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      My wife Kelly left on Friday morning, with just a kiss on my cheek and a list on the fridge: swap the laundry, take the recycling out, please do not forget to blow out the cinnamon candle. Call your mother. She is expecting you to confirm when we’re showing up for Thanksgiving on Thursday.

      Her suitcase wheels rattled all the way down the hall, then the door clicked and quiet filled the house. It smelled like orange peel and cloves from all the candles she had lit around the house. Outside, the oak along the shared fence had dropped half its leaves. The day felt like that, half full and half bare. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a weekend alone. There was nothing on my agenda to accomplish while she was way.

      Nothing except her check list.

      I made a sandwich, watched a game, and ignored the list. I kept thinking about how the house felt different when Kelly was gone. Lighter, maybe. Or just louder in my head. Sometimes when you love someone a long time, your thoughts learn to whisper. Alone, they talk at a normal volume.

      At around three, the doorbell rang. I opened it to Susie from next door. She had a pie cooling in her hands and an apron dusted in flour. She smiled like she knew something I did not. Maybe she always looked that way. Her hair had a different bounce in it, or maybe I was simply noticing this for the first time. Her smile was intoxicating, and she smelled delicious.

      “Emergency,” she said. “I baked too much, and I do not trust my willpower. You must take this off my hands.”

      “You brought a whole pumpkin pie as an emergency?”

      “I told you, I have no will power. Can you not see I’m desperate?”

      “I did suspect,” I said, and took the pie like it was a baby.

      She leaned against the doorframe. “Where is Kelly?”

      “Out of town. Visiting her mom.”

      “Ah.” Susie said with an eagerness to her tone before stepping inside. “Then you definitely cannot be alone with a pie. That is how stomach cramps of regret are born.”

      She moved through my kitchen as if it were a room she had designed, slid the pie onto the counter, and found plates without asking. I stood there with my hands in my pockets, feeling both like a host and a guest. Her hair was a warm brown, curled at the ends, the kind of casual spiral that looks effortless and took twenty minutes to do.

      We ate with forks that did not match. The windows were open, the air cool carried the smell of wet leaves rising from the yard into my kitchen. Crust flaked on my lip after I took a bite, and she reached up to brush it away with her thumb. It was nothing and it was something. My brain told me to joke. My body decided not to.

      “You are a mess,” she said.

      “I am a man left alone with a pie,” I said. “This was a trap.”

      Her thumb lingered. Her eyes met mine. She lowered her hand to the counter and tapped twice, as if she had settled on something. “I have been painting my hallway,” she said. “Would you come look at it before I panic and decide I hate the color?”

      That was how easy it was. Pie, a thumb, and a hallway. This was the kind of door that opened because no one locked it. Almost like a trap.

      I followed her next door. The hallway was the color of late afternoon, soft and golden like the sun. She asked what I thought while standing very close, and I gave an opinion that was probably about her and not the paint.

      “I like it. Very calming and inviting.”

      We moved toward her kitchen. She poured each of us a cup of cider and added a slice of orange to mine. Our arms brushed. It felt like stepping on a soft spot in the earth and letting myself sink an inch. Being this close to her gave my body goosebumps that I hadn’t asked for yet welcomed.
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