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  Chapter one
New Beginning


Boxes crowded every corner, stacked like a miniature cardboard city-state threatening collapse. Bev knelt on the kitchen linoleum, surrounded by a sprawl of mismatched mugs, plastic spatulas, and tupperware missing half their lids. The heat in the new apartment was the first thing she noticed when they moved in—a thick, clinging thing that made her sundress adhere to the curves she pretended not to have. Chad’s elbow brushed her bare shoulder as he hefted a box onto the counter, his t-shirt gone translucent with sweat and effort. 
“Babe, did we really need to keep your entire high school yearbook collection?” he asked, flopping dramatically onto the nearest chair.
She considered defending herself, but his mock-exasperation was endearing. “Some of us like remembering what our braces looked like,” Bev said, grinning. Her fingers stuck together from residue left by the packing tape.
Chad smirked, eyes tracking down her arms—his gaze a physical thing, almost heavy. He had a way of watching her that made her feel both desired and exposed, as if her entire existence was a striptease she hadn’t signed up for. It should have been flattering. Sometimes it was. Other times, like now, it lit a small but persistent fuse of self-consciousness somewhere near her solar plexus.
“I don’t think you could pull off braces now,” Chad said, coming up behind her. His hands slid around her waist, fingertips pressing into the damp fabric of her dress. “You’d distract all the orthodontists. They’d mess up your teeth on purpose just to see you come back.” His lips grazed the shell of her ear. “Should we take a break? I can think of some, uh, ways to christen the place.”
Bev snorted, but the flush on her cheeks was only partly due to the stifling July air. “With all these boxes? The only thing you’re going to christen is a slipped disc.”
“Don’t make fun,” he whispered, slipping his hand along her inner thigh. “It’s a sacred tradition.”
She let herself lean back, her spine arching into him. She liked when he was playful, not because she found herself particularly witty in response, but because it distracted him from asking questions she didn’t want to answer. Like why she still clamped up if he touched her in the wrong order, or why every sexual encounter felt like a pop quiz she hadn’t studied for.
The first time had been on their wedding night—a cliché, but not the good kind. She remembered the scratch of lace against her hips, the smell of the rented limo’s leather, the way Chad’s excitement had made his hands shake. She remembered, too, the way he’d paused after, eyes flickering with confusion and then apology, like even he knew it was supposed to have been different. Better. Her mom said the first time was always awkward. She didn’t say how it could keep being awkward for months.
So when Chad’s hand crept higher, she squeezed her thighs together and gently shifted out of his grip, hoping he’d take the gesture as flirty, not defensive.
“We have too much to do,” she said, kneeling to wrap another mug in a newspaper shroud.
He made a small, dissatisfied noise in his throat but returned to unpacking. She felt the disapproval radiate from him, a heat all its own.
A minute later, a knock sounded on their door—three sharp raps, a pause, then two more. Bev stood, smoothing sweat-soaked hair behind her ear. Chad, ever the host, opened it without checking the peephole.
On their welcome mat stood a woman carrying a plate of cookies, her smile as wide and sugary as the chocolate chips dotting the still-warm surface. She wore a floral blouse cut low enough to make a statement, if anyone was listening.
“Y’all must be the newlyweds!” she drawled, voice a honeyed southern bell that didn’t quite match the Nebraska zip code.
“That’s us,” Chad said, taking the plate with both hands. “Thanks, uh—”
“Teresa,” she said, brushing past him as if already invited. “From next door. I run the little salon out of my house, you probably saw the sign.” Her eyes darted around the apartment, cataloging messes and mental notes.
She turned her attention to Bev, blue eyes cutting her in two. “And you must be Bev. Honey, you are just as cute as a bug’s ear! I swear, if I had a figure like yours at your age, I wouldn’t have wasted it on just one man.” She winked, and Bev felt herself shrink an inch.
Chad laughed at the comment. “Yeah, she’s something.”
Bev, suddenly aware of her plainness, tugged at the hem of her dress. Teresa looked like a before-and-after commercial: the before was Bev’s wholesome, makeup-free face and frizzy ponytail; the after was all perfect hair and skin tanned to caramel and cleavage threatening to breach its fabric dam. Even her laugh lines seemed designed, carved lovingly by a cosmetic artist.
Teresa sauntered further into the room, trailing gardenia perfume. “I just wanted to bring a little neighborly welcome, since y’all looked so busy moving in. Did you two get hitched recently, or am I just behind on the gossip?”
“Last month,” Bev said, cheeks burning. She hated being the center of attention, but Teresa had a way of focusing it like a heat lamp.
“Oh, to be young and in love. My first marriage lasted about as long as a stick of gum. Then I got smarter.” Teresa perched herself on the edge of their couch, crossing her legs to showcase toned calves. “Let me know if you ever want to come by for a cut, or even just a mani-pedi. I’ll give you the neighbor discount. Or,” she added, voice lowering conspiratorially, “if you ever need to get away from your man for an hour.”
Chad’s laugh went up an octave, and Bev shot him a look. He didn’t notice.
Teresa leaned closer, her hand landing softly on Bev’s forearm. “You really do have the most darling little figure, sugar. You should let me style you up one day—make your husband go wild.” She squeezed gently before releasing, the contact oddly electric. “Men are easy. Give them something to chase and they’re happy as pigs in mud.”
“Uh, sure, maybe once we’re more settled,” Bev said, trying to smile. Her body betrayed her with a tremor that traveled up from Teresa’s fingertips.
Chad set the plate on the kitchen counter. “We’re not going to be able to finish all these cookies ourselves. You wanna stay for coffee?”
“Rain check, darling. I got a perm appointment in ten minutes.” Teresa rose in a fluid motion, her perfume left in her wake. She paused at the door, turning back with a glance that lingered on Chad before finally resting on Bev. “Y’all take care of each other, now. Young couples like you are the best thing about this street. Just make sure you have a little fun, too. Life’s too short for only cardboard boxes and takeout pizza.”
“Thanks for stopping by,” Bev managed, but Teresa was already halfway down the hall.
When the door closed, the apartment felt emptier and somehow smaller.
Chad scooped up a cookie and took a huge bite. “Wow,” he said, mouth full, “our neighbor’s a piece of work. You think she was a cheerleader in high school, or just one of those women who gets off on attention?”
“I don’t know,” Bev said, crossing her arms. The place on her forearm where Teresa had touched her tingled.
Chad wolfed down the rest of the cookie, crumbs flecking his chin. “I mean, she’s kinda hot, in a—” He glanced at Bev. “You know. MILF-y way.”
Bev felt something sour and sharp coil in her stomach. Jealousy? Was that what this was? She’d never thought herself capable, but the image of Chad’s eyes trailing after Teresa’s ass as she walked away flashed so vividly it made her want to cry, or throw something, or maybe both.
She hid her reaction behind a brittle laugh. “Don’t get any ideas,” she said, but her voice came out softer than intended.
He grinned, wrapped his arms around her again. “Don’t worry, babe. You’re the only one I wanna eat cookies with.” He nuzzled her neck, his tongue flicking out to taste the salt of her skin. She should have melted at the attention, but instead, all she could think about was the way Teresa’s gaze had dissected her—how, for a moment, the comparison hadn’t seemed unfair, just inevitable.
She pulled away and started sorting mugs again, her heartbeat a traitor’s drum. As she reached for the top shelf, she caught sight of herself in the microwave door: flushed cheeks, hair clinging to her jawline, lips slightly parted. Not beautiful, exactly. But not nothing, either.
The apartment was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator. Chad returned to his box, still humming the pop song that had been on in the car. She stacked mugs in the cabinet, one by one, but every time she closed her eyes she saw the low dip of Teresa’s blouse and felt the ghost of her touch. It wasn’t until she caught Chad watching her again—this time with a kind of hunger that seemed both more urgent and less personal—that she realized what else had crept in beneath her embarrassment.
Desire. Warm and slippery, coiling low in her belly.
She hated how much it excited her, the thought of Chad wanting something he wasn’t supposed to have, the idea that she might lose him before she’d really figured out how to keep him. It made her angry, and it made her wet, and she hated it even more for that.
Later, as the sun dipped behind the row of identical apartments across the parking lot, she found herself standing in the bathroom, staring at her reflection and wondering how much of herself she could change. Or wanted to.
In the living room, Chad called out, “You coming to bed?”
She hesitated, then smiled at herself—small, uncertain, but there—and walked out to meet him.

      ***The pharmacy was always cold, its air-conditioned hum a white-noise blanket thick enough to stifle any stray feeling. Bev pushed her cart of pill bottles and saline packs down the aisle, the cart’s left wheel squealing with every step. Her uniform—a pale blue vest over khakis and a collared shirt—flattened out any shape her body might have had, which was part of the appeal. She preferred being anonymous, a set of hands, a name tag and a fake smile.
The fluorescent lights overhead rendered everything clinical: skin became sallow, teeth jaundiced, shadows sharp enough to cut. Bev’s cheeks burned, as they always did, every time she thought about the way Chad had pressed up against her that morning, all needy hands and eager tongue. He had kissed her in the hallway, half-dressed, like he couldn’t decide if he was horny or just hungry for her attention. Either way, she’d shrugged him off with a joke about being late, and the hurt in his eyes had followed her all the way to work.
She tried not to think about that now, but her thoughts circled around it anyway, a fly refusing to die. In her peripheral vision, the security mirror above the register caught her: a blurry, washed-out version of herself, one ponytail askew and a smudge of foundation near her jawline. She looked like a girl in a police lineup, not a newlywed pharmacy technician.
“Excuse me, miss?” A man in cargo shorts waved at her from the cold remedies. “Where’s the, uh, good stuff?”
Bev pasted on her customer-service smile and led him to the locked cabinet where the pseudoephedrine lived. He stared at her nametag, squinting. “Beverly. That’s a pretty name. You got any plans after work, Beverly?”
She fumbled with the cabinet key, dropping it twice. “Just going home, sir. Um, did you want the 12-hour or the 24-hour?”
The man grinned. “Surprise me.”
She grabbed the nearest box, scanned it, and handed it to him with shaking fingers. As soon as he was gone, she retreated behind the counter, cheeks throbbing. Was it that obvious? Did everyone see how awkward she was? The only thing more humiliating than being noticed was the realization that she sometimes wanted to be.
During her fifteen-minute break, she huddled at a corner table by the employee bathroom, chewing a bagel that tasted like wet cardboard. She was still thinking about Chad, the sting of his disappointment, when a familiar voice sliced through her thoughts.
“Well, look who it is,” Teresa said, sliding into the seat across from her. Today she wore a tailored denim jacket over a low-cut camisole, every accessory coordinated, from the gold hoops in her ears to the subtle shimmer on her eyelids. “I swear, I can spot you a mile away, sugar. Even in this lighting.”
“Hey,” Bev said, suddenly aware of her own posture, the hunched curve of her spine. She smoothed her vest and tried to smile. “You shopping for, um, medicine?”
Teresa’s laugh was a low, throaty thing. “I’m shopping for a pick-me-up. But I always make time for a neighbor.” She placed her manicured hands—nails painted a glossy coral—on the table, drumming her fingers in a rhythm that made Bev nervous. “So. You and Chad settle in yet? Still honeymoonin’?”
The way she said it made Bev’s stomach turn. “It’s… good. We’re just busy. Moving’s a lot.”
“Honey, moving’s the easy part. The trick is staying happy after the new wears off.” Teresa leaned in, her perfume a mix of lavender and something musky. “Not that you’ll have any trouble. You’re a catch.”
Bev’s face went hot. “Um, thanks.”
Teresa eyed her for a beat, then reached across the table, brushing a stray hair from Bev’s cheek. “Let me treat you to a little pampering. My treat. You look like you could use it.”
“Oh, I don’t—” Bev started, but Teresa was already on her feet.
“Just ten minutes,” Teresa said, her hand lingering on Bev’s arm. “You deserve to feel pretty.”
*

Teresa’s living room doubled as her salon—two white leather chairs, a shelf of rainbow polishes, and a wall of certificates that spelled her name in curly gold script. Bev perched on the edge of a chair, picking at her cuticles.
Teresa prepped her hands with practiced efficiency, her touch brisk but never rough. “You don’t mind if I go a little bold, do you?” she asked, brandishing a bottle of crimson polish. “I always say, a woman’s hands should match her appetite.”
Bev snorted, but nodded. Her pulse fluttered in her wrists.
As Teresa painted, she talked, voice low and confiding. “You ever notice how some marriages just… fade out? Not even fighting, just a slow drift until you’re strangers in the same bed.” She blew on Bev’s nails, her breath cool and sweet. “That’s why I keep my eyes open. You gotta put in the work, even when you don’t want to.”
Bev shivered, goosebumps prickling her arms. “We haven’t been married that long,” she said, but the words sounded defensive.
Teresa gave a sly smile, brushing on a second coat. “Trust me, sugar. It sneaks up on you. One day he’s all over you, the next he’s glued to his phone, and you’re left wondering what you did wrong.”
Bev didn’t have to imagine it. She was already there.
“You ever worry about that?” Teresa asked, eyes never leaving her work. “About keeping things… exciting?”
Bev tried to laugh. “Chad doesn’t seem like the type to get bored.”
“All men get bored,” Teresa said. “It’s biology. The question is, what are you gonna do about it?” She capped the polish and massaged lotion into Bev’s fingers, kneading each joint with slow deliberation.
Bev’s breathing sped up. She pictured Chad with someone else—his hands on a different woman’s hips, his mouth tracing a stranger’s neck. The image horrified her, but the horror bled into something hotter, darker, an ache that settled between her thighs.
Teresa finished with a flourish, holding Bev’s hands up for inspection. “See? Just a little pop of color, and you’re a whole new woman.”
The polish glowed against Bev’s pale skin. She flexed her fingers, and Teresa squeezed her hand before letting go. “If you ever want to talk,” Teresa said, “about anything, you come to me. I’m a good listener. And I’m always happy to help a friend keep her man happy.”
Bev swallowed, unsure what to say. “Thanks. For this. It’s… pretty.”
“Of course it is,” Teresa purred, already tidying up. “So are you, if you’d just let yourself see it.”
*

The walk home felt longer than usual. Bev tucked her hands into her pockets, afraid someone might see the scandalous polish and judge her. At home, she found Chad on the couch, scrolling through his phone and watching the muted TV. He looked up, smiled, and patted the cushion beside him.
She sat, folding her hands in her lap.
He didn’t notice the nails at first. He was focused on her mouth, kissing her with extra enthusiasm, tongue darting in and out like he was searching for something. She responded, but her mind was elsewhere—her skin still buzzing from Teresa’s touch, her head filled with warnings about “wandering men.” When Chad slid his hand under her shirt, she let him, but it felt less like making love and more like playing house, both of them following a script they didn’t quite remember.
He guided her to the bedroom, undressing her with more haste than reverence. She tried to match his energy, tried to lose herself in sensation, but every time she closed her eyes she saw Teresa—saw the curve of her lips, the confidence in her hands, the ease with which she owned every space she entered.
Chad gripped her hips, thrusting with an urgency that bordered on desperation. “You’re so tight,” he gasped, but the words sounded rehearsed, as if he’d read them somewhere and was trying them out for size.
Bev faked an orgasm, arching her back and clenching down until he finished. When he rolled off, breathless and proud, she stared at the ceiling, wondering if she’d ever be the kind of woman who felt satisfied.
Chad traced lazy circles on her thigh. “You okay?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she lied. “Just tired.”
He nodded and drifted off. Bev slipped out of bed, padding to the bathroom. Under the harsh lights, her face looked ghostly, her new nails a violent red against the porcelain sink. She washed her hands, but the color clung, impossible to erase.
That night, she dreamed of hands—Chad’s, Teresa’s, her own—grasping, reaching, slipping through.
She woke up damp between the legs and ashamed, with

      ***
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