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 Smoldering Silence






People see red hair
and expect me to be fiery, outspoken, maybe even reckless. And in
some ways, they’re not wrong—there’s a certain fire in me, yes—but
it’s the kind you have to lean close to see. I’ve learned how to
hide it, because attention never sat comfortably on my shoulders.
I’m thirty-eight years old, married for nearly ten, living in a
house that feels a little too clean, a little too curated. My
husband, Richard, fills it with his presence when he’s home, but
that’s not often. He works late, travels frequently, and when he
does collapse into our bed at night, it’s with the heaviness of a
man whose mind never left the office. We share a roof, a routine,
polite conversation at best. But intimacy? That has become a rare
commodity in this house. There are weeks when I wonder if I’ve made
it up in my head, if those early days of passion were nothing more
than a fleeting dream. And yet, I know I’m still a desirable woman.
I see it in the way strangers glance twice at me when I walk into a
café, in the way younger men pause just to get a glance at my
stunning figure. My hair is the kind of copper red that doesn’t
fade with age but deepens, rich and striking. My skin is pale,
prone to freckles that scatter like secrets across my shoulders and
chest. I’ve never been willowy-thin; instead, my body is full, soft
in the right places, curving in ways that makes me gasp at times
when catching myself in the mirror. It’s a strange duality: knowing
you’re beautiful, but not being seen. Not really. That’s why I
paint.






Upstairs, above the
garage, I’ve claimed a studio. It smells of oil paint and wood
beams, with sunlight that slants in differently each hour of the
day. When I paint, I pour out the things I can’t say out loud. My
canvases are wild and restless, expressing with every stroke of my
brush my inner screams. I don’t paint calm things because calm has
never lived inside me, no matter how quiet I appear.






However, when I'm not
expressing myself, I find that my days are mostly predictable.
Morning coffee. A run to the market. Laundry. I might linger on the
porch with a book if the weather is nice and not in the mood to put
brush to canvas. Evenings are usually dinners for one. Sometimes
Richard calls, sometimes he doesn’t. I’m not miserable. That would
be easier, in a way. Misery is loud, demanding. What I feel is
subtler: a low hum of restlessness. An ache for something
unnamed.






Sometimes, late at
night, I lie awake staring at the ceiling, wondering about the
versions of myself I never allowed to come out into the open. The
bold woman. The reckless one. The one who doesn’t censor her
laughter, doesn’t swallow her desire, doesn’t ask, what will people
think?






But those thoughts
are fleeting with every passing evening. In the morning, I fold
myself back into the woman I’ve always been. Graceful. Polite.
Self-contained.






This afternoon, I
stood at my easel, painting the curve of a rocky coastline. Sharp
strokes, jagged edges. My brush pressed harder than usual, as if I
could exorcise the knot in my chest with cobalt blue and slate
gray. I pushed the bristles until the canvas groaned beneath them.
That knot has been tightening lately. Richard has been more absent
than usual, his texts shorter, his kisses briefer. I can’t remember
the last time he looked at me like I was more than a fixture in the
house. And I wonder, if I disappeared into one of my paintings,
would he even notice?






I rinsed the brush in
a jar of cloudy water, watching the paint swirl like smoke. My
reflection stared back faintly in the window above the sink—green
eyes that always look as though they’re holding something back,
lips with the faintest curve, hair falling loose in waves around my
shoulders. I leaned closer. I don’t look invisible. I don’t look
like someone fading. I look like a woman alive. And yet, I feel
numb. I set the brush down and rubbed paint-stained fingers across
my cheek, leaving a faint streak of blue without meaning to. That’s
when I heard it—the crunch of tires on the driveway.






Not Richard. His car
has a heavy, lumbering way of pulling in. This was sharper,
quicker, and aggressive. I moved to the window. A sleek black sedan
rolled to a stop. The driver’s side door opened, and when I saw him
step out, my heart gave a startled, uneven jolt. Ethan.






It had been years
since I last saw him. The last image I have of him, he was a lanky
college boy with restless energy and a grin that bordered on cocky.
He used to breeze through this house like it was a layover between
bigger plans. I've always liked his way of being, even if I always
saw him as a bit immature. But the man who stood in the driveway
now looked different. Broader in the shoulders, taller somehow, his
stride carrying authority that didn’t feel borrowed. His jaw was
sharper. His shirt clung to a frame that had outgrown boyhood
completely. And his presence—it was magnetic, the kind of force you
feel even from a distance.






I froze at the
window, pulse quickening. My stomach dipped, heat rising to my
cheeks. Ridiculous. He’s my husband’s son, I reminded myself. Not
mine. Never mine. Still, I didn’t move until he looked up at the
house. For a breathless moment, I thought his eyes had caught me,
though I knew he couldn’t see me in the glare.






I pressed a hand
against the sill, suddenly aware of the streak of paint across my
cheek, the mess of my blouse. I felt exposed, like the private
world I’d built in this quiet house had just been cracked open. The
silence, my silence, had been broken. And deep inside, where I
never let myself look for long, something smoldered to life.



 The Quiet Disturbance


The house sounded
different the next morning. It wasn’t a change I could explain to
anyone else, but I felt it the moment I stepped out of bed and into
my fuzzy sleepers. The creak of the hallway floorboards seemed
sharper, the faint hum of the refrigerator louder. Maybe it was
simply the presence of another body under this roof, shifting the
rhythm I’d grown so used to. I padded toward the kitchen, still in
my satin robe, clutching a mug of coffee like it was armor. The air
smelled faintly of roasted beans and something else—aftershave,
maybe? Not the musky, woodsy scent my husband favored, but
something fresher, cleaner, with a sharper edge. For a moment, I
thought I was imagining it, but then I remembered: Ethan was
here.


That thought was
strangely easy to set aside at first. After all, it wasn’t unusual
to have someone staying in the house. We’d had relatives visit all
the time, even friends passing through and staying for the night. A
house this size practically demanded guests. And I told myself
that’s all Ethan was—another visit from a relative, temporary,
uneventful. I sat at the kitchen table with my coffee and
sketchbook, a habit I’d developed to ease into the day. Mornings
were my quietest hours, when I could let my mind stretch out before
the demands of life pressed in. Even if I use it to doodle, I also
keep it as a sort of journal, letting out little thoughts that take
up space in my head.


Today, though, the
pencil in my hand refused to cooperate. My lines were clumsy. I was
distracted. I’d start with the outline of a cookie jar, then drift
into something looser, more restless. The curve of a shoulder. A
strong jawline. The suggestion of eyes watching. I frowned, rubbing
the page hard with my eraser. I wasn’t thinking of anyone in
particular, I told myself. Sometimes the human form slipped into my
work without any conscious thought. Still, I shut the sketchbook
quickly, as though I was attempting to hide a secret even from
myself. My daily routine has been ruined for the first time, and I
don't even know why.


The day passed with
me being a little bit more physical. I cleaned, though there wasn’t
much to clean. I sorted through paints I hadn’t touched in months,
lined up my brushes in order of size, rearranged the art books on
the shelves in my studio. These small rituals usually calmed me,
but today they felt hollow, like busywork.


Now and then, I
caught the faint sound of Ethan’s voice somewhere in the house—on
the phone, I guessed. Confident, low, measured. He spoke with the
kind of ease that made people listen, even if you couldn’t quite
hear the words. I didn’t linger on it. I don't have any interest in
knowing what he is doing. I prefer to keep with my immediate task
of being creative.


By late afternoon,
the sunlight slanted across my studio window, gilding the edges of
my half-finished canvas. I dipped a brush into ochre, determined to
lose myself in work. The piece was meant to capture stillness, yet
my strokes were too forceful, too restless. Every movement seemed
to betray agitation I couldn’t quite name. I stepped back, exhaled
slowly, and tried to shake it off. That was when I heard the
knock.


“Jessica?” His
voice—closer now.


I startled slightly,
seeing how the brush slipped in my hand. He appeared in the doorway
a moment later, leaning casually against the frame. He wasn’t
dressed for business, not this time. Just a plain black T-shirt
that stretched across his chest, jeans worn at the knees. Simple,
but it suited him. Too well.


“Sorry,” he said,
glancing around the studio. “Didn’t mean to interrupt. I just…got
curious.”

“It’s fine,” I
replied quickly, placing the brush down and reaching for the rag
beside me. My heart was beating faster than it should have been. “I
was just…working.”

He stepped inside,
eyes scanning the canvases stacked against the walls. “This is
impressive.”

“Messy,” I corrected,
too sharply.

His gaze lingered on
the piece I’d been working on, the one that already frustrated me.
“There’s something alive about it,” he said.


Alive. That wasn’t
the word I would’ve chosen. It was the opposite of what I’d been
aiming for. But hearing him say it, made me look at my work with
different eyes.


I shrugged,
pretending nonchalance. “It’s not finished.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he
said, and for a moment his eyes met mine, steady, calm,
penetrating.


I'm not sure why, but
I started to feel how my cheeks were getting hot. I turned away,
fussing with the brushes, needing to break that line of contact.
“Well. Thanks. But really, it’s nothing. Mediocre at best.”

He smiled faintly, as
though he didn’t believe me. Then, with a nod, he stepped back.
“I’ll let you get back to it then.”


When he left, the
room felt emptier than before. I stood there for a long while, rag
in hand, staring at the canvas. My chest was tight, though I
couldn’t explain why. Finally, I set the rag down and walked out of
my studio and headed onto the back porch, hoping the fresh air
would clear my head.


The garden stretched
in front of me, wild and fragrant. But even here, I couldn’t shake
the feeling of another presence lingering in the house behind me.
This is so nerve wrecking.


By the time evening
rolled in, I tried to push it all aside. I cooked dinner, something
simple—roasted chicken, salad, and garlic bread. My husband was
working late, so it was just Ethan and me at the table. Strange the
way I'm feeling, knowing that I was about to
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