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      If you asked Cheryl, she’d tell you this weekend was about nostalgia.

      About old friendships and milestones, and celebrating the kids before they scattered off to college and adulthood and lives that no longer orbited our kitchen table. She said it with a smile, as if it were something sweet. It didn’t feel like an ending.

      I nodded and agreed because that’s what husbands do after twenty years of marriage. We agree. We show up. We play the role.

      Even when the house feels too quiet afterward.

      Penny had been buzzing all week, bouncing between excitement and panic, her phone never leaving her hand. Graduation had barely ended, and already she was talking about dorm assignments and meal plans, and classes she swore she wouldn’t skip. Cheryl hovered the way mothers do when they know they’re about to lose daily access to their child’s life.

      Tina arrived Friday afternoon.

      Cheryl’s best friend’s daughter. I’d known her since she was awkward and quiet and barely made eye contact. Since she sat at the end of the table during barbecues and picked at her food while Penny talked over her.

      Now she stepped into my doorway with a duffel bag slung over one shoulder, hair loose, posture different. Confident in a way that didn’t ask permission. Eighteen and ready to take on the world.

      “Mr. Henry,” she said automatically, then laughed at herself. “Sorry. Bradford. My mom still yells at me if I don’t call adults by their names.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” My voice came out steadier than I felt.

      She smelled of something clean and faintly sweet. Shampoo, maybe. Or perfume applied with restraint. She hugged Cheryl first, then Penny, then hesitated when she looked at me.

      That hesitation did something to me.

      It wasn’t desire. Not yet. It was awareness. The kind you pretend not to notice.

      Dinner was loud. Cheryl and Penny caught up with Tina as if no time had passed. I listened, laughed when expected, poured wine for Cheryl and water for the girls. Tina sat next to me, her knee brushing mine under the table, making her posture relaxed.

      Every once in a while, she glanced at me.

      No shy glances. Curious ones.

      After dinner, Cheryl announced she was exhausted and heading to bed early. Penny followed not long after, FaceTiming a friend and barely registering the goodnight.

      That left Tina and me in the living room with the television on and the sound turned low.

      I should have gone to bed too.

      Instead, I sat.

      Tina curled her legs beneath her on the couch, tucking herself into the corner. “My mom would kill me if she knew I was drinking,” she said, gesturing to the glass of wine Cheryl had insisted she try.

      “You don’t have to finish it,” I said.

      “I know. I want to.”

      That wasn’t directed at me, exactly. But it landed anyway.

      We talked about college. About how fast everything felt. About how strange it was to be done with something that had defined her entire life. She spoke with her hands, animated, expressive, her fingers tracing the rim of her glass when she paused.

      I noticed her nails. Short. Natural.

      I noticed the way she leaned closer without realizing it.

      “You and Cheryl seem…” she searched for the word, “…comfortable.”

      That one stung a little.

      “Comfortable is good,” I said. “Most days.”

      She nodded slowly, studying me in a way that felt too direct for a casual conversation. “My parents aren’t like that. They’re either fighting or pretending they’re not.”

      “Pretending takes energy,” I said before I could stop myself.

      Her mouth curved into a smile that was not entirely innocent. “Yeah. It does.”

      There was a pause, then. One of those moments when the air shifts. Where you become aware of your body in the space. Of how close someone is sitting. Of how quiet the house has become.

      “I should probably head to bed,” she said, not moving.

      I waited. Then nodded. “Your room’s ready. Down the hall.”

      She stood, then hesitated again. “Bradford?”

      “Yes?”

      She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see the slight flush in her cheeks. Close enough that her voice dropped when she spoke.

      “Thank you for letting me stay.”

      Her hand brushed my arm. Light. Accidental. Entirely unnecessary.

      “You’re welcome,” I said.

      She didn’t move right away. Didn’t pull her hand back.

      That was the moment. The one where I could have stepped away. Where I could have wished her goodnight and gone to bed and told myself I’d done the right thing.

      Instead, I stayed still.

      Her fingers curled slightly against my sleeve. Her eyes flicked up to mine, searching. Not asking permission. Testing the ground.

      “I should go,” she said again.

      This time, I didn’t answer.

      She inhaled. Slowly. Then stepped closer, her body aligned with mine in a way that left no room for misinterpretation.
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