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Chet Anderson stirred beneath the rumpled sheets of their king-sized bed, the faint gray light of a Seattle Sunday morning filtering through the half-drawn blinds and casting long, slanted shadows across the room that had once felt like a shared sanctuary but now carried the quiet weight of too many small, unaddressed fractures. He sat up with the abrupt energy of a man who believed the world arranged itself around his schedule, his voice already cutting through the stillness before his eyes had fully adjusted to the day. “Lila, you up? We’ve got the Ravens versus the Chiefs at one, and the guys are coming over, George, Fabian, Sam, the whole crew. I need you to handle the usual spread: wings from that place on Pike, extra hot for Sam, plenty of beer in the fridge, chips, dip, the whole damn thing laid out before they get here so we don’t look like amateurs.” His words tumbled out in that familiar bark of command, laced with the casual assumption that had settled into their marriage like sediment over the years, the kind of tone that suggested her time, her plans, her very presence in the house existed primarily to smooth the edges of his social rituals. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, bare feet meeting the cool hardwood as he stretched, already mentally mapping the afternoon’s hierarchy with himself firmly at its center, the loudest voice, the one who dictated the flow of conversation and the temperature of the room.

Lila lay still for a moment longer on her side of the bed, her dark hair fanned across the pillow, listening to the familiar cadence of his instructions with an ache that had been building for months, perhaps longer, a slow accumulation of dismissals that no longer surprised her but had begun, quietly and dangerously, to reshape something essential inside her. She had been awake for nearly half an hour already, staring at the faint cracks in the ceiling plaster, thinking about the brunch she had quietly arranged with an old friend from her book club, a small pocket of the day that belonged only to her, a chance to speak and be heard without the constant undercurrent of Chet’s performance. When she finally pushed herself upright, the sheet slipping from her shoulders to reveal the soft curve of her collarbone and the simple cotton tank top she slept in, she spoke with measured calm, her voice carrying none of the sharpness she felt coiling in her chest. “I was actually planning to meet Sarah for brunch around eleven. It’s been weeks since we caught up, and I thought..”

“No.” Chet cut her off without turning around, standing now at the dresser and rummaging for a clean shirt, his back broad and still carrying the remnants of the gym discipline he maintained more for appearance than any deeper commitment. The single syllable landed like a door closing, final and absolute, as he continued without pause, pulling the shirt over his head and smoothing it down with the same brisk efficiency he brought to every directive. “You’re staying. This is important. The guys expect a proper setup when they come over, and you know how George gets if the beer’s not cold or the wings are late. Sarah can wait..tell her something came up. Family thing. Besides, you’re better at this stuff than I am anyway. Make it look nice, yeah? Maybe wear that blue sundress, the one that shows a little leg. The boys always notice when you put in the effort.” He laughed then, short and self-satisfied, as if the remark were harmless banter rather than another casual erosion of her autonomy, his reflection in the mirror showing the cocky tilt of his mouth that had once charmed her but now felt like a mask for the insecurity he refused to name.

Lila felt the quiet rage stir deeper, not the explosive kind that would have led to shouting matches in their earlier years, but something slower, more crystalline, a cold clarity that allowed her to see him with painful precision, the mid-thirties sales-tech guy who still moved through their shared life as though his confidence alone could paper over every neglect, every assumption that her desires ranked somewhere below the Sunday game and the approval of his loud, alpha-pack friends. She rose from the bed without answering immediately, padding barefoot across the room toward the window where she parted the blinds just enough to let more of the pale morning light spill in, illuminating the faint dust motes that danced between them like unspoken grievances. The city outside hummed with its usual subdued Sunday rhythm, ferries cutting across the distant sound, but inside their bedroom the air felt thicker, charged with the invisible shift that had been gathering for months: her growing weariness with invisibility, with being the invisible infrastructure that kept his world running smoothly while her own wants receded into the background. “You know,” she said at last, her tone even and almost conversational as she turned back toward him, meeting his eyes with a steadiness that surprised even her, “I’ve been handling ‘the usual spread’ for these Sundays for years now. And every time, it’s the same, orders in the morning, laughter and back-slaps in the afternoon, and me cleaning up the mess long after you’ve all had your fun.”

Chet paused in the doorway to their en-suite bathroom, toothbrush already in hand, and shot her a quick, dismissive grin over his shoulder, the kind that suggested he found her mild pushback endearing rather than threatening. “Come on, babe, don’t make it sound like a chore. You’re good at it. The guys love coming here because of how you put it all together. Makes me look good too, right? Just do the wings extra crispy this time, Sam was bitching last week that they were soggy. And maybe chill a few more IPAs. I’ll handle the TV setup and the bets. You just make sure everything’s ready by one.” He disappeared into the bathroom then, the sound of running water punctuating his words, leaving Lila standing alone in the bedroom with the echo of his expectations hanging in the air like a decree she was no longer certain she wanted to obey. She moved to the closet slowly, her fingers trailing over the hangers until they brushed the fabric of the blue sundress he had mentioned, its light material soft and summery, the kind of thing that once made her feel pretty in a way that felt chosen rather than assigned. As she held it up to the light, a small, private smile touched her lips, not the accommodating one she usually offered him, but something sharper, more contemplative, born from the quiet rage that had finally begun to find its shape.

Downstairs in the kitchen, the coffee maker gurgled to life under her hands as she began the mechanical preparations he had demanded, measuring grounds with practiced efficiency while her mind wandered ahead to the afternoon unfolding like a script she had memorized too many times: the doorbell ringing at one, the flood of male voices and crude jokes, Chet’s booming laugh leading the charge as he claimed the best seat on the couch. Yet beneath the surface rhythm of her movements, something new simmered, an awareness of how often she had dimmed herself in these moments, how the men’s eyes sometimes lingered a beat too long when she bent to refill a bowl or laughed at one of George’s louder stories. She poured herself a cup of coffee, black and strong, and took a slow sip, letting the bitterness ground her as the quiet rage inside her crystallized into a resolve she had not yet named. When Chet finally descended the stairs twenty minutes later, freshly showered and already scrolling through pre-game analysis on his phone, he found her at the counter arranging a grocery list with meticulous care, her posture straighter than usual, her expression composed in a way that should have signaled nothing out of the ordinary but instead carried an undercurrent he was too distracted to notice.

“Perfect,” he said, clapping his hands once as he surveyed the kitchen, oblivious to the subtle shift in the air between them. “This is going to be a good one. Ravens are due for a statement game, and with the guys here, it’ll be epic. Just make sure you’re around when they arrive, none of that disappearing upstairs like last time. They like seeing you host.” He leaned in to kiss her cheek perfunctorily, the gesture automatic and brief, before grabbing his keys and heading toward the door for a quick run to the store, already mentally rehearsing the jokes he would tell to keep the room’s energy orbiting around him. Lila watched him go without comment, the front door clicking shut behind him, and in the sudden quiet of the house she set her coffee down, her fingers tracing the rim of the mug as she allowed herself one long, measured breath. The Sunday stretched ahead, ordinary on the surface, yet threaded with the first faint cracks of something irreversible, a domestic ritual on the verge of transformation, where her quiet rage might finally find its voice, and where Chet’s barked orders could no longer guarantee the obedience he had come to expect without question.
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