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“The wound is the place where the Light enters you.”

— Rumi

“Every saint got a past. Every sinner got a future.”
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Monday

The suitcase wheel got stuck on the bedroom threshold, and for one stupid second Marcus thought it was a sign. Like God or the universe or whoever was in charge of last-ditch interventions had jammed the wheel into the carpet fiber and said, Hold on now. Let’s think about this.

But Simone just yanked it free without breaking stride, and that was that.

He stood in the hallway in his boxers and a T-shirt he’d slept in three nights running, watching his wife move through their apartment like she was evacuating a building on fire. She had a system. He could see it. Closet first, then the bathroom, then the nightstand drawer where she kept her bonnet and her Burt’s Bees and the little journal she wrote in before bed that he’d never once asked to read and now would never get the chance.

She didn’t cry. That was the part that broke him open. Simone was a crier—at least she used to be. She cried at commercials. She cried when her students graduated. She cried the first time she tasted his mama’s peach cobbler because she said it reminded her of a grandmother she barely remembered. But somewhere in the last year—maybe longer, if he was honest, maybe since she’d started bringing her laptop to bed every night, since the school district had piled two extra classes onto her schedule and she’d stopped complaining about it because complaining takes energy you’re already spending—the crying had slowed down. Not all at once. Just gradually. Like a faucet someone kept tightening.

He’d noticed. He hadn’t said anything.

That scared him more than the yelling had.

The yelling had been Sunday night. He’d come home from the gym—or what she’d thought was the gym—and she was sitting at the kitchen table with his phone in her hand. Not scrolling. Just holding it. Screen up. Like a cop holding evidence at a crime scene. And the look on her face wasn’t anger, not yet. It was something worse. It was I already know. I just need you to say it.

He said it.

Not right away. First came the lying, which was almost involuntary, like a reflex—the way you snatch your hand off a hot stove before your brain even registers the burn. It’s not what you think. She’s just a coworker. We were talking about the project. Each lie weaker and more pathetic than the last, and Simone just sitting there letting him drown in his own bullshit, watching him the way you watch a fish flop on a dock.

Then she said, very quietly: “Marcus. I read the messages.”

And everything after that was just gravity.

He told her the truth. All of it. Tasha from the marketing department. Two months. It started at the company retreat in Palm Springs when he’d had too much to drink, which was true, and it didn’t mean anything, which was what men always said and which was somehow both true and the most insulting thing you could say to either woman involved.

What he didn’t say—couldn’t say, not yet, not standing in his hallway in his dirty T-shirt watching his wife pack—was the part underneath the part. That Tasha had looked at him like he was interesting. That was it. That was the whole pathetic engine of the thing. Not the sex, not the secrecy, not the thrill. Just a woman in a hotel bar in Palm Springs who’d leaned forward when he talked about his ideas for the new product line, who’d said That’s actually brilliant, Marcus with her chin on her hand, and something in his chest had lit up like a pilot light that had been off so long he’d forgotten it was there.

Because the truth—the real truth, the one he’d been running from—was that he’d felt invisible. But that wasn’t the whole truth either, and the whole truth was worse: he’d made himself invisible. He’d had chances. Simone would come home wrecked from a fourteen-hour day and sit on the couch with her eyes half-closed, and instead of sitting next to her, instead of saying “talk to me,” he’d pick up his phone. Scroll. Disappear into ESPN or Instagram or nothing, just the blue glow of a screen held between himself and his wife like a shield. She’d stopped asking him about his day sometime around month eighteen, and he’d noticed, and instead of saying “hey—you stopped asking”—instead of being the one to bridge the gap—he’d let it go. Added it to the ledger of small resentments he was keeping in a drawer he’d never once opened in front of her. He chose the gym over conversations. He chose silence over risk. He chose, every single day, to let the distance grow because closing it meant admitting it was there. So he drifted. Not fell. Drifted. Eyes open. Hands in his pockets. Simone loved him. He knew that. But loved and seen are two different currencies, and somewhere along the way, in the slow accumulation of mortgage payments and meal prepping and whose-turn-is-it-to-call-the-plumber, he’d stopped being a person to her and started being a system. A functioning part of the machine that kept the apartment running. She’d come home exhausted from work, eat dinner with her eyes half on her phone, ask him how his day was without waiting for the answer, and fall asleep with her laptop open on a spreadsheet of student grades. And he’d lie there next to her, awake, feeling like a man standing in a room where nobody had remembered to turn on the lights.

None of that was entirely her fault. But it wasn’t entirely not her fault either, and that was the thing nobody wanted to say about situations like this. Simone had been drowning in her own shit—the school district had her teaching five classes instead of three, the department chair had dumped the new curriculum rollout on her desk, and she’d been carrying it without once asking for help because Simone Montgomery did not ask for help. She managed. She organized. She controlled what she could control. The apartment was always clean. The bills were always paid on time. The grocery list was always on the fridge in her precise handwriting, itemized by aisle. And if that system sometimes felt more like living inside a spreadsheet than a marriage, well—Marcus hadn’t said that either.

He hadn’t said a lot of things. And then he’d said them to the wrong person.

Simone had listened to the whole confession. Then she’d stood up, put his phone back on the table, walked to the bedroom, and closed the door. Not a slam. A click. The sound of someone who’d already made up their mind before the conversation started, who’d been assembling the evidence for weeks maybe—the late nights, the gym trips that ran too long, the way he’d started angling his phone away from her—and had only needed him to confirm what she’d already decided was true.

That was Sunday.

Now it was Monday morning, and she was leaving.

“Simone.”

She didn’t turn around. She was in the living room now, pulling her grandmother’s throw blanket off the back of the couch and folding it with military precision. Even now—even in this—she folded.

“Simone, can we just—”

“No.”

The word hit him in the chest. Not like a punch. Like a period at the end of a sentence he hadn’t finished reading.

One word. No heat behind it. No door left cracked. Just a wall, clean and white and smooth, with no handholds and no windows.

He followed her anyway, because men who’ve been caught always follow. It’s not bravery. It’s the terror of the silence that’s about to fill the apartment. “Baby, please. It was one time. It was—”

She turned around. And there it was—not the tears, but something behind the eyes that was worse. The moment a person decides. Not the anger, not the bargaining. The after. The part where they’ve already left and their body is just catching up.

“It wasn’t one time, Marcus. Don’t insult me.” She held up a hand before he could respond. “And even if it was—even if it was one time, on one night, for five minutes in a hotel room in Palm Springs—you still chose it. You still chose it over this.” She gestured around the apartment. At the bay window. At the kitchen table where they’d eaten a thousand meals. At the framed photo on the wall from their trip to Savannah, the one where she’s laughing so hard her eyes are closed.

He wanted to say: You weren’t choosing this either. You were choosing work. You were choosing control. You were choosing your lists and your spreadsheets and your five-class schedule and I was just another thing on the fridge you’d get to when you got to it. But he didn’t say it, because even now—even in the worst moment of his life—he knew the difference between an explanation and an excuse. And because saying it would mean admitting he’d been lonely inside his own marriage, and that felt like a betrayal almost worse than the one he’d already committed.

So he said nothing. There was nothing to have.

She zipped the suitcase. She put on her jacket—the olive one he’d bought her for her birthday last March, and Jesus, even that felt like a knife. She picked up her keys, then paused and slid the apartment key off the ring. Set it on the counter. The small click of metal on granite was the loudest sound he’d ever heard.

“I’ll send Keisha for the rest of my stuff next week.”

“Where are you going?”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Act like you’re worried about me.” She looked at him one last time. “You should have been worried about me before.” Then, at the door, without turning around: “You know what the worst part is? I
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