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      The guest room had been a storage closet for three years, and now it held a man.

      I stood in the hallway with a stack of clean towels against my chest and listened to Theo unpack on the other side of the door. Boxes scraped the floor, and hangers clicked against the rod, and every so often he laughed at something on his phone, a low sound that carried through the wall and settled somewhere under my ribs. It had been a decade since I had heard that laugh with any regularity, and it was strange how quickly my body remembered it.

      Wes was the one who had offered him the room. That part mattered, and I kept reminding myself of it. My husband had been standing at the grill two Sundays ago when Theo mentioned, in the careful voice people use when they are pretending not to ask for something, that his lease had fallen through, that his new job started in a week, and the extended-stay hotels near the office were highway robbery. Wes had flipped a burger and said, without looking up, that we had a whole room not being used, and Theo could take it until he found a place. Just like that. As if inviting my college best friend to sleep down the hall was the most natural thing in the world.

      Maybe it was. Maybe I was the only one making it complicated.

      Theo and I had met the first week of freshman year, assigned to the same study group for a philosophy class neither of us needed, and by October we were the kind of friends who finished each other's sentences, fell asleep on each other's couches during finals, and never once, in four years, crossed the line that everyone around us assumed we had already crossed. People had asked, constantly, when we were finally going to admit it. We laughed it off constantly, and I had believed the laugh. Mostly. There had been a night senior year, close to graduation, when the laugh had gotten thin, and we had stood too near each other on a porch, and I had felt the whole thing tilt. I stepped back and chose to go home, and a year later I met Wes. The porch story is one I never told.

      I had not thought about that porch in a long time. Standing in my own hallway listening to Theo hum on the other side of a door, I thought about it now.

      I knocked twice and pushed the door open with my hip. Theo turned from the closet, and for a second we just looked at each other the way you do when a lot of years have passed. He had filled out since school, his shoulders were wider, and there were a few threads of gray at his temple that he wore like he had earned them. The grin was the same though, quick and a little crooked, aimed right at me.

      "Towels," I said, and set them on the dresser. "There are more in the linen closet if you run out, and the water heater takes a minute in the mornings, so give it a beat before you complain."

      "I would never complain about a free room," he said. "I would live in the garage. I would live in a tent in the garage."

      "The garage has a raccoon situation. You would lose."

      "Chloe Bennett, still winning every argument."

      "It is Chloe Marsh now," I said, and I did not know why I felt the need to correct him so fast, or why the correction came out sounding almost like an apology.

      Theo's eyes moved to my hand, to the band there, and something in his face went softer and more careful. "Marsh," he repeated. "Wes seems like a good one. He offered me a room without even flinching."

      "He is a good one," I said, and meant it. Something about meaning it made the room feel warmer than it should have. "Dinner is at seven. He is making the chicken thing he thinks is going to impress you."

      "I am extremely easy to impress."

      "You always were," I said, and left before the conversation went to that awkward place I sensed it wanted to go.

      Dinner was easy, which was the problem. I had prepared myself for awkwardness, for the strained politeness of two men who did not know each other making a wife translate between them, and instead the three of us fell into a rhythm that felt like it had been waiting for us. Wes asked the right questions, and Theo told the old stories, the ones I had lived through and forgotten, and I laughed harder than I had in months.

      Wes had done the chicken thing, and it was, as promised, the one dish he could execute at a level that made guests suspicious of the rest of his cooking. He plated it like he was on a competition show, a little sprig of something green tucked on the side, and Theo made a great show of tasting it slowly and pronouncing it life-altering, and Wes accepted the verdict like a knight being handed a sword. I sat between the two of them at our little table and felt the evening open up warm and unhurried, the candle throwing soft light, the dog making his hopeful rounds, the wine going down easy.

      At one point, Theo described a night from junior year involving a canoe, a case of cheap beer, and a campus security guard named Phil. Wes laughed so hard he had to put his fork down, and he looked at me across the table with pure delight, like I had brought a wonderful thing home and set it in front of him.

      "You never told me any of this," Wes said.

      "I have been protecting my reputation," I said.

      "Too late," Theo said. "I have the whole file."

      "So how did you two never date?" Wes asked, and he asked it lightly, easily, spearing a piece of chicken like the question carried no weight at all. "Four years. Same everything. I would have put money on it."

      "Everyone put money on it," Theo said. "There was, I think, an actual pool."

      "There was an actual pool," I confirmed. "Marissa on our floor ran it. I never saw a cut of the winnings, which I still resent."

      "You never collected because it never paid out," Theo said, his voice stayed light, but his eyes came to mine and held a half-second longer than the joke required. "Bad timing, mostly. She was always dating someone. I was always about to say something and then decided it was best not to. Story of my twenties."

      "That is very sad," Wes said cheerfully, refilling all three glasses.

      "It is a little sad," Theo agreed, and let it go. The conversation moved on, but I felt the sentence sit there under the table like a stone dropped in water, the ripples reaching me long after the words had stopped.

      Wes refilled the wine without asking, the way he did when he wanted an evening to keep going. The candle on the table burned down, and the dog gave up on scraps and went to sleep against my foot. Theo leaned back in his chair with his glass loose in his hand and told me I had not changed, and I told him he was a liar, and he smiled at me in a way that made me look at my plate.

      Wes saw it. I knew he saw it, because I felt him see it in the small shift of his attention across the table, the way his gaze moved from Theo to me and stayed there a beat too long. But he did not frown, and he did not go quiet. If anything, he seemed to settle deeper into his chair, comfortable, watchful, a man enjoying the show.

      Later, after Theo had said goodnight and the guest room door clicked shut, Wes and I stood in the kitchen doing the dishes in the low light. He washed and I dried, an old choreography, and neither of us hurried.

      "He is great," Wes said. "I like him."

      "I am glad."

      "He likes you," Wes said, handing me a plate. "Which I also like."

      I kept my eyes on the towel in my hands. "He is an old friend, Wes."

      "I know what he is." Wes bumped my hip with his gentle, teasing. "I have eyes, Chloe. The man looked at you all night like you hung the moon."

      "You are ridiculous."

      "I am observant." He turned off the water, dried his hands, and came to stand behind me, with his chin on my shoulder and his arms sliding around my waist. "You lit up tonight. I have not seen you light up like that in a long time. That is all I am saying."

      I leaned back into him because it was the easiest thing in the world to do. His hands spread flat against my stomach, warm through the thin cotton of my shirt, and I felt the shape of the evening still moving in my blood; the wine, the laughter, and the way Theo had looked at my mouth when I talked.

      "You don’t seem worried," I said. It was not quite a question.

      "Should I be?" Wes asked, and his voice had that low quality it got when he was more curious than concerned.

      I turned in his arms so I could see his face. He was watching me with the same steady interest he had worn all through dinner, and there was heat under it, unmistakable, the kind of heat I had not expected and did not know what to do with.

      "No," I said. "You should not be worried."

      "Good," he said, and kissed me.

      He did not kiss me the way he usually did on a Tuesday night with dishes still in the rack. He kissed me like he was proving a point, one hand rising to cradle the back of my head, the other pressing me back against the counter until the edge caught me at the hip. I made a small sound against his mouth, surprised, and he swallowed it and kept going, and by the time he lifted me onto the counter I had stopped keeping track of the reasons this was a strange night.

      "Wes," I whispered. "He is
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