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  Chapter one
Fading Sparks


Justin Perry stood at the kitchen counter in the soft morning light, the coffee maker gurgling its familiar rhythm. He measured exactly two spoons of sugar into Tetesa's mug the way she liked it, though she rarely commented on it anymore. At thirty-eight, he still carried the same average build he had when they married twelve years ago. Five-foot-ten, short brown hair that was beginning to thin at the temples, and mild blue eyes that reflected a man who preferred harmony over conflict. His button-up shirt was pressed, sleeves rolled once, the uniform of an accountant who valued predictability. 
From the doorway he could hear the shower running upstairs. Tetesa. Even after all this time the sound of her moving through their house sent a quiet pulse of affection through him. He wanted to feel excited about the day ahead with her. He wanted to believe the small rituals still mattered. But the truth sat heavier lately. Their conversations had become transactions. Their touches, when they happened at all, felt like habit rather than hunger.
He arranged two plates with scrambled eggs, turkey bacon, and sliced avocado. Nothing too adventurous. Just reliable. That was what Justin brought to the table. Reliability. He told himself it was enough while ignoring the growing hollow in his chest.
Tetesa appeared at the top of the stairs wearing a tailored charcoal skirt that hugged her hourglass figure and a deep green blouse that made her eyes look even more striking. Her long auburn hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders. At five-foot-six she moved with a natural confidence that still made Justin catch his breath. Those full lips had once sought his every morning. Now they offered only a polite curve.
"Morning," she said, checking her phone as she reached the bottom step. Her voice carried the brisk tone of someone already mentally at the office.
"Made your favorite," Justin replied, gesturing to the plate. He tried for warmth, for that spark they used to share. "Figured we could sit for five minutes before the chaos starts."
She glanced at the table, then at the clock on the microwave. "Looks great, babe. But I have an early strategy meeting. Can I take it to go?"
Justin smiled anyway. "Of course. I packed the avocado on the side so it doesn't get mushy." He handed her the travel container he'd prepared, along with the coffee. Their fingers brushed. Neither of them lingered in the contact.
Inside, something twisted. He remembered mornings when she would wrap her arms around him from behind while he cooked, pressing her breasts against his back, whispering filthy promises about what would happen when they got home that night. Those memories felt like scenes from someone else's marriage now.
Tetesa accepted the food with a quick kiss on his cheek. The kind you gave a roommate. "You're too good to me, Justin. What would I do without you?"
The words should have warmed him. Instead they landed like a pat on the head. He watched her gather her laptop bag, noting the way her hips swayed in that skirt. God, she was beautiful. Curvaceous in all the places that once drove him wild. He wanted to pull her back, bend her over the kitchen island, remind her how it felt when he used to take charge. But that wasn't their rhythm anymore. He no longer trusted himself to read her signals correctly, and the fear of rejection kept his hands at his sides.
"Have a good day," he called as she headed for the door. "Text me if you want me to pick up anything on the way home."
She paused in the doorway, auburn hair catching the morning sun. For a moment her green eyes softened. "I will. Thanks for breakfast." Then the door clicked shut behind her.
Justin stood alone in the kitchen, staring at his own untouched plate. The silence pressed in. He ate mechanically, wondering when their life had become this polite choreography. He loved her. Deeply. The kind of love that made him willing to swallow his own disappointment if it meant keeping her happy. But lately he worried that love alone wasn't enough to keep the spark alive.
At his accounting firm downtown, Justin spent the morning reviewing spreadsheets that blurred together. During his lunch break he pulled out his phone and typed a message to Tetesa. Thinking about you. Remember that trip to the mountains we took for our anniversary? We should do something like that again soon. He added a heart emoji, then deleted it, worried it looked desperate. He sent the message plain.
Her reply came forty minutes later. Sounds nice. Crazy busy today though. Talk tonight?
He stared at the words. Talk tonight. As if they hadn't been having the same placeholder conversation for months.
Across town in the sleek marketing agency where she worked as an account executive, Tetesa Perry read her husband's text while sitting through yet another presentation on brand engagement metrics. The words should have been sweet. Instead they landed like another item on her to-do list.
She crossed her legs under the conference table, feeling the smooth fabric of her skirt slide against her thighs. Her body felt restless, aching for something undefined. The presenter droned on about quarterly targets while her mind wandered to the new vendor who'd joined their last Zoom call. Tall. Deep voice. The kind of easy confidence that made her stomach tighten in ways Justin's careful attentiveness never could anymore.
What is wrong with me? she thought, tapping her pen against her notepad. Justin was a good man. Loyal. Kind. He never forgot her birthday. He handled the taxes and the maintenance on their suburban home without complaint. But somewhere along the way the passion had drained out of their marriage like air from a tire with a slow leak. She missed being wanted with urgency. She missed hands that didn't ask permission first. She missed feeling small and overwhelmed in the best possible way.
Her fantasies had grown bolder lately. In the shower that morning she'd caught herself imagining strong fingers gripping her hips, a commanding voice telling her exactly what to do. The images left her flushed and guilty. Justin didn't deserve a wife who touched herself thinking about faceless men who would never fold laundry or remember to buy the right coffee creamer.
She typed a response to Justin's message, keeping it light. The guilt twisted sharper when she remembered how his face had looked that morning. Eager to please. Desperate to connect. She wished she could manufacture the desire she used to feel for him. But her body had grown indifferent to their predictable lovemaking. The few times they did have sex lately felt like going through the motions. She came, sometimes. He always did. But the electricity was gone.
By the time she pulled into their driveway that evening, the late summer sun was painting the neighborhood in golden light. Justin's car was already there. She sat for a moment, gathering herself. She loved him. She did. But love and lust had become painfully divorced in her mind.
Inside, the house smelled like garlic and herbs. Justin had cooked. Again. He stood at the stove wearing an apron over his button-up, stirring sauce with the focus of a man performing an act of devotion. The table was set with candles. Real candles. Her favorite playlist hummed softly from the speaker in the corner. Her heart squeezed with a complicated mixture of affection and resentment. Why couldn't his efforts translate into the kind of excitement she craved?
"Honey, you're home," he said, turning with a hopeful smile. His blue eyes searched her face for approval. "I made that salmon dish you liked last time. The one with the lemon butter sauce. And I picked up that fancy sparkling water you like."
Tetesa set her bag down and forced a warm expression. "It smells amazing, Justin. You didn't have to go to all this trouble."
"I wanted to," he replied quickly. Too quickly. "We've both been so busy. I thought we could have a nice evening. Just us."
She watched him plate the food with careful precision. His movements were gentle, almost hesitant. She remembered the way her college boyfriend used to throw her against walls and kiss her until she couldn't breathe. The contrast made her cheeks heat. She pushed the memory away.
They ate at the candlelit table. Justin asked about her day, listening with genuine interest as she described the strategy meeting and the upcoming networking event her agency was hosting. She left out the part where she'd spent twenty minutes in the bathroom stall fantasizing about being bent over a hotel balcony by someone who wouldn't ask if she was comfortable every thirty seconds.
"You seem a little distracted lately," Justin said carefully, cutting into his salmon. "Everything okay at work?"
Tetesa twirled her fork through her rice. "Just a lot on my mind. The usual." She offered him a small smile. "This is really good, babe. Thank you."
He brightened at the praise, and the sight made her feel like the worst wife alive. After dinner he insisted on doing the dishes alone while she relaxed on the couch. She kicked off her heels and curled her legs beneath her, watching him through the open kitchen doorway. His shoulders were slightly rounded as he scrubbed the pans. Devoted. Safe. Predictable.
Her mind drifted again. What would it feel like to come home to someone who pushed her against the wall the moment she walked through the door? Someone whose hands didn't tremble when they touched her. The thought sent a forbidden flutter between her thighs. She squeezed her legs together and reached for her wine.
Justin finished in the kitchen and joined her in the living room, sitting beside her on the couch. Not too close. He never sat too close anymore unless invited. His hand found hers, thumb stroking the back of her knuckles in a rhythm that was meant to be soothing.
"I've been thinking," he began, his voice carrying that hesitant quality she knew so well. "We used to do movie nights all the time when we first moved in together. Remember? We'd fight over the remote and end up making out instead of watching anything."
Tetesa remembered. Those nights had been filled with laughter and wandering hands under blankets. She nodded, sipping her wine.
"I thought maybe we could do that tonight," he continued, gaining a little momentum. "I already queued up that new thriller on Netflix you've been wanting to see. I bought those chocolate covered strawberries from the fancy place downtown. We could dim the lights, open another bottle of wine. Just... reconnect."
His blue eyes held such earnest hope that Tetesa felt her resistance crumble. It wasn't what she craved. Not the electric, dangerous excitement her body seemed to hunger for lately. But it was an effort. His effort. And she owed him at least this much.
"That sounds nice," she said, squeezing his hand. The words came out half-hearted even to her own ears. She tried to inject more enthusiasm. "Really. Let me go change into something comfortable and we can start it."
Justin beamed like she'd given him a gift. "Perfect. I'll get everything set up. Maybe light the fireplace? It's getting a little chilly at night now."
She climbed the stairs to their bedroom, each step feeling heavier. In the mirror she caught her reflection. The curvaceous body that still turned heads at work. The full lips that used to be kissed with bruising intensity. The green eyes that now held secrets she wasn't ready to name.
It's just a movie night, she told herself. Maybe it will help. Maybe if I try harder, the spark will come back.
But even as she slipped into soft lounge pants and a tank top that showed the generous swell of her breasts, a small voice in the back of her mind whispered that movie nights and chocolate strawberries weren't going to fill the growing emptiness inside her. She needed more. She needed to feel alive again.
Downstairs, Justin arranged the strawberries on a plate with careful precision. He adjusted the throw pillows on the couch. Dimmed the lights exactly right. Poured two glasses of her favorite pinot noir. His heart beat with nervous anticipation. This could be the night they started turning things around. He would be attentive. Romantic. Maybe afterward they could make love the way they used to. Slow and sweet and full of whispered promises.
He refused to acknowledge the quiet fear that no amount of perfect movie nights could fix what was missing between them. That perhaps his love, while deep and true, had become as predictable as his spreadsheets. That the woman upstairs might be craving something his gentle nature could never provide.
When Tetesa came back down, hair loose around her shoulders and curves soft beneath her casual clothes, Justin felt his chest tighten with familiar longing. He handed her the remote with a hopeful smile.
"Your choice tonight," he said. "I'm just happy to have you to myself for a few hours."
She took the remote, their fingers brushing again. This time she let the contact linger for an extra second. A peace offering.
"Netflix and chill it is," she said, settling onto the couch beside him.
But as the opening credits began to roll and Justin
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