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      I used to think comfort was the reward for a good marriage. Warm meals. Shared bank accounts. Predictability. But lately, comfort felt a lot like standing in a room where the air never moved. Everything was soft and familiar, and somehow, I was still holding my breath.

      By four o’clock the kitchen smelled like garlic and lemon. I had a streak of flour across my cheekbone from rushing a last-minute batch of sugar cookies for the neighborhood block party. The dog tapped his nails against the tile, frantic with hope that something might fall. The dishwasher hummed like a tired bee. I told myself I liked the chaos because it meant we were alive in here. I told myself that often enough that it should have been true.

      Eli came in with the smell of sun and cut grass clinging to him. He dropped his keys in the ceramic bowl, kissed the back of my neck, and said, “You know, you’d probably get a free coffee if you smiled like that at the barista.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and tried not to smile now, just to be contrary. “You trying to pimp me out for a latte?”

      “Not pimp. Encourage.” He grinned at me and stole a cookie from the cooling rack. “When you flirt, you light up. It’s cute.”

      Cute. The timer beeped right then, a little metallic chirp that felt like a punctuation mark on the word. Cute meant happy little mugs, and pumpkin towels, and the color blush in a throw pillow. Cute was harmless. I was not sure I wanted to be harmless.

      “Flirt, huh? What if I’m rusty?” I asked. I slid the roast back into the oven and shut the door with my hip.

      “Then maybe you need practice.” He leaned on the counter, watching me with that look he used to get when we were twenty-three and he would pretend not to be staring across a crowded party.

      “It is not like riding a bike.”

      “Maybe it is,” he said. “You never really forget how. You just need the opportunity.”

      I tossed a dishtowel at him. He caught it, laughing, then looped it back on the oven handle and reached for me. He had flour on his fingers and left a pale fingerprint on my waist. It felt like a flag planted on territory he already owned.

      Later, while Eli took a quick shower, I put the cookies into a tin, lined them in neat circles, and covered them with wax paper. I wiped the counter twice even though it did not need it. The house was clean and bright. A candle flickered on the windowsill, its scent braided together a blend of vanilla and citrus. Everything looked like a picture of a life from a Martha Stewart magazine.

      I checked my reflection in the microwave door because the actual mirror in the hall had terrible lighting that washed me out. My hair had gone wild. I braided it over one shoulder and pulled on a soft black tank and a long skirt with a slit that was only brave if you had not shaved. The skirt swished around my calves and made me feel like I had a secret. Lip balm, a touch of mascara, a single spritz of the perfume I kept for anniversaries; the world did not need to know, I knew.

      “Pretty,” Eli said from the doorway. He had one of those smiles that reached his eyes and made wrinkles at the corners. He tugged the end of my braid. “Seriously. Free coffee, minimum.”

      “Bribery from a man who refuses to pay seven dollars for a latte.”

      “That is because I have principles,” he said, and then he stole another cookie, which was exactly like him.

      We walked down the street at twilight with the cookie tin between us. The block party was already loud. Kids shrieked through sprinklers and left slippery footprints on the sidewalk. Someone hung a string of lights between two trees, a sagging constellation. The air felt warm and damp, the way it does right before night takes itself seriously. A grill smoked at the curb and sent up a fragrant offering of charred fat and salt. I kept catching glimpses of myself in the windows as we passed; all I saw was a woman in black with a braid and a secret. I tried to hold on to that.

      Folding tables lined the cul-de-sac, cluttered with paper plates and watermelon wedges, with crockpots that had labels taped to them. Some napkins tried to blow away and got pinned under bottles of ketchup. I set the cookie tray down near a tomato salad that someone had sprinkled with too much basil. I found myself making conversation with the woman from two houses over, who always wore earrings the size of teacups and had a new diet every month. Tonight, she was only eating fruit. I smiled, nodded, and listened to things about the school fundraiser while Eli disappeared to talk about lawn care with the men who believed in the holiness of their riding mowers.

      That was when I saw him.

      The new neighbor. I had noticed his moving truck the week before and had watched from the upstairs window longer than I meant to. There were boxes labeled kitchen and a scarred cedar dresser. There was a set of free weights and a framed photograph that he carried himself. I had not been able to see the picture. I had wanted to.

      He stood now near the grill with Eli, laughing at something, his mouth tilted in a way that suggested real amusement rather than polite neighborhood snickering. He was the kind of man whose presence did not shout but rearranged the air. Dark hair cropped close, a forearm tattoo that vanished beneath his sleeve when he moved, shoulders that looked like they had held fires and walls and whatever else needed lifting. He wore a plain gray t-shirt and jeans that had seen work and not just a store. His posture said he knew what to do in an emergency and would do it without asking for applause.

      “Dylan,” someone said as I approached. “You have to try Mara’s cookies. She is the reason we gain five pounds every summer.”

      He turned to look at me in a direct manner,  not rudely. Just present, like he had decided to really see the person who had baked the cookies. That small choice went through me like a spark.

      “Your wife’s the one who made these?” he asked Eli, taking a cookie. His voice was warm and a little rough. “Guess I should have moved in sooner.”

      I opened my mouth to answer and almost laughed, but it caught in my throat. Eli beat me to it.

      “Careful, Dylan. She will have you baking next.”

      “Only if she promises to supervise,” Dylan said, looking at me again with the suggestion of a smile that felt like a secret handshake. The cookie broke under his thumb. He took a bite and shut his eyes for a second, the way people do when something small surprises them with pleasure. “Okay. These are unfair.”

      “Unfair is a strong word,” I said. “Dangerous, maybe.”

      A breeze lifted the edge of the paper tablecloth and flipped it onto the ketchup bottle, which toppled toward the potato salad. Dylan caught it with the quick, easy reflex of someone who caught more dangerous things than a red plastic bottle. He set it upright and wiped a smear of ketchup from his hand onto a napkin.

      The conversation shifted. Someone asked him how the new house felt. He said good, still boxes, still finding the light switches by touch. He mentioned he worked two nights on and two nights off, which made the woman with the teacup earrings perk up and ask whether he wanted someone to water his plants. He said he did not have plants yet. The word hung between us like a small invitation to imagine him staying.

      Eli pressed his shoulder to mine for a second. He did it casually, but I felt the message in it. I am here, it said. I see you. I knew what he was doing, and it still worked. He used to do that when we were dating, when a stranger would flirt with me at a bar, when he would grin and lean in and let the stranger see his amusement, not his possessiveness. It had always done a thing to me, that quiet confidence, that request to be looked at rather than locked up.

      I drifted down the table to refill napkins and kept running out of reasons to linger near the grill. Every time I turned back, Dylan seemed to be there. He was talking to the kid from the yellow house about a scraped knee, and he cleaned it with disinfectant like it was the most natural thing in the world. He stooped to pick up a fallen plate and tossed it out. He laughed at something Eli said, and the sound landed in my chest like a smooth stone dropping into water.

      When I finally went back for a cookie, he was there again. I felt silly about the way my pulse picked up. It was only a cookie. It was only a neighbor.

      “You sure you do not want to take over the grill?” I asked because small talk is an adequate cover for a lot of feelings.

      “I could,” he said, “but then I would pretend I like propane. The station uses charcoal. It tastes like a campfire and summer fun.”

      I held his gaze longer than necessary. “A promise of what?”

      “Of something that takes time.” He smiled with only half his mouth. “I am Dylan, by the way. I have seen your house. The little maple out front is going to be a monster in five years.”

      “Mara,” I said, and immediately felt like my name sounded different around him. “This neighborhood is very serious about trees. There is a woman on the corner who names them. You will end up bringing a casserole to a pruning.”

      He laughed. “I can handle that.”

      Up close, I could see a small white scar near his temple, the kind that looked like it had a story. He did not wear a ring. He had the easy posture of someone who did not need to prove anything. There was a scent of smoke caught in his shirt that was not cologne, and not unpleasant. I wanted to ask about the framed photograph I had seen when he moved in, but chose not to. Curiosity is a pet that grows if you feed it.

      Eli joined us again with two drinks. He passed one to me and took a sip of his own. His eyes moved between Dylan and me, with a cool, almost playful calm that made my skin warm.

      “Dylan was telling me about the station,” Eli said. “Says he can run a mile in under seven minutes after a night shift if there is coffee involved.”

      “Six fifty-two,” Dylan said, and then he shrugged as if it mattered less than the cookies.

      “Show-off,” I said. It came out softer than I meant it to.

      He tipped an imaginary hat. “Only with things that do not count.”

      That odd little sentence tucked itself somewhere inside me.

      As the sun slid behind the roofs, the string lights brightened. The world narrowed to light glow around each table. I wandered away to help a toddler open a juice box and came back to find Eli holding court about the best route to the freeway, while Dylan listened with his hands in his pockets and a thoughtful angle to his head, like he was trying the neighborhood on and deciding whether it fit. I watched him for a moment from the edge of the light and felt something in me flex. Not hunger exactly. More like a reminder that I still had a body that could wake up.

      We ate on paper plates balanced on our knees. Someone’s Bluetooth speaker offered a hopeful playlist of songs that had been at every barbecue since college. Eli leaned into me and stole a bite off my fork. He did it like we were still twenty-three and not overwhelmed by grocery lists and bills to pay. My heart did the same small lift it always did. I loved him. That was solid ground. The rest was weather.

      When the kids broke out glow sticks, the party shifted again. Parents checked their watches. People started packing up casseroles while talking about church and soccer practice. I stacked cups and wiped the table where the lemonade had made everything sticky. I could feel Dylan behind me before I turned. There was something about the way his presence moved the air.

      “Need help?” he asked.

      “Always.” I handed him a stack of plates. Our fingers did not touch. They did not need to.

      He carried the plates to the trash can, came back, and nodded toward the cookie tin. “You are going to make enemies if you take that home with more than crumbs in it.”

      “I am prepared to face the consequences,” I said.

      He looked past me, then toward the houses with their porches like open mouths, against the darkening sky. A quiet moved across his face, a shadow that did not seem worrisome, only honest. I wanted to ask if the photograph he had carried all by himself had been a wedding picture. I did not. I told myself I was being respectful. I told myself a lot of things.

      Eli touched my elbow. “We should head back.”

      We said our goodnights. Dylan lifted two fingers in a casual salute. His eyes found mine once more, and then he looked away, as if that was the choice he always made at the right time. I hoped I would always make the same choice.

      We walked home carrying the empty tin. The street was damp and glittered in patches where sprinkler water had dried. Crickets sang in the yards. Eli’s hand slid into mine. My fingers curled around his automatically. We had done that so many times it felt like muscle memory, the body’s way of saying yes to a life it recognized.

      Inside, we rinsed plates and put leftovers into containers. The dishwasher swallowed our day. Eli dried his hands and leaned against the counter.

      “So,” he said lightly. “You practiced.”

      “Practiced what?”

      He tilted his head. “Flirting.”

      I tried to be offended. It lasted one second. “I talked to a neighbor.”

      “You did more than talk.” He came closer and lowered his voice. “You glowed a little. It was nice to see.”

      Something opened in my chest. “And you were not bothered.”

      “I was not.” He brushed my braid over my shoulder and smoothed a thumb along the back of my neck. “I liked it. You looked alive.”

      There were a dozen things to say. I said the truth that felt safe. “I liked it too.”

      We turned off the lights, checked the locks, and did the small dance of shutting down a house. Upstairs, the routine continued. I folded laundry that had waited on the chair all day. Eli brushed his teeth and hummed something tuneless. I put lotion on my hands and thought about the way Dylan had said promise. I felt ridiculous about how much that word had lodged in my head. My body had been cataloging sensations all evening. The scent of charcoal. The weight of eyes on my face. The tiny shock of being seen as a woman and not only as a mother or a wife. There was no shame in that. There was no crime in being awake.

      In bed, Eli pulled me close. His hand settled at my waist. He did not ask what I was thinking. He did not need to. We had been married long enough to recognize a live current when we felt it. He pressed a kiss to my shoulder, then another at the base of my neck. I turned toward him and let my body answer. For a while, there was only the sound of our breathing, the soft shiver of sheets, and the quiet language we spoke when words would only get in the way. Inside that closeness, I felt the echo of the evening. Not Dylan himself, not the shape of his shoulders or the scar by his temple, only the idea of heat and the way it traveled. I held on to Eli and let that energy move where it belonged, into the man who had asked me to be seen.

      After, we lay on our backs and watched the ceiling fan push shadows around the room. The night hummed with the kind of silence that feels earned, not empty. Eli’s fingers traced idle shapes on my forearm. I felt calm and keyed up all at once, like a lake with wind under the surface.
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