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The sound of the engine faded more quickly than she expected.

Ellie stood in the doorway long enough for the air to cool against her bare ankles before she realized she was still holding the frame with both hands. The street beyond the yard was already empty, the curve of the road swallowing the last trace of the car as if it had never been there at all. She told herself she was only making sure they cleared the intersection safely, but she knew that was not the truth. The truth was that she was replaying the hug in her mind, the weight of his coat beneath her fingers, the quiet pressure of her hand slipping down just far enough to slide the folded scrap of paper into the back pocket of his jeans.

He had not flinched.

He had not looked down.

He had not acknowledged it in any way.

But he had known.

She closed the door gently and leaned her forehead against it for a moment, feeling the faint vibration of the house settling around her. Her pulse had not slowed yet. It was still caught in the rhythm of risk, in the memory of how close his mouth had been to her ear when she leaned in to say goodbye. She had told herself she would not do anything reckless, and yet she had stood there with her son beside them and chosen something that could not be undone.

The kitchen looked the same as it had an hour earlier, but the room felt altered, as if something invisible had shifted its balance. Jamie’s empty cereal bowl sat in the sink beside a coffee mug with a faint crescent of lipstick on the rim. She reached for both without thinking, turning on the faucet and watching the water rush over ceramic and glass. The simple act steadied her. The warmth of it grounded her hands. She focused on the small details, the ring of milk dissolving, the way the soap clung to her fingers before sliding away.

Daniel came downstairs just as she was drying the last dish, adjusting his tie in the reflection of the microwave door. He asked if they had left on time and she told him yes, keeping her voice level and unremarkable. He nodded, poured himself coffee, and began speaking about a meeting that had stretched longer than expected the previous day. She listened without really hearing him, responding when necessary, offering a small hum of agreement at the right moment. When he leaned in to kiss her cheek before leaving, the contact was light and familiar, the kind that required no intention behind it. She felt it and then felt the absence of it almost immediately after.

Once he was gone, the house exhaled into a deeper quiet. Ellie walked down the hallway toward the guest room without fully deciding to. The door stood half open, the bed still neatly made, the faint scent of cedar and clean sheets lingering in the air. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her, letting the room hold her for a moment in its contained stillness. It looked smaller now without him in it, as though it had already begun to forget the shape of his body.

She moved toward the window and stared out at the yard, her reflection faintly layered over the pale wash of winter light. Somewhere on the road miles away, he was sitting in the passenger seat with her phone number in his pocket. She imagined him feeling it there as he shifted, imagined his fingers brushing against the folded edge of paper through denim. She wondered when he would look at it. She wondered whether he would unfold it immediately or wait until later, when Jamie was not watching.

The thought made her stomach tighten in a way that was not entirely pleasant.

She left the room and closed the door more firmly this time, as if sealing something in. The rest of the afternoon passed in small, unremarkable motions. She folded laundry that did not need folding and wiped down counters that were already clean. She opened her phone twice to check the time and set it back down without unlocking it. She told herself she would not sit there waiting. She told herself she would not become someone who measured hours by silence.

By early evening she had convinced herself that he might not text at all, that perhaps the number would stay folded in his pocket like a secret neither of them intended to use. The possibility should have relieved her. Instead, it left her unsettled, as though she had stepped to the edge of something and found nothing on the other side.

Dinner with Daniel was uneventful. He spoke about work while she pushed food around her plate, nodding in the appropriate places. Her phone lay face down near her elbow, the screen dark and quiet. She kept her hand away from it with deliberate effort, aware of how quickly her body wanted to reach.

Later, when they went upstairs, she carried it with her anyway. She placed it on the nightstand beside the bed and lay back against her pillow, staring at the ceiling while Daniel scrolled through something on his tablet. He fell asleep within minutes, his breathing evening out into a steady rhythm. The room dimmed into the soft gray of night.

She waited without admitting she was waiting.

At eleven twelve, the screen lit up.

The light caught her eye before the vibration registered, and her heart thudded hard against her ribs as she reached for it. There was only one message.

I found something in my pocket.

Her throat tightened.

A second message followed almost immediately.

I think it belongs to you.

She rolled onto her side, angling her body away from Daniel as though the turn itself created privacy. The room felt smaller suddenly, closer. She read the words again, her pulse rushing in her ears.

Maybe, she typed carefully. Did you like what you found?

The three dots appeared almost at once.

I haven’t decided yet.

Her breath caught in her chest.

She stared at the screen, the quiet of the house pressing in around her, and understood in that moment that whatever came next would not feel accidental. It would be chosen.
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Ellie did not sleep well after that message. Even after the conversation tapered off into something safer and more ambiguous, her body refused to settle. Nico had not pushed, had not turned the exchange into something overtly dangerous, but there had been a subtle current running beneath every word. He had asked how her evening was. She had told him it was quiet. He had said the drive back felt longer than usual. She had responded that the house felt smaller than she remembered. Neither of them named what sat between those sentences, yet it shaped every pause.

By morning, the edges of the conversation still clung to her like the faint scent of smoke in fabric. Daniel left early again, offering a distracted kiss and a promise to be home before dinner that she knew would dissolve into another late meeting. Ellie moved through the kitchen slowly after he was gone, pouring coffee and staring at her phone where it rested beside the sugar bowl. She told herself she would not reach for it immediately. She told herself she would wait until midmorning, until noon, until something in her felt less desperate. The resolve lasted less than five minutes.

There was no new message.

The absence of it felt louder than the ones that had arrived the night before.

She set the phone down and forced herself to focus on something tangible. She reorganized the pantry shelves, shifting boxes and jars into neater rows even though they had not been particularly disordered to begin with. The physical act of moving things steadied her breathing. It gave her hands something to do. Yet every few minutes her eyes drifted toward the counter where her phone lay facedown, as if it were an animal she was trying not to startle.

Around eleven, the screen finally lit up.

Her pulse quickened before she even read the name.

Nico: I keep thinking about the way you looked when we left.

The message sat there, simple and unadorned. She read it twice before unlocking the screen fully, her fingers hovering over the keyboard. She felt a rush of warmth move through her chest and down her arms, not sharp or frantic but deep and steady. It was not just that he had texted. It was that he had chosen a memory. He had selected a moment from the same narrow stretch of time she had been replaying in her head since yesterday afternoon.

What about it? she typed, then erased. That feels dangerous, she tried next, and erased that too. She did not want to sound coy. She did not want to sound eager. She did not want to sound like someone who had been waiting all morning.

Finally she wrote, I didn’t realize I looked like anything at all.

His reply came slower this time.

You did.

The three dots disappeared, then returned.

You looked like you were about to do something you weren’t supposed to do.

She felt heat rise along her neck.

She leaned back against the counter and closed her eyes briefly, remembering the hug, the subtle press of her hand, the way her fingers had moved with deliberate calm while her heart pounded hard enough to make her dizzy. She had not felt reckless in that moment. She had felt precise.

Maybe I was, she wrote before she could talk herself out of it.

The pause that followed stretched longer than she liked. She imagined him sitting somewhere on campus, phone in his hand, reading and rereading the words the way she had done the night before. She pictured the writing workshop girl sitting a few chairs away from him, unaware of the private thread running beneath his attention. The thought made something tight and unfamiliar form in her chest.

He answered at last.

You’re braver than you think you are.

The compliment unsettled her more than it steadied her. She did not want to be brave. Brave implied risk. Brave implied consequence. She wanted this to feel accidental, like something that had simply happened because the air between them had shifted. She did not want to admit that she had chosen it with intention.

She moved to the dining room table and sat down, the phone resting in her hands. Outside the window, the yard looked washed out under the winter light, flat and quiet. She imagined Nico walking across campus later, the paper still tucked into his wallet now instead of his pocket. She imagined him unfolding it again, tracing the digits with his thumb. The image felt intimate in a way that made her stomach turn slightly.

You don’t have to make me sound dramatic, she typed.

I’m not, he replied.

The simplicity of it landed heavier than anything else he had said so far.

They exchanged small details about the morning after that. He mentioned a class he nearly slept through and she told him she had reorganized the pantry for no reason at all. The conversation drifted between light and charged, never fully tipping into confession but never retreating into safety either. When he stopped responding for nearly an hour around midday, she found herself checking the screen again and again, as though staring at it might force it to light up.

She told herself he was in class. She told herself he had other things to do. She told herself she did not need constant reassurance.

The rational voice did not quiet the other one.

I shouldn’t care this much, she thought, standing alone in the kitchen with the phone pressed loosely in her palm. I should be able to put it down and walk away.

Instead, she placed it on the counter and stayed in the room, as though proximity to it mattered.
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