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The morning light through the bedroom window was the soft, forgiving kind, the kind that turned dust motes into gold and made the worn comforter look inviting instead of just old. Ashley sat at her small desk; the laptop lid raised like a shield. She tapped her pen against her notepad, a rapid, nervous rhythm that matched the beat of her heart. The conference call was in three minutes.

She’d just washed her face, and the clean, floral scent of her moisturizer mixed with the deeper, familiar smell of the room—old books, Jason’s cedarwood deodorant, the ghost of last night’s pasta. She adjusted the neckline of her blouse, aware of the fabric pulling across her chest. She was forty-two. She knew how people looked, the glances that lingered a second too long on her hips or the curve of her backside. Most days she just powered through it; a force of habit built over fifteen years of being alone in a crowd.

The bathroom door opened with a soft click.

Steam billowed out first, followed by Jason. A towel was wrapped low around his narrow hips, his lean torso still gleaming with droplets of water. His dark hair was plastered to his forehead. He moved with the unselfconscious ease of someone in their own space, padding silently across the rug.

Ashley held up a single finger, her eyes wide, and pointed at her laptop screen. On mute, she mouthed.

He nodded, understanding immediately. He mimed zipping his lips, a faint, affectionate smile touching his mouth. This was their routine. One bedroom, one bathroom, no secrets.

He was abandoned the day he was born. She’d cared for him, raised him, and now he too was trying to support her. No matter how little money they had, they were happy. There were no secrets. She had raised him. He cared for her, and she did too.

The computer chimed, a sterile sound that shattered the quiet. Ashley clicked off mute, and a grid of faces popped onto her screen. “Good morning, everyone. Ashley here, ready to dive into the Q3 projections.”

Jason moved like a ghost. He dropped the towel, a soft thump on the rug, and began to rifle through the shared dresser, his back to her. The morning light traced the line of his spine, the lean muscles of his shoulders working as he searched for a clean shirt. There was no awkwardness, only the profound normality of their shared life. She’d seen him like this a thousand times, from a squalling infant in a sink bath to a gawky teenager to the man he was now.

“The real challenge,” Ashley said into her headset, her voice calm and professional, “is aligning the marketing spend with these revised timelines.” Her eyes, however, flicked to Jason. He found a pair of gray boxer briefs and stepped into them, hopping slightly on one foot to maintain his balance. A faint smile touched her lips. Her boy.

He pulled a faded band t-shirt over his head, then bent to hunt for jeans. His phone, charging on the nightstand, lit up with a notification. Ashley saw the name ‘Kaitlyn’ flash on the screen before Jason scooped it up and silenced it. He caught her looking and gave a small, almost imperceptible shrug, a wince in his eyes. A date last weekend that hadn’t gone well. She knew. He told her everything.

“I’d need to see the analytics breakdown before I can commit to that,” Ashley said, her tone firm. She watched Jason pull on his jeans, the denim snug over his narrow hips. He zipped them quietly.

He mouthed, Coffee?

She nodded, pointing to the kitchen and giving a thumbs-up.

He padded out, leaving the door slightly ajar. The domestic sounds were a comfort—the clink of a mug, the gurgle of the kettle, the distant crinkle of the bread bag. Ashley continued her meeting, talking about deliverables and KPIs, but a part of her was listening to the symphony of their morning. This was their equilibrium. Her salary paid the bulk of the rent, his gig work and part-time job covered groceries and utilities. It was tight, often painfully so, but it was theirs.

He returned a few minutes later, placing her favourite chipped “World’s Okayest Boss” mug steaming gently beside her mousepad. He’d even remembered the little splash of oat milk. He leaned close, his voice a warm whisper directly in her ear, his breath stirring her hair. “I’ve got the early shift at the garage. Your car’s making that whining noise again. I’ll look at it after.”

“Thank you,” she whispered back, the words meant for him alone, before turning her attention back to the pixelated faces on her screen. “So, if we pivot the campaign launch to the fourth week...”

He gathered his keys, his wallet, his work boots in hand. He paused at the bedroom door, looking back at her. She was in her element, commanding the virtual room, a fierce intelligence in her eyes he’d admired his whole life. But he also saw the slight slump of her shoulders, the way her free hand rubbed at a knot in her neck. The loneliness she thought she hid so well. It hung on her in quiet moments, a shawl she couldn’t take off.

He’d seen it last night, too, when she thought he was asleep. Staring at the ceiling, her expression soft and unguarded, utterly alone in the dark.

“Bye, Ash,” he murmured.

She waved without looking, absorbed in her argument about budgetary constraints.

The front door clicked shut. The apartment settled into a different kind of quiet. The call dragged on for another twenty minutes, a grinding parade of corporate jargon. When it finally ended, Ashley slammed the laptop shut with more force than necessary.

Silence.

She swivelled in her chair, taking in the empty room. His side of the bed was neatly made, a stark contrast to her own tangled sheets. The loneliness descended then, not as a sharp pain, but as a heavy, familiar weight. She was forty-two. Divorced for fifteen years. Her life was work, and Jason, and the four walls of this apartment that felt both like a sanctuary and a cage.

She reached for the coffee. It was the perfect temperature. He always timed it right.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Jason, already at work.

Whining noise is just the serpentine belt. Tightened it. Don’t let them upsell you at the quick-lube place. Love you.

She typed back, her fingers flying. Love you more. Don’t forget to eat lunch. And be nice to Kaitlyn. Text her.

Three dots appeared, then his reply. I was nice. She was boring. Not like you. Lunch is a granola bar. Thrilling.

Ashley laughed, a real one that filled the quiet room. The weight lifted, just a little. He was trying. In every way he knew how. She was trying, too. They had no secrets. Just this.

She finished her coffee, the last sip sweet and bitter. The day stretched ahead, long and empty until he came home. But he would come home. To her. To them. She got up, smoothed her blouse, and decided to start the laundry. His clothes were in the hamper, mixed with hers. It was a Tuesday. Her day. She sorted mechanically, a lifetime of routine in the motions: lights, darks, delicates. His band t-shirts, smelling of sweat and garage oil. Her blouses, holding the faint, professional scent of her perfume. His socks, her stockings. His boxer briefs, her panties. It was all just fabric. It was all just them.

She did the laundry only during weekdays. Weekends he would do the laundry. They were so close to each other that washing each other's clothes and underwear was common. They would also buy each other underwear if anyone was at the place. It was just them for each other. A pack of his briefs from Target, a lacy thong for her from the sale bin at Victoria's Secret, tossed on the bed with a casual, "Saw this, thought you'd like the colour." No ceremony. Just necessity and a deep, unspoken currency of care.

The washer churned to life. Ashley wiped her hands on her leggings and surveyed the apartment. The silence was back, a physical presence. She fought it with noise—a podcast, the clatter of dishes. She texted Jason a photo of the swirling laundry. Your concert shirt is officially de-stinked.

His reply was instant. RIP shirt. It died doing what it loved: being sweaty.

She smiled, but it felt thin. The afternoon sun moved across the floor. She finished the laundry, hauling the warm, damp weight to the bedroom. She shook out his jeans, hung her blouses, folded the rest into two neat piles on the bed: his, hers.

At the bottom of the basket, something else.

A small, black shopping bag from a store she never went to. Not Target. Not Walmart. Something... nicer. Intimate.

Her breath hitched. A weird, cold curiosity trickled down her spine. This wasn’t part of the routine.

She pulled it out. The tissue paper was crisp, expensive. She unfolded it.

Inside was a slip of black silk. Not just silk. Lingerie. A chemise, sheer and delicate, with fine lace tracing the neckline. It was beautiful. Undeniably, devastatingly beautiful. And it was not her size. It was smaller. Sleeker.

The world narrowed to the fabric in her hands. The silence in the apartment became a roar. Fifteen years of being alone flooded back in a single, crushing wave. This was it. The proof. He had someone. Of course he had someone. He was twenty-two. He was buying some girl beautiful, expensive things. And he’d hidden it, or forgotten it, here. In their laundry.

Her throat tightened. She sat on the edge of the bed, the cool silk spilling over her fingers like water. She felt every one of her forty-two years, every inch of her forty-inch waist. The carefully constructed world of them cracked, and the loneliness she managed daily poured in, bitter and complete.
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