Mara lay on her back, one arm draped over her stomach, the other tucked under her head. Evan was beside her, closer than usual. Not quite touching, but not distant either. His breathing was steady, eyes open. Neither of them had reached for their usual distractions. That alone felt like a shift.

They’d eaten, cleaned up. She’d watched him pour the last of the wine and sip it absentmindedly while drying a plate. He hadn’t asked where she’d been before coming home, and she hadn’t offered. But the silence between them wasn’t loaded tonight. It just… was.

Mara stared at the ceiling, blinking slowly. Her chest felt heavy, but not in a panicked way. More like something waiting to come loose. She breathed in through her nose, held it, then let it go.

“She kissed me,” she said.

Evan’s body stiffened next to hers. She didn’t have to look to feel it—the shift in muscle, the sudden stillness.

He didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Then: “Claire?”

Mara nodded, barely. “Yeah.”

The fan ticked above them.

“Did you kiss her back?” he asked, voice tight.

She exhaled through her nose. “A little.”

There was silence. Then his head turned slightly on the pillow.

“A little?” he repeated.

Mara turned her face toward him. “Okay, a lot.”

His jaw flexed, just once. His eyes were open, staring up, unreadable. “When?”

“Tonight.”

Another pause. “After the cookies and the neighborly bonding?”

She gave a small laugh, but there was no humor in it. “After iced tea and unsolicited marriage analysis, yeah.”

His voice was quieter now. “Are you into her?”

“I don’t know,” Mara said. “I was turned on. I liked it. It surprised me.” She rolled onto her side, watching him. “You’re the one who started this shit.”

Evan looked at her then, eyebrows raised.

“You sat on her porch,” she continued. “Talked about me. Flirted, apparently. I just… followed the thread.”

He didn’t argue. Just let the words settle. His throat moved when he swallowed, and his arm shifted slightly across his stomach.

Then she saw it.

The outline beneath the sheet. Not fully hard, but getting there.

She stared. He noticed her noticing.

“You’re pissed,” she said. “But you’re hard. That’s weird, right?”

Evan looked away. “It’s not weird.”

She propped herself up on one elbow. “You like it.”

He didn’t answer.

“You like knowing she kissed me.”

Still nothing.

Mara reached down and brushed the sheet aside. He didn’t stop her.

She moved to straddle him, her thighs pressing around his hips, knees sinking into the mattress. Her shorts were thin. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath. She could feel the heat between them, the friction even through the cotton.

Evan looked up at her, his eyes a little darker now.

“It’s been a while,” she said, her voice softer. “You want to pretend that’s not why this thing with Claire is happening?”

He sat up slightly, one hand at her hip. “I don’t care why.”

She leaned down, pressing her mouth to his. The kiss was hot and messy and didn’t ask permission. She tasted his frustration. His want.

Her fingers tangled in the hem of his shirt and he lifted his arms, letting her pull it over his head. His chest was warm, familiar, but the contact felt new somehow. Less automatic. More passionate.

She ground against him slowly, letting her hips move. She could feel him harden fully beneath her, the pressure intense now, undeniable.

Evan gripped her thighs and exhaled through his teeth. “Fuck.”

Mara pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it behind her. Her nipples tightened in the open air, and his eyes went there immediately, his hands following.

“You’ve been walking around like this,” he said, voice low, “Aroused. After she kissed you?”

She didn’t answer. Just reached down and shoved his boxers down enough to free him.

He hissed a little when she wrapped her hand around him, stroked once, twice, then lined him up and sank down.

They both gasped.

The first thrust wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t romantic or careful. It was heat and need and everything they hadn’t been saying for weeks—months, maybe. She rode him hard, her hands pressed to his chest, her thighs burning. His fingers dug into her hips, guiding her, urging her faster.

Evan sat up and kissed her again, rough and desperate. His teeth grazed her lip, and she moaned into his mouth. He flipped them suddenly, pressing her down into the mattress, his rhythm relentless now.

She wrapped her legs around him and held on.

There was no talking. No teasing. Just bodies moving with a kind of abandon. Like muscle memory had taken over and neither of them wanted to stop long enough to think.

The sounds filled the room—skin, breath, the creak of the mattress. Her nails scraped down his back. His mouth found her throat. She tilted her head back and let him take what he wanted.

She came first, hips jerking, breath stuttering, eyes clenched shut. The rush of it flooded through her, washing away everything else. Claire. The kiss. The confusion. Just sensation now, and his body heavy on hers, his thrusts slowing.

He followed a moment later, groaning into her neck, his grip tightening just enough to leave faint marks.

They stayed like that for a while, tangled and catching their breath, sweat cooling on their skin.

Eventually he rolled off and lay beside her, chest rising and falling.

Mara stared at the ceiling again, blinking slowly. Her body still buzzed in the aftermath. Her thighs were sticky, her pulse uneven. She didn’t know what to say, but she didn’t feel like she had to.

Evan reached over and brushed a strand of hair off her cheek.

She turned to look at him.

His voice was quiet, almost hoarse. “So what now?”

Mara pulled the sheet up to her chest, fingers playing with the edge of the fabric. “I don’t know.”

Evan nodded once, like that was the answer he expected.

He lay next to her, quiet, breathing hard, eyes closed. Mara traced a fingertip along the edge of the sheet, still catching her breath.

She didn’t know what it meant. Or what came next.

But she didn’t feel alone in the bed for once.
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The morning light was softer than usual, muted by a layer of overcast sky. It filtered through the blinds, falling across the bedroom floor in pale ribbons. Mara stirred beneath the covers, the sheets twisted around her legs. She didn’t remember falling asleep, only the feel of Evan’s body pressed against hers and the way his breath had slowed beside her, both of them too spent to talk.

She stayed in bed longer than usual, scrolling through her phone without really seeing anything. Her inbox was cluttered. The group chat with her sister had twenty unread messages about some baby shower. There were promotional texts. A reminder for a dentist appointment she’d already missed.

Then Claire’s name lit up her screen.

Mara tapped it, thumb hovering for a second before she opened the message.

You two want to come over Friday? Bring drinks. I’ll bring whatever else. ;)

The winky face shouldn’t have made her heart jump, but it did. She stared at the message longer than she meant to, then locked her phone and climbed out of bed.

Evan was at the stove when she came into the kitchen, flipping pancakes that looked slightly too brown. He was shirtless, wearing the similar gray sweatpants to the ones from the night before. His hair was still damp from the shower. She watched him for a second before moving toward the coffee pot.

He didn’t turn around. “There’s batter left if you want an appetizer.”

She poured coffee and leaned against the counter, phone still in her hand.

“Claire texted,” she said, trying to keep her voice even.

Evan glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah?”

Mara lifted her screen and read it aloud. “You two want to come over Friday? Bring drinks. I’ll bring whatever else.”

He blinked once, then flipped the pancake. “Is she serious?”

Mara raised an eyebrow. “You tell me. You’re the one who told her our whole sex life.”

He gave a half-smile. “Pretty sure you’ve added a few chapters since then.”

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue. She sipped her coffee instead, the heat of it grounding her.

Evan plated a stack of pancakes and slid the plate onto the counter between them. “So that’s a yes?”

Mara didn’t answer right away. She walked to the fridge, pulled out the syrup, then came back and drizzled a little over the top pancake. She cut a bite and chewed slowly, eyes on the countertop.

He waited.

She looked up. “It’s not a no.”

Their eyes met. Something unspoken passed between them—something that didn’t need defining yet. Curiosity. Permission. Maybe a dare.

Evan reached for his coffee. “Do you want to go?” he asked, his tone serious.

Mara set down her fork and wiped her mouth. “I don’t know. I don’t know what she wants, exactly.”

“She wants you,” he said. “Us, maybe. I don’t know.”

She looked at him, a little surprised by the certainty in his voice.

“She kissed you. She texted both of us. She knows exactly what she’s doing.”

Mara shook her head, more in disbelief than disagreement. “She’s bold.”

“She’s hot,” he added, not quite under his breath.

Mara laughed. “You’re not even trying to pretend you’re neutral.”

“I stopped being neutral when I watched you climb on top of me last night.”

She flushed, and not from the coffee.

He picked up his plate and moved to the table. “It’s just drinks at a neighbor’s house. Doesn’t have to be anything more than that.”

“But it could be.”

He met her eyes again, slower this time. “Yeah,” he said. “It could.”

Mara stood at the counter, holding her coffee in both hands, thinking about Claire’s fingers brushing hers. The kiss. The look in her eyes afterward—calm, confident, completely unbothered.

She didn’t feel unbothered. She felt… something else. Lit up in places that hadn’t sparked in years.

She turned the phone over in her hand, reread the message, then placed it screen-down on the counter.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Let’s do it.”
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Friday night came slowly, dragging with it a kind of nervous weight Mara hadn’t expected to feel. She changed her outfit three times. Not because she was trying to impress anyone—at least that’s what she told herself each time she peeled off another shirt or stepped out of another pair of jeans—but because nothing felt quite right.

The first outfit, tight jeans and a soft cropped tee, felt too stiff, like she was trying too hard. The second, a clingy sundress she hadn’t worn in months, made her feel too obvious, like her intentions would be written all over her body. She stood in front of the mirror, arms folded, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Finally, she yanked a long hoodie off a hanger and pulled it over her head. The hem hit mid-thigh, soft and oversized. It felt safe. Familiar.

She didn’t bother with a bra.

It was about comfort. That’s what she told herself. She’d probably end up curled on Claire’s couch anyway, half-tucked under a blanket with a drink in hand. Still, when she walked down the hall to meet Evan, the fabric brushed lightly over her nipples, and they responded to the contact, stiffening through the thin cotton with every subtle movement. She felt it. She knew it. But she didn’t change.

Evan didn’t say much as he got ready. He moved around the apartment with quiet purpose, slipping into black joggers and a fitted charcoal T-shirt that clung a little more than usual across his shoulders and chest. Mara noticed the faint scent of aftershave lingering in the bathroom after he walked out. Clean, warm, unfamiliar. Like something he’d saved for special occasions.

He didn’t make a fuss, but she saw the details. The fresh shave. The second glance in the mirror. The way he ran his fingers through his hair and then did it again, like it still wasn’t quite right. When she handed him the bottle of wine to carry, their fingers touched for a moment longer than necessary. Not long. Just long enough to feel something pass between them. Like their relationship was new again and uncertain.

They stepped outside just before eight, the last stretch of twilight stretched low across the sky. The lawn was cool underfoot, dew clinging to the edges of the grass. Claire’s porch light was already glowing, soft and yellow, casting a welcoming puddle of warmth across the welcome mat. The front door opened before they could knock.

Claire stood in the doorway barefoot, casually radiant. She wore a gray ribbed tank top and low-rise black boyshorts, the kind that looked more like loungewear than lingerie, but still managed to hug her just right. Mara’s eyes widened at the sight, but she didn’t say anything. It only confirmed her suspicions about Claire’s intentions.

She didn’t wear makeup. Her hair was down, a little tousled. She looked like she always did—effortless and curated, like someone who knew how to be comfortable in her body.

“Hey,” she said, smiling, her voice easy. She stepped aside with a little tilt of her head. “You brought the goods.”

Evan held up the bottle. “We did.”

She took it from him, her fingers brushing lightly over his. “Good. Because I brought everything else.”

Her voice lingered on that last word, just enough to be noticed. They followed her inside.

Claire’s living room wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t even particularly tidy. A folded throw blanket rested on the arm of the couch. A used mug sat on the coffee table, ringed with remnants of tea. A candle sat half-melted nearby, its wick blackened but unlit. The only lighting came from a floor lamp in the corner and the ambient wash of soft light from the kitchen beyond.

It didn’t feel staged. It felt lived-in. Warm. Intimate in the way real spaces are when no one’s showing off. It was different to Mara’s living room.

Claire set the wine on the counter and turned back toward them, one hip resting against the kitchen island. “You want to sit?” she asked, one brow lifted. “Or stand there like we’re about to negotiate a hostage release?”

Evan laughed too loud. A nervous spike. Mara shot him a look, amused, but didn’t call him out.

She sat first, curling one leg under her on the couch, hoodie riding up slightly along her thigh. Claire returned a moment later with three stemless wine glasses and poured generously, the drink a deep red that caught the light in a lazy swirl. She sat beside Mara, close but not quite touching. Evan remained on the ottoman across from them, knees apart, one hand loosely gripping his glass.

A moment passed. Not awkward, exactly. Just full.

There was silence, thick and expectant, like everyone was waiting to see who would blink first.

Claire smirked, took a sip of wine, and broke it. “So…” she said, her voice low and teasing. “Do I kiss her first, or do you?”

Mara choked on her drink, coughing once as she laughed. Her cheeks flushed with both surprise and warmth. “Jesus. Okay. We’re really diving into this.” She set her glass down, lips curving.

Claire turned toward her. Her fingers reached up and gently tucked a loose strand of hair behind Mara’s ear, brushing against the side of her face in a gesture that felt unexpectedly intimate.

There was nothing performative about it. No exaggerated seduction. Just a calm, quiet certainty that made something in Mara’s chest soften.

Then Claire leaned in.

The kiss was slower this time. Less exploratory, more knowing. Claire’s lips pressed to hers with a softness that caught Mara off guard, a lingering warmth that deepened as Claire tilted her head and let her mouth part slightly. Mara’s breath caught, and her own lips parted in response. Claire’s hand slid to the back of her neck, thumb stroking lightly along her skin.

The kiss built gradually, not from hunger, but from tension—like a match being struck in slow motion. Mara felt her body tilt toward it without thinking, every nerve lit up in quiet agreement.

When they finally pulled apart, Mara exhaled. Her lips tingled. Her fingers curled reflexively into the cushion beside her.

She heard Evan shift on the ottoman, the faint creak of fabric and breath. Claire turned to glance at him, one corner of her mouth lifting as she caught the bulge in Evan’s pants.

“He’s got a nice dick, doesn’t he?” she asked, casual as if commenting on the weather.

Mara blinked, then laughed, startled and flushed. “Better when it’s actually being used.”

Claire turned back to her, eyes gleaming. “Let’s work on that.”

Claire’s fingers brushed lightly against the hem of Mara’s hoodie, toying with it, as if checking whether Mara would flinch. When she didn’t, Claire pushed a little further, fingertips slipping beneath the fabric, warm against her stomach. The touch was slow. Testing. Mara inhaled softly but didn’t stop her.

She lifted her arms without a word, letting Claire ease the hoodie up and over her head. It dragged over her skin in a soft pull of cotton, briefly catching on one elbow before it came free. Claire dropped it behind the couch with a casual flick, and Mara sat bare-chested before her, nipples already tight in the cool air.

Claire’s gaze moved over her, slow and open. Her mouth parted slightly, not in surprise but in admiration, like she was taking in a piece of art she didn’t want to rush through. Then she leaned in and pressed a kiss to Mara’s collarbone—just a warm graze of lips, followed by another, lower, directly over the curve of her breast.

Mara’s breath caught. A small, reflexive sound left her throat. Her back arched slightly, seeking more.

Claire’s lips moved unhurriedly from one nipple to the other, brushing, kissing, teasing with a patience that made Mara ache. When her tongue finally flicked softly against one peak, Mara’s hips shifted on the cushion beneath her.

Claire cupped her breast with one hand, thumb brushing slowly over the nipple, coaxing it into a firmer peak. Her other hand slid between Mara’s thighs, coaxing her knees apart with gentle pressure.

The shorts Mara wore were thin—barely there—and when Claire’s fingers pressed against her through the fabric, she gasped. Claire didn’t stop. Her hand moved with calm precision, finding the damp heat between her legs. She slipped her fingers under the waistband, and then lower, touching bare skin.

Mara’s head tipped back as Claire’s fingers parted her folds. She was already wet. The contact was smooth and warm, and Claire moved with knowing slowness, teasing through the slickness before slipping one finger inside, then another. She curled them slightly, adjusting the angle, and her thumb circled Mara’s clit in gentle, patient strokes.

Claire kissed her again, lips warm and searching. Mara melted into it, hips moving with Claire’s hand, breath coming faster now. She felt her arousal climbing steadily, the pleasure building low and insistent.

Then Claire pulled back just enough to speak, her voice a soft rasp against Mara’s ear. “You like being watched?”

Mara’s breath shuddered out. She nodded, barely able to form words.

Claire’s lips found her neck, leaving a slow, wet kiss just below her ear. “Then let him watch you come.”

Mara’s eyes fluttered open, and she turned her head just enough to find Evan.

He was still perched on the ottoman, frozen in place. His eyes were fixed on her—wide, dark, unblinking. His lips were parted slightly, and one hand gripped his thigh, tense, unmoving. Through the soft fabric of his joggers, Mara could see the shape of his erection straining forward, the outline unmistakable.

Mara’s breath hitched. Her hips bucked reflexively against Claire’s hand, chasing the pressure. Claire didn’t stop—her fingers moved skillfully, firm and slow, circling Mara’s clit with just enough precision to make her legs tremble.

“That’s it,” Claire whispered. “Come for us.”

Mara’s hand gripped the back of the couch. Her mouth parted, and a low sound escaped her throat—something closer to a sob than a moan. Her body tightened, coiled, and then...

She came hard, thighs trembling, breath stuttering in her chest. Claire kissed her temple and eased her down through it, her touch gentle now, coaxing every last wave.

Only then did Claire glance at Evan. “You just gonna sit there?”

Evan blinked, startled, like he’d been holding his breath. He stood, a little clumsy, clearly trying to gather himself as he crossed the room.

Claire met him halfway. Her fingers found his waistband, and without ceremony, she unzipped his fly and eased his cock out. He was already hard, flushed deep at the tip, and slick with anticipation. Claire didn’t hesitate—she leaned in and wrapped her lips around him, sucking lightly, her mouth warm and wet. Her eyes stayed on Mara the entire time.

Mara bit her lower lip, her breath hitching as she watched. Her hips rocked slowly against Claire’s hand, which hadn’t stopped stroking her—each movement small but devastatingly focused. Claire pulled back from Evan with a soft sound, his cock glistening now from her spit. She turned to Mara again, eyes hooded.

“Lie back.”

Mara obeyed, sinking into the cushions. The leather felt cool against her overheated skin, her body still buzzing from everything that had come before. Her legs trembled slightly as she spread them for him, the anticipation nearly unbearable. She could feel her heartbeat in strange places—her wrists, her thighs, her throat.

Evan knelt between her legs. His hands were warm against her thighs, grounding her. She watched the way he touched himself, guiding his cock to her entrance. His eyes flicked to hers, full of something tender and uncertain.

Her breath caught in her chest as he pushed forward. The initial stretch stole her voice—a sweet ache that made her toes curl. Her body resisted for the briefest second, then softened, opened, welcomed. He filled her inch by inch, steady and unhurried, until their hips met and she could feel all of him inside her.

Mara's head tipped back against the cushions, a quiet sound escaping her throat. It was a half gasp, half moan.

Claire leaned down and kissed her, unhurried and deep, tasting the tension, the hunger, the release. “That’s it,” she whispered between kisses. “Let him fuck you while I watch.”

The words were hot in Mara’s ear, and somehow even more arousing than Evan’s thrusts. She kissed Claire back, harder this time, fingers tangling in her hair like she needed something to hold onto.

Evan began to move, slow at first, like he was savoring every second of being inside her. Claire’s fingers slid between Mara’s legs again, circling her clit with a familiar pressure, syncing perfectly with the rhythm of Evan’s hips. The combination—inside and outside, firm and teasing—was overwhelming in the best possible way.

Mara’s breath came faster. Her hips moved without thinking, chasing sensation, meeting Evan’s thrusts with growing urgency. Her moans filled the room, muffled only when Claire’s lips returned to hers.

Claire’s mouth moved lower, kissing down Mara’s throat, her collarbone, the soft curve of her breasts. Evan’s pace picked up, his thrusts deeper now, rougher. His fingers dug into Mara’s hips, anchoring her, pulling her to meet every motion with just as much hunger. Her legs wrapped around him, not for leverage, but because she couldn’t not touch him.

The buildup this time was fast and fierce. No teasing. No hesitation.

Mara’s orgasm hit her like a breaking wave. Sharp, sudden, full-bodied. She cried out against Claire’s mouth, hips bucking wildly as the tension unraveled. Her vision blurred. Her body shuddered with aftershocks. She clung to Claire like a lifeline, needing something solid in the haze of pleasure.

Her chest heaved as she tried to catch her breath. The room swam slightly, her skin flushed and damp. She barely noticed Claire pulling away until she felt the shift in weight beside her.

Claire turned to Evan. “Lie down.”

He obeyed without a word, still flushed and breathless, eyes dazed from watching Mara fall apart.

Claire straddled him, casual and confident, like she’d done it a hundred times. There was no hesitation in the way she reached for him, no shyness as she guided him to her entrance. Mara watched, breath caught somewhere in her throat, as Claire eased herself down onto him with a slow, drawn-out moan that seemed to echo inside Mara’s chest. Her eyes fluttered shut, her mouth parting as she adjusted to the fullness, her hips starting to move in slow, deliberate circles.

Evan groaned, his fingers pressing into Claire’s thighs like he needed to remind himself this was real. His head tipped back against the floor, jaw tight, his breath catching with every shift of her body.

Mara sat up slowly, her spine stiff from how long she'd been arching and tensing. Her thighs were still trembling, but the heat between them hadn’t faded. She shifted her hand down, curious, tentative at first. Her fingers met wetness—her own—and began to move in small, slow circles. She couldn’t stop watching.

But the rush of desire was tangled with something messier. Her heart beat strangely in her chest, off-rhythm, like it wasn’t sure how to feel. She had told herself this was what she wanted. Something to shake them loose. Something to make them feel again.

But watching her husband like this—mouth slack, eyes glazed, hips bucking up into another woman—it did something to her.

She wasn’t jealous. Or at least, not in the way she might have expected. It wasn’t about Claire. Claire was beautiful, yes. Bold. Magnetic. But it wasn’t her body that made Mara’s chest ache. It was the way Evan looked at her.

The way his hands gripped her hips like she was the only thing tethering him to the moment.

Mara’s breath caught. A flicker of doubt crept in. Was this what it took to wake her up? To restore the passion that had been lacking?

She tried to chase the thought away, her fingers still working between her thighs, trying to stay tethered to the arousal instead. She wanted to feel powerful, not exposed. Wanted this to be about control, exploration—not vulnerability.

And yet, her pulse stuttered when Claire looked over at her, flushed and panting, and didn’t slow down.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Mara whispered, but even to her own ears, the words sounded conflicted. A mixture of awe, disbelief, and something closer to fear.

Neither of them answered. They couldn’t. They were too wrapped up in each other now—Claire moving faster, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, her hair swinging as her rhythm grew more urgent. Her gasps pitched higher, edged with desperation. Evan matched her pace, his hands sliding from her hips to her waist, pulling her down onto him harder, chasing friction like it might save him.

Mara couldn’t look away. She touched herself more firmly now, fingers slick and needy. But every moan Claire gave—every twitch of Evan’s hips—was a small slice across the surface of her calm.

Was this power or surrender? Liberation or loss?

Claire leaned back slightly, a sharp gasp tearing from her lips. Her thighs flexed, sweat gleaming across her skin. Evan’s expression contorted, his eyes squeezed shut, and then he came hard. A groan ripped from his chest, raw and guttural, his body locking up beneath her.

Mara watched him unravel beneath another woman. And to her own surprise, it wasn’t devastation that filled her. It was passion. A strange, dark thrill that ran through her like a current. This wasn’t a fantasy anymore. It was real. Messy. Hot. Complicated. And somehow, it belonged to her just as much as it belonged to them.

She sat still for a moment, her chest rising and falling, her skin flushed and damp. Her hand had gone still between her thighs, but the ache lingered—deep, buzzing, and alive.

Claire collapsed forward onto Evan’s chest, laughing breathlessly. Her hair clung to her neck, damp with sweat. Evan’s arms came up slowly, wrapping around her like he was still catching up to his own body.

Mara blinked, then exhaled. Her heart was still pounding. Her thighs were sticky. Her fingers slipped from her skin as she let her hand fall to the couch beside her.

“Holy shit,” Claire said, still panting.

Mara gave a soft huff of breath, not quite a laugh yet. More like disbelief turning into something looser. Her lips curved, slow and crooked. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “That… happened.”

Claire turned her head, still sprawled across Evan, and grinned. “You’re not mad?”

Mara reached up and brushed a strand of hair from her damp cheek. She considered it. Really considered it. Then she shook her head. “No,” she said honestly. “Just… surprised. I guess I didn’t expect it to feel so…”

“Hot?” Claire offered.

Mara let out a real laugh this time. “Something like that.”

Evan lay flat on his back, eyes still closed, his chest rising and falling in slow, steady waves.

Claire rolled off him and stretched out beside him on the floor, arms above her head, completely unselfconscious. “I vote we do that again sometime.”

Mara reached for her wineglass, took a slow sip, and leaned back against the cushions. Her legs were still open, unashamed. Her whole body hummed with leftover sensation, the pulse of it still echoing through her.

“Next time,” she said, “I’m getting on top first.”

That earned a lazy, satisfied groan from Evan, and a smirk from Claire.

Eventually, they dressed. The room still carried the scent of heat and skin, a haze of sweat and wine and something neither Mara nor Evan could name. Claire kissed Mara once more at the door before Maya and Evan turned to leave.

The walk home was quiet. Not tense, just… full. Evan didn’t speak, but his hand stayed in Maya’s the whole way.
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The shower ran hotter than either of them needed. Steam filled the glass, fogged up the mirror, turned the bathroom into a pocket of white noise and silence.

Mara stood with her back to the water, arms around Evan’s neck. She felt heavy in the best way. She was limp, melted, and sore in places that made her grin without meaning to. Her hair clung to her neck. The water slid between them as they swayed just slightly, not quite rocking, not quite still.

He touched her waist.

“So,” he said finally, voice soft and amused. “Is this gonna be a thing now?”

She didn’t answer right away. Her lips were still parted, her pulse still slow. She tipped her head forward until her forehead touched his chest. He smelled like shampoo and sex. Like her.

“I don’t know,” she murmured. “You gonna pout every time she makes me come harder than you?”

Evan huffed a laugh. His hands slid down to cup her ass, giving it a slow, affectionate squeeze.

“You think I can’t do better?”

She lifted her head just enough to look up at him. His eyes were warm. Clear. There was no tension between them now. No flinching. Just that slightly smug grin that made her want to slap him and kiss him at the same time.

“I think she has an unfair advantage,” Mara said. “She’s new. Mysterious. Doesn't leave socks in the hallway.”

Evan leaned in, brushing his mouth against hers. “She also doesn’t know how you like your eggs.”

“I don’t eat eggs.”

“Exactly.”

She smiled against his lips. The water pulsed behind her, still too hot, still soothing. She let herself lean into him fully now, arms loose around his waist. No resistance. Just warmth and muscle and the steady thump of his heartbeat under her palm.

“I’m not freaking out,” she said, almost surprised to hear it aloud.

He kissed her forehead. “I know.”

“I thought I might. I really thought I would.”

“Me too.”

They stood that way for a while. Just standing, breathing, letting the heat and the quiet settle into their bones.

Eventually, they stepped out, toweling off. Mara caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror—hair wild, skin flushed, a faint bite mark just under her collarbone. Her cheeks pinked. She didn’t hide it.

She climbed into bed still damp, slipping between cool sheets and pressing her face into the pillow. Evan turned off the overhead light, then dropped in beside her with a sigh that sounded equal parts exhaustion and pride.

Mara rolled onto her side, hair fanning out around her.

“She’s gonna be trouble,” she said.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “But maybe that’s what we needed.”

Mara smiled. Let her eyes close for a second.

Then she rolled over and reached for her phone. A new message buzzed at the top of the screen.

Claire.

I meant what I said. I’d love to do that again.

Mara stared at it, then let out a breathy laugh.

“What?” Evan asked, already dozing beside her.

She set the phone down on the nightstand.

“Claire,” she said softly. “Just… Claire.”
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