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      I imagined marriage as something you tended, like a garden. You watered it, pruned the dead bits, and watched it grow into the shape you’d planned. No one tells you gardens go wild if you let them, and sometimes wildness is the point.

      The afternoon was the hot Texas only gives you in late May, when the air feels heavy. I stood at the kitchen window, iced tea sweating against my palm, and watched the truck pull into our driveway. The truck was white and dusty, small blue logo reading Clearwater Pool Service. I hadn’t seen the truck before. We had switched companies in March after the old one missed two cleanings in a row, and Grant had handled the paperwork. He had told me a new guy was coming. He hadn’t told me anything else.

      The driver climbed out, and I felt the small click inside my chest that I had learned to ignore in the last few years. He wasn’t what I expected. Most of the pool guys we had used over the years had been older men with sun-leathered necks, or college kids who showed up in flip-flops and stayed twenty minutes. This one moved differently. He shut the truck door with his hip and tugged a long-handled net from the bed in one easy motion, the motion of someone who'd done it a thousand times.

      He was tall. His t-shirt was faded green and clung with sweat. He had dark hair cut short on the sides and longer on top, and a tattoo down one forearm that I couldn’t read from the kitchen.

      I lifted the iced tea and sipped just to have something to do.

      He walked around to the side gate, unlatched it, and disappeared into the backyard. I stood at the window for another minute after he was gone, watching the empty driveway and the dust still hanging in the air. Then I turned back to the counter, where I had been slicing peaches for a cobbler, and I picked the knife back up.

      The peaches were too ripe. The juice ran over my fingers, sticky and bright. A new face in the yard. A novelty, which would feel ordinary by next week.

      Grant came home a little after six. I heard the garage door go up and the dog scramble down the hall to meet him, his nails clicking on the tile in that frantic way that always made me smile. Grant called out for the dog and then for me, in that order. I called back from the kitchen, and the house settled into the rhythm.

      He came in with his tie loosened and his sleeves already rolled up. He kissed me on the temple and reached past me for a beer.

      “Smells good in here,” he said. “Cobbler?”

      “Peaches were on sale.”

      “My favorite kind.” He cracked the bottle open against the edge of the counter, a habit I’d stopped fighting, and took a long pull. “New guy came today?”

      “He came.”

      “And?”

      “And the pool is clean.” I wiped my hands on a dish towel and tried to keep my voice flat. “He was in and out in under an hour.”

      Grant grinned. I knew that grin, the slight lift that meant he'd heard something I hadn't said. He set the beer down and put his hands on my hips and looked at me the way he looked at me when we were alone, which was always a little different from how he looked at me when other people were around.

      “You okay, baby? You look a little pink.”

      “It is a hundred degrees outside.”

      “Mm hm.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and turned back to the peaches. He didn’t move his hands. He stood there with his palms warm against my hipbones and his chin almost at my shoulder, and he watched me slice for a minute, saying nothing. After a long time, he leaned in and kissed the spot behind my ear and said, “Was he cute?”

      I almost cut myself.

      “Grant.”

      “What?” His voice was low and amused. “I am allowed to ask.”

      “You may ask, and I am allowed not to answer.”

      “Fair.” He let me go and reached for his beer again. “The dog needs a walk. Cobbler ready by the time I get back?”

      “If you stop talking and go walk the dog, yes.”

      He laughed and clipped the leash on and went out the front door, and I stood at the counter with my heart racing in a way I didn’t want to name. He had seen me notice something through the kitchen window, and he had let it sit there between us like a glass of wine he wouldn’t drink yet.

      I put the cobbler in the oven, set the timer, and went upstairs to change. The shorts I had on were sticky from the peach juice. That was why I changed. I put on a soft cotton sundress that fell to my knees, the one with the thin straps. I brushed my hair out and put it back up in a clip. I looked at myself in the mirror over the dresser and tried to see what Grant had seen at the counter, what had made him ask. My cheeks were a little flushed. That was all. My cheeks were always a little flushed in May.

      I didn’t put on lipstick. I did, however, dab a little of the perfume I kept on the dresser, the one with the soft amber note that I almost never wore on weekdays.

      We ate at the kitchen table with the back door cracked open to let the breeze in. The cobbler turned out the way I wanted it to; the crust crisp on top and the peach juice bubbling up around the edges of the dish. Grant ate two helpings and made a quiet, appreciative sound after the second one. I’d been hearing for fifteen years, and that still did something small to my stomach. The dog lay at our feet with his chin on Grant’s shoe.

      “So,” Grant said, dragging the last spoonful through the syrup on his plate. “The new guy.”

      “What about him?”

      “What was his name? Did he introduce himself?”

      “Cole.” I hadn’t realized I had remembered. He had said it through the open back door when he had come around to drag the long pole back to his truck, and I had been close enough to the door to hear. “Cole something.”

      “Cole something.” Grant set his spoon down. “How old is Cole something?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Guess.”

      “Grant, why are we doing this?”

      “Because you have that look on your face,” he said, “and I want to know what it is.”

      I looked at him across the table. The light over the sink was on behind him and softened his edges. He was forty-one years old, and he had a little gray coming in at his temples now. The small lines at the corners of his eyes had settled in over the last few years, and I found them more handsome than I would have predicted. He was wearing the gray t-shirt he wore on weekends. His hands rested on the table on either side of his plate, big and steady and familiar.

      I knew exactly what look he meant. I just didn’t want to name it.

      “He is younger,” I said.

      “How much younger?”

      “I don’t know. Twenty-five, maybe. Twenty-six.”

      “Mm.” Grant nodded slowly. “Tall?”

      “Yes.”

      “Built?”

      “Grant.”

      “Yes or no.”

      “Yes.”

      He smiled at that, but it wasn’t the grin from before. It was something smaller and more curious. He reached across the table and took my hand and turned it over so my palm was up, and he traced one finger across the inside of my wrist where the skin was thin and the pulse sat close to the surface.

      “You know what I think, Tess?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think you’ve been wound a little tight lately.” His finger kept moving in slow, easy circles. “I think you work too hard. I think you don’t let yourself have anything for yourself, except for the garden and the dog, and the dog technically belongs to me.”

      “The dog belongs to whoever feeds him last.”

      “The dog belongs to me.” He smiled. “I think maybe Cole could help you relax a little. While he is around. You know. Whatever helps.”

      The words landed low in my chest. I forced a laugh.

      “You’re a terrible husband.”

      “I am a wonderful husband.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “Am I?” His thumb pressed gently against the inside of my wrist, against the place where he could feel my pulse pick up, and his eyes didn’t leave mine. “I am only saying. Some women take a yoga class. Some women buy new cars. You could just enjoy looking at the new pool boy. For your health.”

      “For my health.”

      “For your health.”

      I pulled my hand back and stood up and started clearing the plates because I needed to be moving. Grant let me go. He always let me go. He sat at the table with his beer and the dog at his feet and watched me stack the dishes in the sink, and the silence had a heartbeat.

      When I had the water running, I said, with my back to him, “You should not say things like that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I will remember them.”

      “Good.”

      I closed my eyes for a second over the running water. The faucet was loud, and his voice had been quiet, and the word was so small. Good.

      I turned the water off and dried my hands on the towel, and then turned around. He was still at the table, still watching me, his expression unreadable in the way it got when he was actually thinking about something and not just teasing.

      “Grant.”

      “Tess.”

      “Do you mean it?”

      I hadn’t meant to ask. The question had walked out of my mouth before I did. My face flushed, and I almost took it back, almost laughed it off, almost made one of the graceful retreats fifteen years of marriage had taught me.

      I didn’t.

      He looked at me for a long moment.

      “I mean,” he said carefully, “that I love you, and I see you, and I have been watching you fold yourself a little smaller every year and call it maturity, and I do not love that part. I do not have a plan. I do not have a list of rules. I just know that the look on your face when that truck pulled in is the look I used to see on you all the time, and I haven’t seen it in a while, and I missed it.”

      I gripped the towel as if it were keeping me upright.

      “So,” I said. “No rules?”

      “No rules yet.” He smiled, small. “Maybe some rules. We can write them together.”

      “What rules?”

      “The kind that means we keep us who we are, nobody gets hurt, and the kind that means you tell me things, and I tell you things, and we do nothing in the dark.” He stood up and came around the table and took the towel out of my hands and set it on the counter, and he put his palms on either side of my face and tipped my chin up. “The rules that mean I get to watch you come back to life.”

      “Grant.”

      “Yeah, baby.”

      “This is a strange conversation to have over peach cobbler.”

      He laughed at that, and the laugh broke something open in my chest that had been clenched all day. He kissed me on the forehead, then on the mouth, slow, the way he hadn’t kissed me in a Tuesday-night way in a long time.

      “We do not have to decide anything tonight,” he said against my mouth.

      “Okay.”

      “We can just call it a pact.”

      “A pact.”

      “The kind people make when they are figuring something out together.”

      “What is the pact?”

      “Essentially, honesty.” He pulled back enough to look at me. “It’s whatever happens in your head; you tell me. Whatever happens in mine, I tell you. Whatever we do, we decide it together.”

      I looked at him for a long time. The dog stood up from under the table, stretched, and looked at us both as if we were being unusually slow about something. Grant didn’t blink.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay?”

      “Okay.” My voice was steadier than I felt.

      “Good girl.” He smiled and kissed me once more, light, and then he stepped back and picked up his beer like nothing had changed, like we hadn't just rearranged the floor beneath our feet. “I am going to take the dog out one more time. You finish those dishes. I will be right back.”

      He whistled for the dog, and the two of them went out the front door, and the door clicked shut behind them.

      I stood in the middle of my kitchen and listened to the icemaker drop a fresh batch into the freezer tray and the cobbler dish ticking as it cooled on the stove. My heart was beating hard enough that I could feel it in my throat. Outside, the sky over the back fence had gone that deep, soft blue it got after a hot day, and the cicadas had started up, and somewhere down the street a sprinkler hissed to life.

      I pressed my palms flat against the counter and made myself breathe.

      The cobbler dish settled in my stomach; the cicadas sang. The dog barked once at something out on the street and then stopped, and Grant’s voice came back to him, low and laughing, and the front door opened, and the rhythm of the house picked up again right where it had left off.

      I dried my hands and turned around to meet him.
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