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The Affair Deepens is a story of surrender and escalation.

Of a wife torn between two men who want her in different ways, and a husband who craves the truth even when it burns.

For Sarah, each choice draws her deeper into Marcus’s orbit.

For David, each confession cements his place in her heart.

Together they discover that the line they crossed once is gone for good.

And the only way forward is further.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~


[image: ]

The Co-Worker Series

(Click here to go to my author page)

[image: ]

(Click here to go to my Audible Page)


Table of Contents

Chapter 1 - The Confession

Chapter 2 – The Echo

Chapter 3 – Lunch with Belinda

Chapter 4 – The Hotel

Chapter 5 – Boundaries Blurred

Chapter 6 – Marcus’s Demands

Chapter 7 – The Birthday

Chapter 8 – David’s Permission

Chapter 9 – The Weekend Away

Chapter 10 – The Deepening


Chapter 1 - The Confession

Sarah unlocks the front door just after nine. The house is quiet except for the kitchen light and the low hum from the fridge. Her keys sound too loud in the bowl. She stands with her hand on the doorknob a second longer than she needs, then lets go and steps in.

David is at the counter with a glass of water and his phone facedown beside it. He looks up the instant he hears her. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t frown. He just sees her.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hi.”

“Where have you been?”

“Walking around.”

“All day?”

“All day.”

“You skipped work?”

“I called to let them know I wouldn’t be in.”

She sets her bag on the bench and shrugs out of her coat. Her fingers feel clumsy on the buttons. The air inside is warm after the elevator and the garage, and the walk from the car. She can still smell him on her skin. She can still feel him between her legs when she moves.

“We need to talk,” she says.

“Okay, I’m listening.”

She walks to the island and stops on her side of it, palms on the edge, head lowered, then up again. “He offered me a ride after work,” she says. “I said yes.”

David’s jaw moves once. “Okay.”

“He didn’t take me home,” she says. “He took me to his apartment.”

“Did you know when you got in the car?”

“Not at first,” she says. “Then I understood. I didn’t tell him to stop.”

He nods once, slowly. “Why didn’t you call me first?” he asks. No edge. Just the question. “Why didn’t you ask me before you went up?”

She feels the heat creep up her neck. “I was afraid you would say yes,” she says. “And I didn’t want the permission to come from you at that moment. I wanted it to be my decision.”

He takes that in, breathes once. “And if I had said no?”

“I would have told him to take me to the train,” she says. “I think.”

“You think?”

“Yes.”

He doesn’t move. “I needed to ask,” he says. “I’m not trying to punish you.”

“I know.”

“Keep going.”

She tells it in order because it’s the only way to do it. The garage. The elevator that moved too slowly. The door that felt like a line. The pause with her hand on the knob. The apartment, dark couch, wide window, the city laid out like a map. His voice saying you can walk away. Hers saying let’s go. The kiss that wasn’t tentative. The couch. The way his hands closed on her waist like he’d been waiting a week. The way she opened for him the way she had.

David watches her mouth while she talks. He doesn’t touch her yet. He asks nothing until she runs out of breath.

“And then?” he says.

“I slept with him,” she says. She swallows. “I stayed the night.”

His throat flexes. “Did you want to?”

“Yes.”

“Did he ask about protection?”

“He asked if I was on birth control,” she says. “I told him yes. He didn’t use a condom.” She paused, then added, “I told him not to.” She didn’t mention that she said she wanted him raw.

David closes his eyes, opens them again. He picks up his water and drinks slowly. He sets it down. “I need to hear all of it, Sarah.”

“I know.”

“Tell me what he did to you,” he says. “Start at the couch.”

She keeps her hands on the island so they don’t shake. “He kissed me until I couldn’t stand. He put me on my back and lifted my skirt. He used his fingers first. He was slow, then fast. I came on his hand.” She clears her throat. “He pulled me to the edge and pushed into me. He was…”

He waits. She tries to step around the word and can’t.

“He was big,” she says. “Thick.”

David’s eyes change. He doesn’t look away. “Bigger than me?”

She flinches. “I don’t want to compare you.”

“I’m asking,” he says. No anger in it. Just need. “I want to hear it.”

She searches his face. He isn’t trying to trap her. He wants the ache; he told her that. He wants it to be sharp and painful.

“Yes,” she says finally. “Bigger.”

He swallows. “And better?”

“David…”

He holds her eyes. Waits.

She breathes out slowly and nods once. “Yes.”

The air shifts. He doesn’t wince. He doesn’t pull away. He stands in it and lets it hit him.

“Tell me how it felt when he pushed into you,” he says.

“Deep,” she says. “Like my body opened for him. Like I couldn’t catch my breath for a second, and then I didn’t want to.”

David’s hand flexes on the counter. “Did you say his name?”

“Yes.”

“Did he say yours?”

“Yes.”

“What else did he call you?”

She flushes. “Good girl.”

He exhales hard. His knuckles go white on the edge of the counter. “Did he finish inside you?”

“Yes.”

“Inside,” he repeats, like he’s tasting the word.

She nods.

He steps around the island to her side. He stops close enough that she feels the heat of him. “Look at me.”

She does.

“I’m jealous,” he says. “I’m turned on. Both. I need to ask you more.”

“Ask.”

“Why didn’t you ask me before you stayed the night?”

She lifts her chin. “Because I already knew your answer,” she says. “You would have told me to stay. I wanted to choose it without your voice in my ear.”

He nods, once. “I understand,” he says. “I don’t love it, but I understand.”

Silence. The house hums. Her heart is loud. He reaches and touches the back of her hand with two fingers, lightly.

“Is there more I need to know?” he asks quietly. “Before we go to bed.”

She hesitates. There is one more thing. It sits heavy in her throat.

He waits. He doesn’t rescue her from the truth.

“In the morning,” she says, voice low, “before I left, he took me again.”

David’s jaw tightens. “How.”

“From behind on the couch,” she says. “Quiet. Slow at first. Then not.”

“Did he cum in you again?”

She nods, barely. “Yes.”

He breathes through his nose. “Did you?” He stops, starts again. “Did you clean up before you came home?”

She looks at the counter, then back at him. “No.”

The word lands between them. He closes his eyes like he has been waiting to feel it and finally does.

“Say it all together,” he says, and his voice is rough now. “Please.”

“In the morning,” she says, steady, “he fucked me again and came in me again and I didn’t clean up before I came home.”

David’s eyes go darker. He doesn’t move for three beats. Then he takes her hand. “Come with me.”

He leads her down the hall to the bedroom. He isn’t hurried, but he isn’t gentle, either. He’s focused. He turns on the lamp, just enough light to see. He stands her at the side of the bed and unbuttons her blouse. His hands are steady. He pushes it off her shoulders. He reaches behind her and unhooks her bra, slides the straps down. He looks at her breasts like they’re the center of the map and lifts one in his hand, thumb brushing the nipple, then the other.

“Did he touch you like this?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Harder?”

“Sometimes.”

He squeezes. She gasps. He watches her face and does it again, then lowers his mouth and takes her nipple between his lips, sucks, pulls, breath hot, tongue firm. She makes a small sound she can’t swallow. He lifts his head.

“Take off your skirt,” he says.

She reaches for the zipper and pushes it down. It falls to the floor. He hooks his thumbs in the waistband of her panties and drags them to her knees. They catch and then drop. He steps back to look. The way he looks at her is not clinical and not worshipful; it’s hungry.

“Open your thighs,” he says.

She does. The air is cool against skin that still feels warm from the morning.

He puts his fingers between her legs and slides them through her, slowly. He closes his eyes. When he opens them again, they’ve gone dark.

“You’re still wet,” he says.

“Yes.”

“From him.”

“Yes.”

He lifts his fingers and brings them to her mouth. She parts her lips and takes them in because she knows what he wants. He watches, motionless, while she sucks them clean. When she lets them go, he steps forward, cups her face, and kisses her long and hard like he means to pin the night in place.

“Get on the bed,” he says.

She climbs back, lies on her back, then on her side when he nudges her hip. He pulls his shirt off, drops it, unbuttons his jeans, and pushes them down with his briefs. He’s hard. He doesn’t stroke himself. He doesn’t need to.

He slides into bed behind her and pulls her against him so her ass fits into the curve of his hips and his cock rests along her. He puts one hand on her breast and the other low on her belly and breathes at her neck until her pulse slows enough to hear his again.

“He’s bigger,” he asks again, throat rough against her skin.

She stiffens. “David…”

“Say it.”

“Yes.”

He presses his forehead to the back of her head like he needs the contact to stand up under the answer. “And better.”

She closes her eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You’re not,” he says. “You’re doing what I asked. Tell the truth.”

“Sometimes better,” she says. “Different. Rougher. He didn’t ask what I needed. He decided it, and my body agreed. With you, I always feel safe. With him I felt… pulled.”

He grunts. “Pulled how?”

“Like I stopped thinking,” she says. “Like I was being moved.”

He groans. Not a complaint. A reaction.

“Tell me about this morning again,” he says.

She swallows. “He took me from behind. He came in me again. I didn’t clean up before I came home.”

He shudders, then reaches between her thighs with the hand on her belly and slides two fingers inside her, slow at first, then to the second knuckle, then deeper. He curses quietly. He thrusts his fingers a few times, listening to the sound, and she hears the hot breath leave his chest.

“I need to be inside you,” he says.

“Yes.”

He pulls his fingers out and guides his cock between her legs, feels for her with the head, finds her hole, and pushes in. She is slick and hot and he slides deep in one long stroke that makes both of them groan. He holds her hip and stays still for a beat, buried, breathing.

“Was he this deep?” he asks.

She shakes her head. “Different angle.”

He pulls back and pushes in again, harder. “Better?”

“Just be you,” she whispers, and he grunts, and then he starts to move, slow at first, then faster, his hips tight to her ass, his jaw set against her shoulder. He fucks her steadily, and while he does, he asks her for more.

“What did he say when you came the first time?”

“He said that’s it,” she says. “He said open for me.”

David slides his hand up to her throat. He doesn’t squeeze. He lets her feel his palm there while he thrusts into her. “Whose woman were you last night?”

“His,” she says, breath hitching.

“And whose woman are you now?”

“Yours,” she says, and the word tears at her, and he moans like the ache is exactly what he came to find.

He fucks her harder. She meets each thrust. The bed frame bangs against the wall. The lamp throws a small circle of light over the sheets. He doesn’t talk for some time, and neither does she. He holds her breast and his fingers close tight, and his cock drags over the slick place that makes her cry out.

“Tell me if he makes love to you again in the morning,” he says, voice breaking.

“Yes.”

“Tell me how again.”

“Hands on my hips,” she says. “He bent me. He told me to be quiet. He came inside me and held me there.”

“And you left like that?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t clean up?”

“No.”

He growls low and drives into her deeper, like the words go straight into his muscles. She comes with a sharp sound that turns into his name. He holds her through it, pushes her higher, and she breaks again, back arching against his chest, thighs trembling.

He doesn’t stop. He pulls out, rolls her onto her back, and pushes into her again from above, one hand under her knee to open her, the other braced by her head. He looks at her face like the answers are there.

“Tell me what he felt like in your mouth,” he says.

She blushes hot. “Heavy. Smooth. He held my hair but didn’t push. He let me take him.”

“Did you swallow him? His cum.”

“Not last night,” she says. “He wanted to fill me up.”

“Say it,” he orders, and his voice is tight.

“He wanted me full of his cum,” she says, and he groans and fucks her harder, and she lifts her hips to meet every thrust because she wants him to feel what the truth does to her.

He stops bracing and puts both hands on her face and kisses her while he pounds her, breath breaking into her mouth. “Tell me I’m smaller,” he says, so close his words are almost a growl.

She stares at him. “David.”

“Say it.”

“You’re smaller,” she whispers, and pain flashes across his face and then opens into something else, and his hips jerk and his cock surges and he groans into her mouth and spills inside her in a hot rush that keeps pulsing until he has nothing left. He stays deep while it fades, forehead against hers.

They breathe. The room comes back in pieces. He pulls out slowly, and the wet slides out of her with him. They both look down without meaning to. He closes his eyes and then opens them and smiles in a way that is wrecked and gentle at once.

He rolls to his side and pulls her onto him so her chest is to his chest and her leg is over his hip. He strokes her back, slow.

“I needed all of that,” he says.

“I know.”

He tips her face up with two fingers under her chin. “I’m jealous,” he says again. “But I’m not angry. If you need to hear me say that a hundred times, I will.”

She nods. Her throat feels raw.

“Next time,” he says, “if you can, text me before you go up. Not for permission. So I can know you choose it.”

“I will.” She pauses, wondering if she should acknowledge that they are both assuming there will be a next time without saying it out loud. “I didn’t ask you because I wanted the choice to be mine. But I can call you to hear you breathing.” And make it clear to her lover that her husband knows and approves.

He smiles, small. “Do that.”

They lie there a while without moving. The lamp hums. The house settles. After a minute, he brushes hair off her forehead and speaks again, quieter.

“Was he better than me?” he asks, one last time, because the ache needs its final shape.

She could round the edges. She doesn’t. “He was what I wanted last night,” she says. “You are what I want right now.”

He exhales, relief and pain together. “That’s all I care about.”

She kisses his chest. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

They shower together without words. The water beats steadily on their shoulders. He washes her back. She washes his hair. She doesn’t reach between her legs to rinse anything away. He notices and doesn’t ask. He doesn’t need to.

In bed, the room is dim again. He is turned on by the story and spent by the sex and calm in the way he gets. He pulls her close with one arm and tucks the sheet over them with the other.

“Tomorrow,” he says, voice almost gone, “I want you to tell me the parts you didn’t say tonight. The small things. What you wore when you left him. What he said when you stood at the door.”

She nods against his chest. “He said, ‘See you soon.’”

David makes a small sound and tightens his arm around her. “Okay.”

“You want me to stop?” she asks, knowing he doesn’t.

“No,” he says. “I want to feel it. I want you to feel it. I want you to tell me.”

She lies awake a while after he falls asleep. The city moves outside the window. She thinks about the morning and how quiet it was. She thinks about the way Marcus bent her over the couch and put one hand at the back of her neck and one on her hip. She thinks about how she didn’t clean up. She thinks about the look on David’s face when she said it and how it wasn’t horror. It was hunger. It was the ache he asked for. It was the life they chose when they stopped pretending.

When she dozes, her dreams are simple. A door. A couch. A hand at her waist. A voice in her ear. She wakes once at three and reaches down and finds herself still wet. She doesn’t move her hand. She puts it on David’s chest and feels his heart go steady under her palm, and falls asleep again.

In the morning, she makes coffee first, because she needs something normal. David comes in with his hair a mess and no shirt. He kisses her shoulder and pours his mug and leans on the counter like last night didn’t happen and also like it did and will again.

“Today,” he says, “text me if he looks at you.”

“I will.”

“Text me if he doesn’t.”

She smiles. “I will.”

He studies her face. “How are you?”

“Raw,” she says. “Good.”

He nods once. “Me too.”

They stand in the kitchen and drink in silence, two people who told the truth and didn’t break. It feels like a new room in the same house. It feels like a space that didn’t exist yesterday and now will always be here.

Before she leaves, she kisses him slowly at the door. He cups the back of her head and keeps her there a second longer than usual.

“Thank you for telling me,” he says against her mouth.

“Thank you for asking about the hard parts,” she says.

“I’ll ask them again tonight,” he says.

“I know,” she says, and the knowledge warms her all the way to the train.


Chapter 2 – The Echo

The next day at work begins like every other, but Sarah feels like she’s walking through fog. Her body is here; her mind isn’t. The screens glow too brightly. The office smells of burnt coffee and carpet cleaner. Conversations slide around her without shape.

She opens her email, rereads the same subject line three times, and can’t remember what it said. Her pulse still races from last night. The images keep replaying in her head, no matter how many times she tells herself to focus: Marcus’s hands on her hips, the sound of her name in his mouth, the heat when he came inside her, David’s voice later asking if he was bigger, if he was better.

She types three words into a spreadsheet, deletes them, and pretends to look busy when Claire walks past.

Belinda stops at her desk. “You okay? You look like you’re trying to do math in your head without numbers.”

Sarah blinks and forces a smile. “Didn’t sleep well.”

Belinda laughs softly. “Welcome to corporate life.” She leans in closer, lowering her voice. “Marcus has been in a mood all morning. Maybe steer clear.”

The mention of his name makes Sarah’s chest tighten. “A mood?”

“Snapped at Ops. You know how he gets when people waste his time.”

Sarah nods. “Right.”

Belinda squeezes her shoulder and moves on. Sarah watches her walk away, then exhales and glances toward Marcus’s glass-walled office. He’s standing with one hand on his hip, the other holding his phone to his ear, suit jacket off, sleeves rolled to his forearms. He looks every bit as calm as he did last night when he told her to walk inside.

When he turns slightly, she looks down fast. She can feel his eyes, though, imagined or not, and that alone sends a low ache between her legs. She crosses them under the desk, fighting the throb that’s been there since morning.

The rest of the morning drags. She forces herself through meetings, nods when Claire talks, writes notes she doesn’t need. Her handwriting looks like someone else’s. Each time she moves her legs, she can still feel the phantom of him sliding into her.

At lunch, she escapes outside with her phone. She scrolls through texts from David:

8:22 a.m. – Made it to work?

8:23 a.m. – Did he look at you yet?

8:40 a.m. – I’m imagining it either way.

She doesn’t reply. She can’t. The questions pulse like small electric shocks.

She sits on a bench and unwraps a sandwich she doesn’t eat. Her phone buzzes again. This time it’s Marcus.

MARCUS: You left your earring in my bed.

SARAH: I noticed.

MARCUS: Want it back?

She hesitates, thumbs hovering.

SARAH: Maybe later.

MARCUS: Lunch break later or after work?

She types after work, then deletes it.

SARAH: I’ll let you know.

He replies with nothing but an ellipsis.

She locks the screen and stares at the sky until she can breathe normally again.

By mid-afternoon, the fog lifts only enough for her to function. She sends Claire a finished report. She even laughs once at a joke she doesn’t find funny. But her eyes keep drifting toward Marcus’s office. Every time he moves, every time his door opens, she feels it.

At 4:30, he passes her desk. “Heading out soon?”

She looks up, startled. “Uh, maybe. Still finishing this.”

He leans an elbow on the cubicle wall. “You look tired.”

“Didn’t sleep much.”

“Neither did I,” he says, eyes steady on hers. “Wonder why.”

She grips her mouse tighter. “Marcus, please…”

He straightens. “Relax. I just wanted to say your earring’s safe.”

“Thank you.”

He nods once and walks away. She stares at the back of his shoulders until he turns the corner.

When she finally leaves at five-thirty, her heart is still pounding. On the train, she can’t keep still. She checks her phone twice, half expecting him to text again. He doesn’t. The silence feels heavier than words would have.

David is home before her. He’s changed into jeans and a soft gray T-shirt, bare feet on the wood floor, a glass of wine in his hand.

“You’re late,” he says. Not accusing, just curious.

“Claire needed some updates.”

He nods. “Sit. Eat.”

There’s pasta on the table, steam still rising. She sits opposite him, her appetite gone. He watches her, elbow on the table, expression unreadable.

“Long day?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Did he talk to you?”

She hesitates. “Briefly.”

“What did he say?”

“That I looked tired.”

“Anything else?”

“He mentioned the earring I left.”

David’s gaze sharpens. “Did you?”

She nods. “In his bed.”

He breathes out through his nose, slowly. “What did you say?”

“That I’d get it later.”

His jaw flexes. “Later, as in today?”

“No. I told him I’d let him know.”

David studies her face, reading the parts she isn’t saying. “And do you plan to?”

She swallows. “Maybe.”

He takes a sip of wine. “You’re thinking about it right now.”

“Yes.”

He sets the glass down. “Finish your dinner. Then tell me everything you thought about today. Every glance. Every text. Every time you remembered him.”

Her stomach twists. “You really want to know?”

“I do.”

They clear the table in silence. He follows her into the bedroom when she changes out of her work clothes. She feels his eyes trace every movement; the way she unbuttons her blouse, steps out of her skirt, and stands in just her underwear.

He sits on the edge of the bed. “Start there,” he says quietly. “When did you first think of him today?”

“Before I even opened my eyes,” she admits. “I could still smell him.”

He nods. “And at work?”

She sits beside him. “All day.”

“Did he touch you?”

“No.”

“Did you want him to?”

She closes her eyes. “Yes.”

“How badly?”

She laughs once, nervous. “Badly enough that I couldn’t focus on anything else.”

He turns her chin toward him. “What happened when he passed your desk?”

“He asked if I was heading out soon.”

“And what did you say?”

“That I was still working.”

“What did he say next?”

She swallows. “He said he didn’t sleep much. Wondered why.”

David’s nostrils flare. “How did that make you feel?”

“Exposed,” she whispers. “Turned on.”

“Say it like you said it last night.”

“Turned on,” she repeats.

“Where?”

“Everywhere.”

He touches her knee, sliding his hand up the inside of her thigh. “Show me.”

She parts her legs slowly. His fingers stop at the edge of her panties. “You’re already wet,” he murmurs.

“Yes.”

“For him or for me?”

She exhales shakily. “Both.”

He nods. “Keep telling me.”

“I kept seeing him in my head. Every time I tried to type, I pictured his mouth. Every time the phone rang, I thought it was him.”

David moves his hand higher, pressing the fabric against her. “And when he said your name at your desk?”

“He didn’t,” she says. “He said you look tired. But he looked at me like he was still inside me.”

David’s breath catches. “Say that again.”

“He looked at me like he was still inside me.”

He presses harder. “You felt it, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I felt him inside me all day.”

He groans. “Keep going.”

“I wanted to touch myself in the bathroom but couldn’t.”

“What stopped you?”

“People. Walls. Everything.”

He slides two fingers under the fabric. “Tell me about the texts.”

“He said I left my earring.”

“And you said?”

“That I noticed.”

“What did he say next?”

“Asked if I wanted it back.”

David’s fingers move in slow circles. “And what did you answer?”

“I told him maybe later.”

“Why?”

“So he’d know I wasn’t done.”

David’s breathing is heavy now. “Did he answer?”

“Ellipsis.”

He smirks. “He knows you’ll come back.”

She moans softly. “I know.”

He slides a finger inside her. “What are you thinking about right now?”

“Both of you.”

He pushes deeper. “Who’s deeper?”

Her body tenses. “David…”

“Say it.”

“Marcus.”

He thrusts the finger again, rougher. “Who’s inside you now?”

“You.”

He adds another finger, fucking her slowly. “Tell me what he said when he finished in you.”

She gasps. “He didn’t say anything. Just groaned and held me there.”

David withdraws his fingers and tastes them. “That’s what I wanted to know.”

He undoes his jeans, pushes them down, and pulls her onto his lap. “You’re going to tell me every part again, and you’re not going to stop when it hurts.”

She straddles him, the pressure making her shake. “You want me to say his name?”

“Yes.”

She sinks onto him, inch by inch, until he’s fully inside her. “Marcus,” she whispers.

“Louder.”

“Marcus.”

David grips her hips. “Tell me what you were thinking when he came in you.”

“That I should stop thinking,” she says. “That I wanted him to fill me until there was no space left.”

“And now?”

“I want you to.”

He thrusts upward, hard enough that she cries out. “Tell me every detail again,” he commands between breaths.

She does. The couch. His hand on her neck. The moment she knew she wouldn’t leave. Each word draws another thrust, until language itself becomes the rhythm. When she says He called me a good girl, David groans and bites her shoulder. When she says He took me again in the morning, he wraps his arm around her waist and pushes deeper, voice shaking.

“Did you think about me while he was inside you?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“What did you think?”

“That you’d want to know.”

He thrusts harder. “What else?”

“That you’d tell me not to stop.”

He growls into her ear. “I would have.”

They move together until her words scatter into moans. He flips her onto her back, pins her wrists above her head, and looks down at her. “You’re still his a little, aren’t you?”

She shakes her head. “I’m both.”

He smiles faintly, the kind that knows it’s true. “Tell me again what he said at the door.”

“He said See you soon.”

“And what did you think?”

“That I already wanted to.”

David’s hips slam against hers. “Say it.”

“I wanted to.”

He holds her face. “You still do.”

“Yes.”

He kisses her hard, thrusting faster, eyes locked on hers. “Say his name while you cum.”

She tries to resist. He keeps moving until resistance breaks. “Marcus,” she gasps. “Marcus.”

He comes seconds later, the sound raw, the kind that’s half-pain, half-release.

They stay tangled, panting. The sheets smell like sweat and wine and something darker neither of them can name.

After a while, he strokes her hair. “You see why I need to hear it?”

“Yes.”

“I need the echo,” he says. “The truth loses shape if I don’t hear it again.”

She nods, still shaking. “What happens when you don’t want it anymore?”

He smiles without humor. “I don’t see that day coming.”

She turns onto her side, head on his chest. “You’ll never get tired of it?”

“Never,” he whispers. “And you?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “But I keep thinking about the earring.”

He laughs quietly, fingers tracing her spine. “Leave it there. Let him have a piece of you.”

She looks up. “And you?”

“I already have the rest.”

That night, after he’s asleep, she lies awake again. The rhythm of the train still runs through her head. She imagines walking back into Marcus’s apartment, seeing the small gold earring on the sheet, picking it up, maybe dropping it again on purpose. She imagines texting David from his bed, hearing his reply: Tell me everything.

She knows now that this isn’t a phase. It’s a loop, an echo chamber of wanting, telling, wanting again. She can feel it humming inside her, deep and endless.

And she isn’t sure whether the echo belongs to Marcus’s voice or David’s anymore.


Chapter 3 – Lunch with Belinda

By the next day, the office feels smaller. Every voice, every movement, every hum of the printer lives too close to Sarah’s skin. She tells herself to work, to breathe, to stop glancing toward the corridor that leads to Marcus’s office. It doesn’t help. His presence is a quiet gravity that pulls at her even when he isn’t looking her way.

Belinda swings by midmorning with two coffees balanced in one hand. “Fuel,” she says, setting one on Sarah’s desk. “You look like you need it.”

Sarah smiles faintly. “Do I?”

“You do,” Belinda says, lowering her voice. “Don’t tell me you’re still staying late.”

Sarah forces a small laugh. “Claire’s deadlines, not mine.”

Belinda’s eyebrows lift. “Uh-huh.”

Sarah types something meaningless to avoid her eyes. The teasing tone sounds harmless, but it lands too close to the truth. Belinda lingers a beat too long, then slides onto the corner of the desk like she owns it. “You know,” she says, “when people start ‘working late’ around here, someone always notices.”

Sarah looks up, steadying her voice. “Meaning?”

Belinda sips her coffee. “Meaning rumors start. About who’s staying late with whom.”

“I don’t stay with anyone,” Sarah says lightly, the words tasting false the moment they leave her mouth.

Belinda grins. “Just checking.” She hops down. “Come to lunch with me. My treat. You need to get out of this fluorescent cave.”

Sarah hesitates. “When?”

“Twelve-thirty. I’ll swing by.”

They walk to a café a few blocks away, the kind of place that smells like warm bread and espresso. The sidewalks hum with noise, traffic, and voices overlapping until the air itself feels busy. Belinda keeps up an easy rhythm, talking about Claire’s temper and the company’s latest software upgrade. Sarah listens, nodding at the right places, letting the sound of Belinda’s chatter steady her.

Inside, they find a booth near the window. The menu is simple; they order salads and share a basket of fries they both pretended not to want.

Belinda leans forward, chin propped on her hand. “So,” she says, eyes glinting. “Are you and Marcus still spending those long evenings together?”

Sarah’s fork pauses midair. “Why would you think that?”

“Because he’s been different lately. Sharper. Quieter. And you,” Belinda gestures at her. “You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The look of someone who isn’t sleeping enough and isn’t sorry about it.”

Sarah lets out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. “Belinda.”

“Relax,” Belinda says, laughing. “I’m not your mother.” She takes a fry, dips it in ketchup, chews, and swallows. “Just saying, I’ve seen this before.”

Sarah picks at the edge of her napkin. “You mean him.”

Belinda nods. “Yeah, Marcus.”

“What about him?”

Belinda’s smile softens, almost pitying. “He doesn’t stay with anyone for long. It’s not personal. It’s just how he’s wired.”

Sarah’s stomach tightens. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

Belinda stirs her coffee, eyes on the swirling foam. “Maybe I am.”

“Belinda…”

“I’m not warning you because I think you need saving,” she interrupts. “You don’t strike me as the damsel type. I’m just saying, don’t expect permanence. He gets bored fast. He likes the chase more than the catch.”

Sarah’s throat goes dry. “You make it sound like I’m already caught.”

Belinda meets her gaze. “Aren’t you?”

Sarah looks away. The city moves outside the window; people walking, crossing, never looking back. She focuses on them instead of the heat rising in her chest. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Of course you do,” Belinda says quietly. “Just…be careful. He knows how to make you feel like you’re the only woman in the room. But he’s made a lot of women feel that way.”

Sarah forces a smile. “Thanks for the advice.”

Belinda shrugs. “Take it or don’t. You’ll find out soon enough.” She picks up another fry and changes the subject, talking about office gossip, a new account, Claire’s obsession with color-coded spreadsheets. Sarah answers automatically, words floating out of her mouth without thought.

By the time they finish eating, Sarah’s salad is barely touched.

The afternoon crawls. Every time she looks up, she half-expects to see Marcus watching her through the glass, half-hopes he will. He doesn’t. She wonders if Belinda’s right; if he’s already moving on, already drifting toward someone else. The thought burns in a way she can’t name.

When she catches him leaving early, coat over his arm, he nods once in her direction. That’s all. A nod. She feels it like a hand on her body.

Belinda’s voice echoes in her head: He doesn’t stay.

At home that evening, David’s in the living room, laptop open on the coffee table. He looks up when she walks in, smiling softly. “Hey. You okay?”

“Long day,” she says, slipping off her shoes. “Lunch with Belinda.”

He closes the laptop. “How’s she?”

“Curious,” Sarah says.

He studies her face. “About what?”

“Marcus.”

David’s brow lifts. “Curious how?”

Sarah sits beside him on the couch. “She teased me about working late. Then she said she’s seen this before. That Marcus doesn’t stay with anyone for long.”

David’s mouth curves, not quite a smile. “And what did you say?”

“I told her she was wrong.”

“Was she?”

Sarah looks down at her hands. “I don’t know.”

David reaches out, tracing a finger along her wrist. “You’re thinking about him right now.”

“Yes.”

“You’re thinking about what she said, too.”

“Yes.”

He tilts her chin until she meets his eyes. “And how does that make you feel?”

“I shouldn’t care,” she whispers. “But I do.”

“Because you want him to want you.”

She nods, barely.

David’s voice drops. “You want him to want you the way I want you.”

“That’s not possible.”

He smiles faintly. “Maybe not. But it doesn’t bother me.”

She frowns. “It doesn’t?”

“No. I want you to feed it. Let it grow. Let him pull you deeper.”

Her pulse stutters. “Even if he leaves?”

“Then you’ll come home,” he says quietly. “And I’ll still be here.”

Sarah looks at him, trying to read where desire ends and permission begins. “You’re sure?”

He nods. “I’m sure.”

She leans into him, the warmth of his body grounding her. His hand slides up her arm, to her neck, his thumb brushing the edge of her jaw. “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he says.

“Belinda,” she says softly. “And Marcus. And you. And how it’s all tangled.”

He kisses her temple. “That’s the point.”

She exhales, eyes closing. “She said he doesn’t stay.”

“Maybe not,” David says. “But while he’s there, make it count.”

Sarah laughs quietly. “You really don’t care?”

“I care that you tell me,” he says. “That’s all.”

They sit in silence for a while. The air between them hums with things unspoken. She thinks about Belinda’s warning, about Marcus’s calm detachment, about the way David’s words blur jealousy and invitation until she can’t tell them apart.

She finally whispers, “What if she’s right?”

“Then you’ll have a story to tell me,” he says. “And I’ll listen.”

Later, when they lie in bed, Sarah turns toward him in the dark. “You really want me to keep going to him?”

David’s voice is low, steady. “I want you to follow the want wherever it goes. Just keep bringing it back here.”

She traces the line of his arm. “You think I can do that?”

“I think you already are.”

She closes her eyes. The words settle somewhere deep, both comfort and command. She wonders if Marcus is alone in his apartment right now, or if someone else is in his bed. She wonders how long she can live in this pull between them.

David strokes her hair until her breathing evens out. “Don’t fight it,” he murmurs. “You’ll ruin it if you fight it.”

“I’m not fighting,” she says.

He smiles against her skin. “Good.”

The next morning at her desk, Sarah catches Belinda watching her. Belinda offers a small, knowing smile, as if to say I told you so. Sarah returns it politely and turns back to her screen, pretending the warning doesn’t echo.

But it does. It echoes through every line she types, through every email she sends, through the space where Marcus’s attention used to live.

And when her phone vibrates with a message from him;

MARCUS: Lunch today?

She stares at it for a long time before typing back one word.

SARAH: Yes.


Chapter 4 – The Hotel

Late Thursday morning is gray and thin. The office looks washed out, the light too white against the glass. Sarah sits with her hands on the keyboard and does not type. She answers an email, reads it again, and does not remember what she wrote. The week has a sound now, a hum that sits under everything. She hears it when the copier starts, when Claire clears her throat before a question, when Belinda laughs at something two rows over. She hears it most when the corridor to Marcus’s office goes quiet.

At 11:42, her phone buzzes.

MARCUS: Ready for lunch? Bring nothing but your coat.

She stares at the screen. She feels her pulse in her wrists.

SARAH: Where?

He replies with the name of a hotel two blocks away. No flourishes, no pretense.

She types I can’t and doesn’t send it. She types When? and hits send before she can stop herself.

MARCUS: 12:00. I’ll be in the lobby.

She closes the phone face down and breathes through her nose. Belinda’s warning thrums in the back of her head like a steady drum: he doesn’t stay. David’s voice rises through it: don’t hold back. Both are true, and neither helps.

At 11:50, Belinda appears with a sticky note and a knowing tilt of her head. “You’re pale,” she says. “Eat something?”

“In a bit,” Sarah says.

“Don’t skip,” Belinda adds, as if the instruction could stop the day from doing what it plans to do, then drifts away with her coffee.

At 11:59, Sarah stands, smooths her dress, and takes her coat from the back of the chair. She checks her reflection in the dark window, not to admire anything, only to see if the decision shows on her face. It doesn’t. It usually doesn’t until later.

She texts David in the elevator.

SARAH: Stepping out for lunch.

DAVID: With him?

She could deflect, but she doesn't.

SARAH: Yes.

There is a pause long enough for her to feel it in her chest.

DAVID: Tell me about it after. Every second.

She pockets the phone and walks.

The hotel is newer than she expected, small and quiet, with a lobby that gleams with polished stone. He’s already there, seated in a chair near a plant that is too green to be real. He stands when she enters, not smiling, not asking a question he already knows the answer to.

“Hungry?” he says.

“Not for food.”

He nods once, crosses the lobby, and presses the call button. In the elevator, the mirrored walls make them look like versions of themselves in different rooms. He doesn’t reach for her. He doesn’t need to. The choice was made when she left her desk.

On the seventh floor, he leads her down a clean, quiet hallway to a door that opens with a soft click. The room is bright and simple. A bed, a chair, a small table by the window, the city beyond it like a muted screen.

He closes the door and turns the lock. The sound is small and loud at the same time.

She stands near the foot of the bed with her coat in her hands and tries to find a sentence that will make the first minute easier.

“You didn’t bring lunch,” she says.

He takes her coat and lays it over the chair. “I brought you.”

That is the end of talking for a while. He crosses the room and kisses her like a man who already knows what she tastes like and wants to taste her again. She meets him with the same clarity, no half steps. The kiss is not delicate; it is not ceremonial. It is what it is when you have less than an hour and nothing to prove.

He lifts her and sits her on the edge of the bed. His hands move with purpose, finding buttons, zippers, closures. She helps because that is how time works in a room like this. He lays her back and comes over her, and for a moment the city falls away and the only sound is breath and the quiet give of the mattress.

He wants her fast. She wants him faster. It is not careful, but it is not careless either. It is the urgency that belongs to stolen time. When he tells her to turn, she does. When he tells her to hold the headboard, she does. When he says Don’t speak, she doesn’t. There are sounds anyway; the soft thud of the bed against the wall, the small, unplanned noises that make up a body saying yes. She feels the edge coming and does not fight it. He feels it with her and follows. When it is done, he does not move right away. He holds her there like he is catching his breath inside a decision.

The room is too bright for a secret, but it doesn’t matter. They lie still long enough for her heartbeat to slide back down. She looks at the ceiling. He looks at her face. Half a minute passes without words.

“Again?” he asks.

Her yes is simple. This time, he sits in the chair and pulls her onto his lap. The posture is different, and so is the feeling. He holds her hips and tells her how he wants her to move. The sound in the room changes with each shift. The window reflects them in the glass, faint and pale, the city behind the image like a mask. When she goes quiet, he tells her to look at the glass, and she does. His hand closes hard at her waist, and she is gone again, the room bleaching out and then rushing back.

He checks the time without looking at his phone, just a glance at the window light and a sense of the hour born of repetition. “Five minutes,” he says.

“I know.”

He stands, gathers her clothes, and helps her dress, the domesticity of the motion stark in such a spare place. He buttons two buttons for her and leaves one undone on purpose. He smooths her skirt with his palm and leaves his hand there until she catches it and steps away.

At the door, he touches her face, not to move it, only to touch it. “You’ll text him?” he says.

“Yes.”

“You’ll come back?”

She holds his eyes. “Yes.”

He opens the door. The hall is still empty. They do not kiss here. They do not look for cameras. They walk like two people who had a short, uneventful lunch and returned to work on time.

She reaches the sidewalk and only then checks the phone.

DAVID: Are you back at your desk?

Her fingers hesitate. She types, deletes, retypes.

SARAH: Not yet. Hotel. Seventh floor. Chair by the window.

Three dots. They sting her in a good way.

DAVID: Tell me tonight. Every position. Every sound.

SARAH: I will.

She pockets the phone and goes back to the office. She passes Belinda in the corridor and nods. Belinda lifts her eyebrows like a question and then drops them like she doesn’t want the answer.

Sarah sits and opens a spreadsheet, and types numbers she will have to check later. She is light and heavy at once. She drinks water and tastes hotel air. Claire asks a question and Sarah answers it in a voice that sounds like hers. The day continues with its usual demands. Underneath, the hum is a river.

At five, Marcus leaves without looking in her direction. Good. Better. Necessary. At five-fifteen, Sarah leaves too. The train is crowded and smells like wool and perfume. She stands and sways and thinks of a clean room with a chair and a window and a bed that knew enough to keep quiet.

David is at the stove when she walks in, stirring a pot with one hand and checking his phone with the other. He looks up the way he always does, direct and present, and sets the spoon aside like the day was only a preface.

“How was lunch?” he asks.

She closes the door and finds that her throat is tight again, the way it gets when she has to tell something that will make his eyes change. She hangs her coat, sets her bag on the bench, and steps closer.

“Short,” she says.

He studies her face. “Good lunch?”

“Very.”

He nods toward the table. “Eat first or talk first?”

“Talk first.”

He lowers the flame and turns to her. “Start anywhere,” he says. “But don’t skip anything.”

She tells it the way he likes, from the first buzz of the phone to the turn of the lock. She leaves nothing out. The lobby smell. The number on the elevator panel. The way his mouth felt at noon. The bed and then the chair. The way he told her to look at the glass and how it changed the sound she made. She does not reach for softer words. She uses the ones that make the air thicken.

David listens with his hands on the lip of the counter, knuckles blanching slowly, jaw set and then looser. At one point, he reaches for his phone, opens the message she just described, reads it, and puts the phone down as if the screen is warmer than the room.

“Tell me the part about the window again,” he says when she pauses.

“I could see us in it,” she says. “Faint. Like a double.”

“What did that do to you?”

“It made me stop thinking.”

He swallows. “What did he say at the end?”

“That he would see me again.”

“And what did you say?”

“Yes.”

He breathes out like he was waiting for that answer and trying not to. He reaches into his pocket and adjusts himself, an unguarded motion that betrays the heat he is trying to hold in place for the sake of listening cleanly.

“Tell me the sounds,” he says. “Not your words. The sounds.”

She hesitates, then gives him what he asked for. She tells him the shape of the breath she made when she was moved from the bed to the chair. She tells him the change in her voice when he told her to be quiet. She tells him the low sound he made near her ear, the one that isn’t a word, and says more than one. She sees the sound she is describing work its way through David’s body. His hand goes flat on the counter. His chest lifts and lowers with more effort.

He leaves the stove and sits at the edge of the chair by the island, the wine on the table untouched. “Keep going,” he says. “Every position. Every sound. Don’t skip any detail, no matter how small it seems to you.”

She does. She tells David the ways Marcus held her. She gives each shape a plain description that lands without embroidery. She tells him how fast, how slow, how long. She gives him the quiet moments too, the gap between the first and second time, the shift in the light on the floor, the silence that felt like a longer permission.

David touches himself through his jeans while she speaks, a simple, unembarrassed rhythm he doesn’t hide. His eyes stay on her face because that is how he can have both at once: the story and the body that lived it. He asks for small details that only someone who was there could know. Where were his hands when you were standing? Which side did he favor when you moved? Did the chair creak? Did the wall? Each answer pulls him tighter.

When she reaches the part where things sped up, when she says what she said without changing the words, his breath breaks in a way she knows. He closes his eyes and catches the edge with a rough sound and stays there, holding it in place with his jaw and the heel of his hand.

“Come here,” he says then, voice wrecked and soft. “Now.”

She steps between his knees. He pulls her down, burying his face against her stomach, not as an apology or claim but as an anchor. He finds her mouth, and the conversation ends for a while. He is not gentle. She does not want him to be gentle. He is not unkind. He is not performative. He is a man who heard a story and needed to touch the person who told it.

They move from the chair to the hallway wall to the room, the path marked by breath and small collisions. He does not ask for positions; he takes them. She lets him. Each time he changes the angle he tells her why: to hear the sound again, to feel the way her body does at that slant, to know what the chair and the bed made and make it his. She tells him yes more than once. He answers without words more than once. When she unravels, he does not back away from it; he drives into it until the bed is loud and her voice is a clean line instead of a word.

After, the room is quiet in a heavy way a room gets after two people tell each other the truth without talking. He rolls to his back and covers his eyes with one forearm. She lies on her side and watches his chest rise and fall. The air smells like steam and something metal; the pasta on the stove has given up, which means dinner will be late, and neither of them cares.

He lowers his arm and turns his head to her. “Did he make you look at yourself because he wanted to see you see it?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Did that work on you in a way you didn’t expect?”

“Yes.”

“Will you do it again?”

“Yes.”

He nods once, slow, like a judge handing down a verdict he has wanted to give all day. “Good.”

She props herself on her elbow. “Do you want me to stop?”

“No.”

“Do you want me to slow down?”

“No.”

“What do you want?” she asks.

He looks at her without blinking. “Everything,” he says. “Every time. The whole thing. The wreckage and the relief. The sound and the after. I want the echo to last until morning.”

She smiles because the truth is not cruel; it is simply true. “It will.”

He reaches up and drags his thumb across her lower lip like he is erasing a line he wrote earlier. “What did you almost keep from me?” he asks.

She blinks. “What makes you think I did?”

“Because there was a second when you changed your breath,” he says. “At the chair.”

She exhales. He was right. “He told me to keep my eyes open,” she says. “I didn’t want to tell you that part.”

“Because?”

“Because I liked it more than I want to admit.”

He nods. “Say it anyway.”

She does. He closes his eyes on the last word as if hearing it inside his head will make it louder.

They shower in the quiet that follows words spent to the root. She stands under the water and leans her forehead against the tile and feels the day shaking out of her muscles. He stands behind her and places his hands at her waist the way he did when he pulled her to him earlier, and keeps them there, the kind of touch that is not a question and not a command, just a statement of presence.

In bed, he tucks her against him and asks the smallest questions: What floor? What color was the chair? Did the elevator pause between two numbers? She answers. He hums agreement, like each piece fits a picture he is constructing to keep handy.

“Call me next time before you go up,” he says, not as a rule, not as a test, as a want. “Let me hear your voice while you walk down the hall.”

“I will.”

“Even if I don’t answer. Call anyway.”

“I will,” she says again.

“And if he asks you to stay longer than the hour,” he says, breath changing even as he speaks, “Say yes if you want.”

She does not promise. She does not refuse. “I’ll tell you after.”

He presses his mouth to her shoulder and leaves it there, a warm weight that feels like a seal. “Okay.”

She lies awake and watches the dim square on the ceiling that is nothing but light from the street filtered through blinds. She thinks of the clean line of a hotel room and the way her body knows what to do in spaces that ask nothing but yes or no. She thinks of David sitting very still while she gave him the sounds. She thinks of the chair and the window and the way the city blurred behind them like a neutral witness.

Her phone buzzes on the nightstand.

MARCUS: Tomorrow?

She does not wake David. She does not answer right away. She sets the phone face down and closes her eyes. The echo is already here, moving through her in waves that feel like a train under tracks. She does not fight it. She lets it go and come back and go again. When she finally takes the phone and types Yes, it feels less like a decision than like listening to something that was already true.

She puts the phone down and turns into David. He is warm and steady and awake.

“You answered?” he whispers.

“I did.”

“Good,” he says, and the word settles everything in the room that had not yet found a place to rest.


Chapter 5 – Boundaries Blurred

Friday morning begins with a promise she knows she won’t keep. She tells herself that today will be ordinary, that she’ll treat Marcus like any other coworker, that she will sit at her desk and finish her report, and not let her body answer for her.

The promise lasts until she sees him.

He’s already there when she walks in, jacket off, shirtsleeves rolled. The sight alone undoes half her resolve. She looks down quickly, forcing herself past his office without meeting his eyes.

Belinda calls something across the room. Sarah answers automatically, voice too bright. She sits, wakes her computer, and focuses on the sound of the fan instead of the pulse in her neck.

The first message arrives before nine.

MARCUS: Still thinking about yesterday.

She types Don’t text me at work and deletes it. She types You can’t and deletes that too. She finally sends Stop.

He replies with a single word.

MARCUS: No.

She stares at the screen until her pulse evens. Then she closes the window and tries to breathe.

By mid-morning, she’s made it almost an hour without looking toward his office. Then the door opens. He steps into the corridor, a stack of papers in one hand, phone in the other, walking the narrow aisle that runs beside her row.

She keeps her eyes on the monitor. She can feel him pass, the air moving in his wake, a heat that’s not entirely in her head. When he reaches her desk, he pauses to hand Claire a file. On his way back, he leans close enough that his sleeve brushes her shoulder.

It’s nothing.

And it’s everything.

She jumps, only slightly, but he catches it. She knows he does because of the small curve at the corner of his mouth as he continues down the hall.

Belinda looks up. “You okay?”

Sarah clears her throat. “Fine.”

“You jumped.”

“Static,” Sarah says. “Carpet.”

Belinda nods but doesn’t look convinced.

At lunch, Sarah escapes to the courtyard behind the building, phone in hand. She stares at the brick wall opposite, breath visible in the cold.

SARAH: I said no touching at work.

MARCUS: You didn’t move away.

SARAH: You shouldn’t have done that.

MARCUS: You wanted me to.

SARAH: I’m serious.

MARCUS: So am I.

She puts the phone away, heart pounding, and goes back inside.

By three o’clock the rules she tried to set are already in pieces. He’s everywhere. A reflection in the conference-room glass. A voice over her shoulder when he asks a question meant for someone else. A vibration in her pocket when another message lands.

MARCUS: You look tense.

MARCUS: Relax your shoulders.

MARCUS: Don’t pretend you don’t feel me.

She turns off her phone, shoves it into her bag, and finishes the day by muscle memory.

When five comes, she leaves fast. She doesn’t look toward his office. She doesn’t check if he’s watching her go.

David’s home when she walks in. He’s barefoot, sleeves rolled, cooking.
He glances up and sees the tension on her face before she speaks. “Rough day?”

“Yes.”

He sets the knife down. “Tell me.”

She drops her bag on the floor, crosses her arms. “He won’t stop.”

“Stop what?”

“He brushed against me. He keeps texting during work. I told him not to. He doesn’t listen.”

David wipes his hands on a towel, studying her. “And how did that make you feel?”

“Angry,” she says. “And excited. And guilty for being excited.”

“Which feeling lasted longer?”

She hesitates. “Excited.”

He nods once. “Then stop fighting it.”

She looks at him sharply. “You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

“I told him no touching at work.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s dangerous.”

David steps closer. “That’s why you want it.”

She exhales, frustrated. “You want me to let him do whatever he wants?”

“I want you to stop pretending you don’t want him to push.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

He smiles faintly. “Isn’t it?”

She shakes her head. “You don’t understand what it’s like. He walks past, and it’s like…” She stops, searching for words. “It’s like I disappear for a second. Like my body decides before my mind does.”

“I understand,” he says quietly. “That’s why you need to let it happen.”

She stares at him. “And if he crosses a line?”

“Then you tell him,” David says. “But until then, stop drawing lines you only want erased.”

She doesn’t answer. He can see the conflict in her eyes; the part that wants control and the part that’s already surrendered it.

He moves closer, close enough that she can feel the warmth from his skin. “What did he text?”

She hesitates. “That he’s still thinking about yesterday.”

David’s voice lowers. “Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Then why lie to him?”

“Because I’m supposed to have limits.”

He touches her chin. “Then only have the ones you can keep.”

Dinner almost burns while they stand in the kitchen, neither willing to move. David turns off the stove and leans against the counter. “Tell me exactly what he did at work.”

“He brushed my shoulder.”

“Accidentally?”

“No.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Nothing?”

“I froze,” she says. “Then I kept typing.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hate that you liked it?”

“Yes.”

He studies her face, then steps forward. “Show me how it happened.”

“What?”

“Show me.”

She hesitates, then turns, facing the counter, hands on the edge like a desk. He steps behind her. When he leans in, his sleeve grazes her shoulder.

“Like that?” he murmurs.

“Yes.”

He lets his breath touch her neck. “And you didn’t move?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I wanted to know if he’d do it again.”

David’s mouth finds her ear. “And did he?”

“No.”

“Do you wish he had?”

She closes her eyes. “Yes.”

He slides his arms around her waist. “Then stop pretending you don’t.”

She turns in his arms. “You’re turning this into something dangerous.”

“It already is,” he says. “That’s why it works.”

Later, in bed, she lies awake while he sleeps beside her. The phone on the nightstand vibrates once. She reaches for it, hand trembling.

MARCUS: Couldn’t sleep. Thinking about your shoulder.

Her throat tightens. She types Stop texting me this late but doesn’t send it. She types Me too and erases it. She sets the phone down, screen still glowing.

A second message arrives before she can roll away.

MARCUS: I can still feel it.

She stares at the words until the light fades and the phone goes dark.

David shifts beside her in his sleep, hand finding her hip even unconsciously. The gesture is both comfort and permission. She lies still, caught between their touches; the one that’s real and the one that’s remembered; and knows that neither is going to fade soon.

The next morning, she walks into the office determined to be calm, professional, indifferent. It lasts until she passes him in the hallway. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t stop her, just lets his hand trail a breath away from her back. The air moves, and she feels it like contact.

When she reaches her desk, her phone buzzes.

MARCUS: Good morning.

She doesn’t answer.

Two minutes later:

MARCUS: You looked good in the hallway.

She types Stop.

MARCUS: Make me.

Her heart stumbles. She deletes the thread, shoves the phone into the drawer, and starts to work.

But every few minutes her mind drifts back to the brush of air behind her, to the words on the screen, to the sound of David’s voice telling her not to fight it.

By noon, she knows she won’t last the day. She tells Claire she’s taking lunch early and heads outside, phone already in hand.

SARAH: We need to talk about boundaries.

MARCUS: Talking about them breaks them.

SARAH: No touching at work. No messages after ten.

MARCUS: So I’ll touch you before ten.

She stares at the screen, half furious, half trembling.

SARAH: I’m serious.

MARCUS: So am I.

The reply lands like heat against her skin. She slips the phone back into her pocket, breath shallow, and walks until she feels her heartbeat slow.

That night, David’s waiting for her on the couch. He doesn’t ask if Marcus texted; he knows.

“Did he push again?”

“Yes.”

“Did you push back?”

“No.”

David gestures for her to sit beside him. “Good.”

She sits, uneasy. “Why is that good?”

“Because maybe you’re done pretending,” he says. “It’s exhausting watching you wrestle with what you already chose.”

“I didn’t choose this.”

He tilts his head. “Didn’t you?”

She looks at him, eyes shining with frustration. “I thought we had rules.”

“We do. Tell me everything.”

“That’s not a rule,” she says.

“It’s the only one that matters.”

She exhales sharply, sinking back into the couch. “He texted late again.”

David smiles faintly. “And you read it.”

“Of course I did.”

“Did you answer?”

“No.”

“Did you want to?”

“Yes.”

“Then you already did,” he says quietly.

She turns to him. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m honest.”

He reaches for her hand. “You keep calling them boundaries, but they’re invitations written backwards. You write them so he’ll cross them, and he knows that.”

She presses her palms to her eyes. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”

“You’re doing exactly what you want,” David says. “You’re just not ready to admit it.”

She drops her hands. “And what about you? Where does that leave you?”

“Here,” he says simply. “Listening. Wanting you.”

She shakes her head. “You make it sound easy.”

“It isn’t,” he says. “But it’s true.”

Before bed, she stands in front of the mirror brushing her hair. David watches from the doorway, arms crossed. “When he texts tonight,” he says, “don’t tell him to stop. Just read it. Let it sit.”

She turns to him. “And if he wants to see me again?”

He meets her eyes. “Then go.”

Sarah sets the brush down slowly. “You really mean that?”

“Yes.”

“Even if it means…”

He cuts her off. “It means what it means.”

She nods once. The reflection in the mirror looks calm, almost composed. But underneath, she can feel the tremor starting again, the steady pull toward something she can’t control and no longer wants to.

She crawls into bed beside him, heart pounding too fast for rest. When her phone buzzes a few minutes later, she doesn’t move to silence it. David opens his eyes, already knowing.

“Read it,” he whispers.

She does.

MARCUS: Can’t stop thinking about you.

David reaches for her hand in the dark. “Don’t answer,” he murmurs. “Just feel it.”

She holds the phone against her chest, the glow fading between them, the line between resistance and surrender blurring a little more with every breath.


Chapter 6 – Marcus’s Demands

Monday tries to be normal and fails before nine. The office hum is wrong, pitched higher, like the building is holding its breath. Sarah answers two emails with the same sentence and only notices when Claire replies Got it; twice. and adds a smile she doesn’t feel.

Marcus has his door open. Not a meeting, not an invitation; just open. She keeps her eyes on her screen. It doesn’t help. The openness sits there like a hand on her shoulder.

At 9:17, her phone lights.

MARCUS: Tonight. Dinner. Seven. Come as you are.

She types No and stares at the word, then deletes it, then types Seven where? and hits send before she can change her mind.

MARCUS: Pier 12. Walk first, then food.

She pockets the phone and breathes. She can already feel what a walk means. It isn’t about miles. It’s about daylight and being seen. About not being a secret for an hour.

Belinda drifts by with a stack of printouts and a question she doesn’t ask out loud. Sarah pretends not to see it.

At noon, Claire pulls Sarah into a call that could have been an email. Sarah nods at the right moments and writes notes she won’t need, and every time the window catches a reflection from the corridor, she thinks it’s him.

At 3:41, her phone buzzes again.

MARCUS: Confirm?

She looks toward his office. It’s still open. He isn’t there. She types Yes and feels the yes run through her in a way that tastes like risk and something sweeter.

By five, the building is shedding people in steady lines. She shuts down and stands, waiting for her legs to behave like hers. Belinda appears, hip leaning against the pod wall.

“Big night?” Belinda asks lightly.

“Sleep,” Sarah lies.

Belinda taps a paper against her palm. “Try to get some,” she says, like advice and not like warning, and moves on.

Sarah takes the side exit and keeps her face down as she crosses the street. She texts David with thumbs that won’t stop shaking.

SARAH: He asked for dinner. And a walk.

DAVID: Go. I want to hear about the whole thing later.

SARAH: You trust me?

There’s a pause long enough for the traffic light to change twice.

DAVID: Yes.

SARAH: Are you sure?

DAVID: Yes.

She pockets the phone because believing him is harder than reading him. She walks.

Pier 12 is loud with gulls and wind and the slap of water against pilings. The air smells like metal, salt, and wet rope. People are everywhere, but no one is looking at anyone. Marcus stands at the rail halfway down, coat open, hands in his pockets, like this is the most ordinary place in the world to meet your coworker at dusk.

He doesn’t kiss her. He doesn’t even step in close. He says, “Walk?” and she says, “Walk,” and they do.

They move along the edge where the boards give underfoot, where couples stop to take pictures and joggers pass in steady rhythms. He doesn’t reach for her hand. He keeps his pace half a step behind, like he wants to watch her take in the view. When he speaks, he doesn’t lower his voice. He doesn’t hide the fact that they’re together.

“Busy day?” he asks.

“Yes,” she says.

“Mine too.”

The conversation is nothing. The conversation is everything. A man with a dog smiles at them like they belong. A woman in a red coat glances at Marcus, at Sarah, at the space between them, and then keeps walking. Sarah feels the air on her face as if it had weight.

“Dinner’s close,” he says after a while. “You like oysters?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” he says, as if her answer confirms something larger.

A kid lobs a pebble at a gull. The gull wins. Marcus laughs under his breath, a sound she hasn’t heard from him at work. It startles her. It makes something in her chest soften without permission.

“Why a walk?” she asks finally.

“Because I wanted to see you move,” he says. “Because I wanted to hear you talk about nothing. Because I didn’t want to wait until the elevator.”

She swallows. “You’re asking for more.”

“I am,” he says without apology. “I want days as well as nights. I want the parts that don’t fit in an hour.”

She thinks of Belinda’s line: he doesn’t stay. She thinks of David’s answer: go. “Why?” she asks. It comes out small.

“Because I like you,” he says simply. “Because it’s easier to want you when you’re not pretending you don’t belong in the light.”

That sentence knocks something loose. Belinda’s warning scrapes against the new shape it makes. The two don’t cancel. They sit side by side like facts.

They cut inland to a narrow place with warm glass and a chalkboard menu. He doesn’t say table for two. He nods to the host, who nods back like they know each other, like this is a place where secrets sit at the next table and pretend to be at lunch.

They take a booth. He orders wine without asking what she wants and is right anyway. He orders oysters and bread and something with fennel she knows she’ll forget. He keeps his voice quiet but not conspiratorial. He talks about work for five minutes and then doesn’t talk about work at all. He asks what books are on her nightstand. He asks what music she listens to when no one else can hear. She answers before she remembers to guard anything. He tells her a small story about being twelve in a too-hot apartment and wanting a door he could close that was his. The story sits between them and makes the table look different.

Halfway through the oysters, he reaches for her wrist and turns her hand palm up. He doesn’t hold it. He reads the lines without touching, eyes moving like he’s learning something he can use later. When the server appears, he doesn’t drop her hand. He lets the server pretend not to see, and he lets Sarah feel what it is to be seen like this and not hide.

After, he walks her back to the pier. Night has slipped in without asking. The water is darker now, the cold cleaner. He stops at the same rail and looks at her like a question he already knows she will answer.

“I want weekends,” he says. “Not all day. Pieces.”

She hears the plates shifting inside the word. “What pieces?”

“Coffee,” he says. “An hour in a museum. A drive. Your hand in a pocket that isn’t yours.”

Her mouth is dry. “And what about… us?” The word feels too big out here.

He nods as if she said more. “Yes. That too.”

She thinks of David’s last message: yes. She thinks of the way David listened with his whole body when she gave him the sounds. She thinks of trust like glass: transparent, strong, breakable.

“I can’t promise,” she says.

“I didn’t ask for a promise,” he says. “I asked for consideration.”

He doesn’t touch her. He doesn’t push. He stands where the boards shift underfoot and lets her decide in the open.

“Text me,” she says. “Not just at night.”

He nods. “I’m going to anyway.”

She laughs once, the sound running out of her like steam. “I know.”

They part at the corner because anything more would turn the night into something else. He doesn’t look back. She does. Twice.

On the train, she types a message, deletes it, and then types it again.

SARAH: Walked. Dinner. He wants more time. Small public things. He said he likes me. He asked for weekends.

She sends it to David and watches the tunnel blink by like frames in an old film. The reply lands as she climbs the apartment stairs.

DAVID: Come up. Tell me.

He has candles out like a joke he’s in on alone. One on the table next to a plate of reheated pasta. One by the sink next to a towel. One on the bureau like a lighthouse.

“You cooked?” she asks, not because she can’t see the evidence but because the question makes everything feel normal for a second.

“I tried,” he says. “It got away from me.”

She takes off her coat and leaves it without folding it on the chair, something she never does. He notices and looks pleased for reasons that have nothing to do with order.

“What did he say?” David asks.

She sits. “He wants pieces of the day. Not just the night. Walks. Coffee. A hand in a pocket that isn’t mine.”

David’s eyes change. He doesn’t look away. “And what did that do to you?”

“It scared me,” she says. “And it felt like relief.”

“Relief?” he echoes.

“Not hiding,” she says. “For an hour.”

He nods, slowly. “Do you want that?”

“I don’t know what I want,” she says. Then, because he hates that answer, she corrects herself. “I do. I want both.”

“Say both,” he says, gently.

“I want him in the light,” she says. “And I want you in the dark and the light.”

He breathes out. “Good.”

She studies his face. “Do you really trust me?”

“Yes,” he says.

“Completely?”

He thinks. He doesn’t lie. “No one trusts completely,” he says. “But I trust enough to want the rest.”

That honesty sits in her chest like a weight she can lift with both hands. “It feels fragile,” she says.

“It is,” he says. “That’s why it’s worth anything.”

She reaches for his hand. “He asked for weekends.”

He squeezes once. “Then we talk before each one. Not permission,” he adds quickly. “Coordination. So I know where to put my ache.”

She laughs and wipes her eyes because somehow she’s crying. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m here,” he says. “Is he taking that away?”

“No.”

“Then I’m not worried,” he says. “Jealous,” he adds, smiling like it stings, and he likes it. “But not worried.”

She leans her head on his shoulder and breathes until her pulse slows. “Belinda said he doesn’t stay.”

“And if he doesn’t,” David says, “I’ll still be here when you walk back through the door.”

The phrase makes her chest ache in a good way and a bad way at once. “And if he does stay, for a while?”

“Then you get to learn new things,” he says. “And I get to hear about them.”

She sits up and meets his eyes. “And if I break something?”

He strokes her cheek with his thumb. “Then we fix it,” he says. “Or we learn to live with the break, whatever it turns out to be.”

She nods once. It is not a vow. It is a plan.

“Tell me about the walk,” he says. “From the beginning.”

She does. The boards underfoot. The noise of gulls and a dog that lost a contest with a bird. The way Marcus laughed once, without looking at her, like the sound escaped him on its way somewhere else. The restaurant with glass and a chalkboard. The oyster brine and the warm bread and his hand turning hers to read lines he didn’t touch. The sentence about liking her. The ask for weekends. The way he didn’t say promise. The way he said time.

David listens with the same stillness he brings to every confession that matters. He doesn’t touch her until she says the part about the wrist, the not-touching that felt like a public claim, and then he moves his hand to mirror it, palm hovering over her pulse without making contact until she nods and he lands, light.

“He wants small public moments,” David says, half thinking aloud. “He wants to test what you’ll give him in daylight away from the office.”

“Yes.”

“Will you?”

She considers. “Some of them.”

“Which ones?”

“Walking,” she says. “Coffee. The thing with the hand.”

“And what won’t you do?”

“Nothing that feels like a dare,” she says. “Nothing that makes me look around first.”

“Good line,” he says. “Keep it.”

She breathes. “I felt watched,” she admits. “Not by people. By the day.”

He smiles. “That’s what daylight is. It has a face.”

She tucks her feet under her and angles toward him. “Do you want me to slow down?”

“No,” he says. “I want you to tell me when it speeds up.”

She nods. “It’s speeding up.”

“I hear it,” he says softly. “I feel it sitting in my chest.”

There’s a moment when she wants to ask him to say stop and be ready to disobey it. He doesn’t give her that out. He says, “Go,” and means it and does not say the other thing that lives under it, the please don’t break me that she hears anyway.

She stands and moves around the table, and sits on his lap without asking. The chair is wrong for two; they make it right. He wraps his arms around her waist like a belt and breathes into the hollow of her throat. “Say what he wants,” he murmurs.

“Dinners,” she says. “Walks. Weekends.”

“Say what you want,” he says.

“Dinners,” she says. “Walks. Weekends. And you tell me everything.”

“I will,” he says. “Every time.”

He doesn’t ask for sounds tonight. He asks for looks. He wants to hear about the exact way Marcus watched her as they passed the kiosks. He wants the length of silence between the last oyster and the sentence about liking her. He wants to know whether Marcus’s shoulders lowered when she said yes to coffee. She gives him all of that. The asking itself makes a heat that has nothing to do with rooms or doors.

Later, when they move to the bedroom, it’s not rough and it’s not careful; it’s precise. He keeps her eyes when he can. He asks three questions quietly into her hair and answers none of his own. When it’s done, he holds her for a minute longer than he did last week, and she knows it’s not because he’s cold.

“I heard the crack when you said weekends,” she says into his chest.

“I heard it too,” he says. “I like the sound.”

“You’re strange,” she says.

“I know,” he says, and kisses the top of her head as if he’s asking for a truce.

They lie awake in the chalky dark and listen to the city organise itself into sleep. Her phone buzzes once on the nightstand. She doesn’t move. David doesn’t either.

“Read it,” he says after a beat, not jealous, not bored, not above it.

She does.

MARCUS: Saturday morning. Coffee. Ten. No rush after.

She stares at the time like it’s a word she’s never seen before.

SARAH: Where?

MARCUS: Text you at nine.

She sets the phone down and touches David’s wrist with her fingertips, a code they learned before all this. He turns his hand and threads their fingers.

“You going?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Good,” he says. “I want to meet you at the door when you get back.”

“You will,” she says.

The next morning, she wakes early, wide-eyed and warm, and dresses without needing to think about color or shape. She texts Belinda something about a deadline because a lie that small will do less damage than a truth she’s not ready to carry through the front door.

On the walk to the café, the city looks younger. A produce truck sighs open. A runner nods like the two of them keep the same hours. She sees Marcus at the corner table through the window, hands around a cup like he’s been there long enough to drink half and decide to wait for her with the rest. He stands when she enters, that small courtesy that undoes her more than she will tell.

He doesn’t talk about work. He doesn’t talk about last night. He asks how she takes her coffee and then remembers and orders it the way she likes without making a point of remembering. He tilts the cup toward her in a small, private toast without words. He asks about a book she mentioned and surprises her by having read it long enough ago to say one line she loved. He tells her the museum is three blocks away and opens at eleven, and would she like to walk through for forty minutes and talk about nothing there too. It is the easiest hour she has spent with him and the most dangerous.

He doesn’t touch her as they leave. At the museum door, he does, just once, the back of his hand brushing her coat sleeve as if by accident, not an accident at all. The guard glances at them and glances away. They enter.

In the cool white rooms full of quiet people pretending to be alone, he stands with his hands behind his back and looks at a painting too long. She stands beside him and does the same. A docent’s voice explains something at a safe distance; the words don’t land. Time becomes elastic, then snaps.

At the end of the fourth room, he leans and says, “Ten more minutes,” and she nods and pretends she was watching the clock.

He walks her to the corner after. He says, “Soon,” like an agenda item and an appetite. She says, “Text me,” like a woman who already knows the answer. He leaves. She stands still for a full count of five and then starts moving because standing makes the ground feel unreliable.

David is waiting at the door when she gets home, hair damp, shirt wrinkled, eyes clear. He steps aside like she lives there and like she’s visiting. “Coffee good?” he asks.

“Perfect,” she says.

“Tell me everything,” he says, and it lands differently today. It lands like care and like claim and like the one rule they can actually keep.

She takes off her shoes and starts to speak before she reaches the kitchen. The light is bright. The day is loud. Trust hangs between them like a glass he catches when it slips and hands back without comment. She holds it with both hands this time. She doesn’t let it rattle.

He listens. He is jealous. He is calm. He is breakable. He is here. She is pulled. She is bright. She is afraid. She is here.

When she finishes, he doesn’t say good or go, or careful. He says, “Thank you,” and the word is heavier than it should be, and she thinks this is the weight I carry back and forth, and then she thinks this is the weight I want, and it is scary how easily those sentences sit next to each other.

That night, her phone stays face down from dinner until bed. When she finally checks it, there’s a single message.

MARCUS: Wednesday, walk? Dinner? Both?

She types Both without checking with anyone, then shows David the screen like a talisman instead of a confession. He nods once, slowly, eyes on hers, and she hears the crack again and the strength under it, and it sounds like a future they are building while it breaks.


Chapter 7 – The Birthday

The invitation arrives on a Thursday evening, the same way everything from Marcus does: without warning, without lead-in, without apology.

MARCUS: Friend’s birthday. Tomorrow night. Small crowd. Come with me.

Sarah reads it twice, waiting for something else to appear; context, an excuse, a hint of what he expects. Nothing follows.

She types I shouldn’t and doesn’t send it. She types Who will be there? and sends that instead.

MARCUS: Neighbors, mostly. You’ll like them.

A pause.

MARCUS: Wear something that makes you nervous.

She sets the phone down, heat rising to her throat. David is at the sink, rinsing glasses. She can feel him watching without turning.

“Another message?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“From him?”

“Yes.”

He dries his hands and leans against the counter. “What’s he want?”

“A party. One of his friend’s birthday.”

“You going?”

“I don’t know.”

He studies her a moment, then says softly, “Yes, you do.”

She opens her mouth to argue and closes it again. He’s right.

“I don’t even know what kind of party it is,” she says.

“Find out,” he says. “Then tell me after.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He smiles faintly, the kind that lands halfway between reassurance and temptation. “Wear something that makes you a little  nervous.”

Her stomach twists. “He said that too.”

“Good,” David murmurs. “Then we’re all on the same page.”

Friday moves too fast. She works in half-thoughts, typing sentences that don’t hold still. Belinda mentions a meeting on Monday; Sarah nods without hearing. By late afternoon, she’s changed her blouse twice in the bathroom and hates both options.

At five, Marcus appears beside her desk as if summoned. “Ready?”

Her pulse jumps. “For what?”

“The party. You said you’d come.”

“I never…” She stops. She did. She said maybe, which always means yes with him.

“Come on, then,” he says. “It’s close. You’ll be home before midnight.”

Belinda glances up, eyebrows raised. Sarah grabs her bag, cheeks warm, and follows him to the elevator.

The apartment is in a renovated warehouse; high ceilings, laughter spilling down the hall, music soft enough not to be rude. Inside, the lights are low and warm. A table glows with wine bottles and half-eaten cake.

Marcus introduces her as “Sarah,” no explanation, no labels. His friends have quick smiles and open faces, people who ask what she does, where she’s from, and whether she wants red or white. They don’t ask how she knows him.

She drinks slowly. Someone’s telling a story about a disastrous trip; laughter fills the room. It feels, disconcertingly, like any normal gathering; voices rising, glass clinking, someone’s playlist looping.

Marcus stays near but not beside her, talking easily with a woman in a green dress, touching her elbow as he passes. Sarah watches and tells herself not to.

At some point, he crosses to her and sets a glass in her hand. “You okay?”

“Yes,” she says.

“Doesn’t look like it.”

“I’m fine.”

He smiles. “You don’t have to pretend. They like you.”

“They don’t even know me.”

“They don’t have to. I do.”

He says it quietly, not a whisper, but enough for her to feel it through the noise around them.

He moves closer to say something else, something she doesn’t catch, and before she can step back, his hand slides around her waist, and he kisses her.

Not hidden. Not discreet. Just a kiss. In a room full of people.

The moment freezes, or maybe it’s her. She doesn’t hear the music or the laughter, only the rush in her ears. When he pulls away, still smiling, she sees one of his friends watching. The woman in green. Amused. Not surprised.

Sarah’s throat closes. “I need some air,” she says, already moving.

She reaches the hall before he can follow. Her heart hammers all the way to the street. The air outside is cold, the kind that clears everything but shame.

Her phone buzzes.

MARCUS: Sarah; wait. It wasn’t…

She doesn’t read the rest. She walks until the sound of the party fades into traffic.

At home, David is on the couch, reading. He looks up when she comes in; no surprise, no alarm, just quiet recognition.

“You left early,” he says.

“How do you know I left at all?”

He smiles gently. “You always come home fast when you’ve had enough.”

She sinks beside him, coat still on. “He kissed me.”

David sets the book aside. “Where?”

“At a party. In front of everyone.”

He nods slowly. “And?”

She stares at the floor. “I panicked. Left.”

“Good,” he says.

She looks up. “Good?”

“You didn’t hide it. You felt it.”

“I felt stupid.”

“Not the same thing,” he says.

She lets out a shaky laugh. “You’re unbelievable.”

“Tell me,” he says. “Tell me how it happened.”

“Do we have to?”

“Yes.”

She closes her eyes. “He gave me wine. He told me they liked me. Then he kissed me. Just… kissed me. No warning.”

David tilts his head. “Was it gentle?”

“Yes.”

“Did you kiss him back?”

She hesitates. “For a second.”

He exhales, eyes darkening but not angry. “Then what?”

“I saw someone watching.”

“And?”

“I ran.”

He nods again, almost approving. “You’re shaking.”

“I don’t know why,” she says. “It wasn’t anything, just public. I wasn’t ready for that.”

He touches her knee, grounding. “He wanted you to be seen.”

“I know.”

“Because you’re still pretending this isn’t real,” he says. “He’s reminding you it is.”

“Stop analyzing him.”

“I’m analyzing you.”

She sighs. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“I’m feeling it,” he says. “That’s not the same.”

“David.”

He leans closer. “You’re here. With me. Telling me. That’s the only part that matters.”

She shakes her head. “You should be mad.”

“I’m not,” he says quietly. “You came home. You’re mine in the ways that count.”

The words settle into her chest like a stone she doesn’t want to drop.

He studies her face. “Tell me what scared you.”

“Everyone watching,” she whispers. “It felt like… a line crossed in the wrong direction.”

“And still?”

She meets his eyes. “Still, I can’t stop thinking about it.”

He nods. “That’s the truth I wanted.”

She gives a small, helpless laugh. “You’re impossible.”

“Maybe,” he says. “But you love me anyway.”

She leans into him, his hand finding her hair. For a long minute, neither speaks. The silence stretches, warm instead of heavy.

“Did you like the way he kissed you?” he asks finally.

She could lie. She doesn’t. “Yes.”

He closes his eyes, breathes once, slowly. “Then you tell me about it until I can see it.”

“David…”

“Every detail,” he says softly. “That’s how I remain calm.”

So she does. She tells him about the sound of the room, the feel of his hand at her waist, the flash of surprise, and the second of surrender. The kiss wasn’t deep, but it still changed the air around her.

David listens without interrupting, eyes fixed on her face, fingers moving absently along her wrist as she talks. When she stops, he nods.

“You left,” he says.

“Yes.”

“That’s what matters.”

She looks at him, wanting him to be jealous, furious, anything easier to read than this strange calm. “You’re not angry?”

“No,” he says. “I’m turned on.”

The honesty disarms her. “Why?”

“Because I can see you in that room,” he says. “Because I can see the look on your face when he touched you.”

She exhales, trembling. “You’re crazy.”

“Maybe,” he says, voice low. “But I know what I want. I want you to keep walking that line until it disappears.”

“David…”

He presses a finger to her lips. “You came home,” he says again, quiet and certain. “That’s good enough.”

She leans against him. His hand slides to her back, steady, sure. The tension in her chest unwinds, replaced by something deeper, slower.

“Next time,” he murmurs, “don’t run. Lean into it, then bring it back to me.”

She nods against his shoulder. “I don’t know if I can.”

“You can,” he says. “You already do.”

They stay like that until the lights dim on their own and the hum of the refrigerator fills the room.

Later, in bed, she lies awake beside him. The echo of that kiss plays again, less sharp now, more like a memory she can turn over in her mind without bleeding. She wonders if Marcus is still at the party, if the woman in the green dress noticed when she left.

David stirs beside her, half-asleep. “You’re thinking about the kiss,” he murmurs.

“Yes.”

“Good,” he says, drifting again.

She smiles in the dark, half angry, half grateful. She closes her eyes and lets the memory blur, the taste of wine fading, replaced by the sound of David’s breathing beside her; steady, alive, the only anchor she’s sure of.


Chapter 8 – David’s Permission

On Saturday, the light through the blinds is weak, and the street is quieter than usual. Sarah stands at the sink with a mug she isn’t drinking, watching a thin ribbon of steam lift and vanish. She slept, but it didn’t feel like rest. Her body is calm; her head isn’t.

David comes in barefoot, hair still damp from the shower, T-shirt soft from a dozen wash cycles. He slows when he sees her face, as if he’s walked into a room that already contains a conversation.

“Coffee fresh?” he asks.

“I’ve been holding it,” she says.

He leans his hip against the counter. “Want to talk, or do you want me to guess?”

She tries a smile that doesn’t stick. “Guess talking would be faster.”

“Marcus,” he says. “And the kiss. And what it means is that he wanted you to be seen with him.”

“And what does it mean that I wanted it?” she says.

He nods. “That too.”

They stand in the narrow kitchen, the hum of the fridge louder than either of them. She puts the mug down, palms flat on the counter like she needs the surface to be steady before she can be.

“I keep thinking,” she says, “that I should have pushed him away. Not because I didn’t want it, but because it felt like a line I didn’t choose. It felt like he chose it for me.”

“Did you feel owned?” David asks. His voice is gentle, but the question is not soft.

“No,” she says. “Seen. Claimed, maybe. And I don’t know if that’s better or worse.”

“It’s honest,” he says.

She shakes her head. “That’s not what scares me.”

“What does?”

“That I didn’t hate it,” she says. “That a part of me wants to see how far he’d go if I stopped telling him to slow down.”

David doesn’t look away. He doesn’t rescue her from the sentence. He lets it stand in the air between them.

“Say the part you’re not saying,” he says.

She chances a look at him. “What if I stopped holding anything back at all?” The admission leaves a tremor behind it. “What if I gave him everything he asked for and a little more? What if I stopped being careful?”

He breathes out through his nose, slowly. “I want that.”

She stares at him. “You want what, exactly?”

“I want you to go further,” he says, steady now, not raising his voice to make the words land. “I don’t want the careful version. Don’t hold back. Don’t censor what happens. If his appetite is bigger than yours, let it be. I want him to take you in ways I can’t.”

She flinches at the phrasing; take you; and at the way her body answers to the word faster than her mind does. “You’re sure?” she asks, even though he wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t.

“I am,” he says. “And I’m scared too. But I know exactly what I want to feel when you come home. I want to know you didn’t pull the brakes to keep me comfortable. I want the full truth, not a version edited for my feelings.”

She leans back against the counter. “That’s cruel,” she says, but there’s no heat in it. “Or maybe I’m cruel for wanting to give it to you.”

“Neither is cruel,” he says. “It’s the kink. It’s the shape of our relationship right now.”

“Say it again,” she whispers, tasting the shock of the words and finding something sweeter under it.

“I want him to take you further than you’ve let him,” he says. “And I want you to tell me everything.”

She swallows. Her throat feels raw. “You’re asking me to surrender.”

“Yes,” he says simply.

“And what if I like it too much?”

“Then we’ll know something true,” he says. “And we’ll decide what to do with that truth.”

She laughs once, unhappy and relieved at the same time. “You make it sound like a research project.”

“It’s messier than that,” he says. “I know.” He steps closer. “But I also know what happens when you keep pretending there are lines you actually want crossed. You suffer twice. You suffer in the wanting and the denying. I don’t want to watch you stuck there.”

She looks past him, toward the window, toward a sky that isn’t deciding either. “What does ‘further’ mean to you? Say it plainly.”

“It means this,” he says, ticking them off without looking down. “If he asks for hours, not minutes, don’t cut them in half. If he asks you to stay, don’t make excuses about trains when you actually want the door to close. If he wants to see you in daylight, don’t insist on shadows. If he asks for honesty, give him the kind that costs you.”

“And in bed?” she asks, quieter still.

“In bed,” he says, not hesitating, “let his preferences matter. Let him set the tone. Don’t default to what you think I’d approve of. Don’t tidy it for me while it’s happening. Do it, then come home and give me the reality of what happened.”

She goes still, and inside the stillness a shock blooms. She hears herself ask, of all things, “And if I cry?”

“Then you cry in his arms,” David says, fierce in a way that isn’t loud. “And you cry in mine after, if there’s anything left. But don’t swallow it down to protect me.”

She covers her mouth with one hand, not to silence anything but to feel the heat on her own skin. “This is the part,” she says, “where I tell you you’re out of your mind and I’m decent for resisting and we both pretend that’s the end of it.”

He tilts his head. “And is it?”

She drops her hand, meets his eyes. “No.”

He nods once, like he was ready for that answer and needed to hear it anyway. “Then ask the question you’re aching to ask.”

She hates that he’s right. She asks it. “What if he wants me in ways I’ve never given you?” The words scrape on the way out. “What if I give them to him?”

“Then you’ll bring them home,” he says. “Not as punishment. As proof.”

She catches herself shaking her head. “I don’t know if I can do this and still be the version of me that looks you in the eye at breakfast.”

“You already are,” he says. “I see you right now.” He sets the back of his knuckles under her chin. “And I’m not breaking.”

She searches his face for hairline cracks, finds none, and realizes that’s not how this works. The crack is internal. It’s the ache he admitted he needs, the ache she’s learning to live with too.

“Sit,” he says, motioning toward the small table like he’s about to explain a map. She sits. He doesn’t. He paces once, stops, and then leans against the opposite counter, facing her at a polite, unbridgeable distance. “Here’s what I want from you,” he says. “Not rules, because rules are lies we tell to calm ourselves. Just a few anchors.”

She holds his gaze and nods, braced.

“Anchor one,” he says. “Tell me when you’re going to see him, if you can. If you can’t, tell me right after. Not a summary. The whole thing. The details you want to hide most are the ones I need to hear.”

She swallows. “Okay.”

“Anchor two,” he says. “If he asks you to stay, an hour, a night; listen to what you want first. If what you want is yes, say yes. Don’t turn it into a quiz about what I can handle.”

“Okay,” she says again, pulse picking up.

“Anchor three,” he says. “If you start editing in your head while it’s happening, thinking about how you’ll make it smaller in the retelling, stop. Make it bigger instead. Give it to him like he asked. Give it to me uncut.”

She laughs helplessly. “You’re terrible.”

“I am,” he says, not offended. “And I am so in love with you that this is somehow the truest thing I’ve ever said.”

That breaks her a little. It stitches her back together, too. “I’m appalled at myself,” she says softly. “At how turned on I am by the thought of surrendering completely. I thought that word wasn’t mine.”

“It’s ours,” he says. “Just for a season, maybe. Maybe longer. I don’t know. But right now it’s the only word that fits.”

She closes her eyes and feels the dizzying relief of not having to pretend. When she opens them, he is still exactly where he was, not wavering, not theatrical. Just present.

“Text him,” David says. “Tell him you’re free tonight.”

Her breath catches. “Are you sure?”

“I’m the one asking,” he says. “Don’t make me ask twice.”

She stands, fumbling for the phone on the counter, thumbs clumsy suddenly. The message thread is there already, the last line from last night still visible, the one where Marcus asked for both the walk and the dinner, and she’d said yes.

SARAH: Tonight. If you want.

It takes less than a minute. The three dots appear and vanish and appear again.

MARCUS: Eight. Come as you are. Don’t explain.

Her heart stumbles on, don’t explain because it isn’t what she’s best at, explaining everything into safety. She locks the phone and looks up.

“Eight,” she says.

David nods. “Good. You have time to breathe first.” He steps in close, hands at her waist, forehead to hers. “If you want to change your mind, do it now. Not with your coat on by the door.”

She hears herself say, steady as a line, “I’m not changing my mind.”

She moves through the apartment collecting herself, not choosing an outfit so much as choosing an attitude. He watches without directing. When she stands by the mirror to check her face, he comes up behind her and meets her eyes in the glass.

“Say it,” he murmurs. “So I can hear it in your voice.”

“I’m going to stop holding back,” she says. “I’m going to let him set the tone.”

“And then?” he asks.

“I’ll come home and give you all of it,” she says.

He kisses the back of her neck, a small, electric press. “That’s my girl,” he says, quiet enough that it sounds like prayer and not possession.

She turns, kisses him slowly, not as a farewell but as a promise. The kiss does what it always does: reminds her that no matter what the day holds, the night has a shape that knows her name.

“Walk me to the door,” she says.

He does. In the hallway, she pauses.

“Last chance,” he says, not teasing.

“I’m going,” she says.

He taps his temple lightly. “I’ll be here,” he says. “Waiting to be filled.”

“Stop,” she says, smiling despite herself.

“Never,” he says, and the word lands as a kindness.

The ride over is quiet. She doesn’t look at her phone. It sits in her bag like a sealed envelope. The city is in that early evening mood where everything is glossy and nothing is decided. She steps out into air that smells like rain that hasn’t committed.

Marcus is waiting at the curb, not leaning, not fidgeting, hands in his pockets like patience. He takes her in, not staring, just making sure she’s actually here. “Hungry?” he asks.

“Not for food,” she says, and hears David in the kitchen telling her to stop editing and let the sentence be as shameless as it is.

Marcus doesn’t crow over the line. He tips his chin toward the sidewalk. “Walk first,” he says. “Then upstairs.”

They move through a neighborhood she doesn’t know well. He doesn’t reach for her hand. He doesn’t need to. The agreement is already in the air between them. When he talks, it’s about nothing and everything; what the city looked like the first year he lived here, a late-night diner that no longer exists, a corner where he first signed a lease and stood amazed at himself. She hears sincerity inside the ease and files it away. He looks at her like he can tell she’s filing it away and doesn’t mind.

Upstairs, the room is not a hotel this time. It’s his; quiet, unshowy, the kind of order that looks like a man who values clean lines and hates clutter. He closes the door and doesn’t lock it, and somehow that makes it feel more irrevocable.

“You’re quiet,” he says.

“I’m deciding not to be,” she says.

He pays attention to that. “Good.”

“What do you want?” she asks, before he can move first. The words are sandpaper and silk in her mouth.

He steps closer, not touching. “Everything you didn’t give me last week,” he says. “And the things you didn’t know you wanted to.”

She nods once, like a soldier receiving orders, and something inside her sits up straighter.

What happens after that isn’t tidy, and it isn’t for the kitchen table. It’s not gentle, but it isn’t cruel. It has edges she hasn’t touched in years, and rooms in her she didn’t know still had lights. She follows the tone he sets and discovers that she is thrilled to be the instrument of his pleasure. She stops thinking in full sentences. She lets herself be arranged. She lets herself be held there. She learns how long an hour can be when two people are done with pretense.

When it’s quiet again, she is on her side with the room breathing around her. He is stretched out behind her, hand warm at her waist like he knows she might float off if he lets go too soon.

“Too much?” he asks into her hair.

“No,” she says, surprised at the certainty in her voice.

“Not enough, then,” he says, and she laughs because she can. He laughs too, brief and satisfied, and the sound softens something in her that needed softening after all that hard honesty.

She doesn’t stay long. She also doesn’t rush. When she stands to dress, he doesn’t look away. He straightens the sleeve she didn’t notice she’d misbuttoned, then lets his hand fall. “Soon,” he says.

“Yes,” she says.

He doesn’t walk her out. He watches her go. The hallway feels like air after deep water.

On the way home, the city looks like a place she can live. She doesn’t check the time. She doesn’t rehearse. She doesn’t tidy her memory. She breathes, and in the breathing, she realizes she is not ashamed. She is shaken and calm at once.

David opens the door before she can turn the handle. He has that look: wide awake, soft at the edges, braced and curious. He steps back to let her in and shuts the door with a quiet she recognizes as respect.

“How are you?” he asks.

She has a dozen answers. She chooses the true one. “Uncensored,” she says.

He looks like she just said the one line he hoped she’d bring him. “Good,” he says. “Come sit. Water? Food? Or do you want to break me right away?”

“Water first,” she says, before adding with a sly smile, “then I’ll break you.”

He laughs, the real kind, and the laugh saves them both from making this bigger than it needs to be. In the kitchen, he pours, she drinks, the world returns to three dimensions, and then they go to the table where their strange sacrament lives; her telling, his listening.

“Start wherever you like,” he says. “But don’t hold back.”

“It’s pretty simple, really. I let him use me.” She pauses to see how that lands. She goes on. “I promised myself I would do whatever he wanted, although I didn’t put it in those words. Still, he knew. And he used me.”

David closes his eyes.

“No, I need you to look at me, David. Don’t hide from this or I’ll stop.” He complies with her instruction–her order, really–and she continues. “He used me and I loved it. He fucked my mouth, my pussy…” She pauses again, before whispering, “He fucked my ass.”

He takes it all like water after thirst, head tilted, eyes dark, pulse visible at his throat. He doesn’t interrupt.

“He took my anal virginity, David, because he wanted it and I wasn’t about to stop him. He was gentle at first, and he took his time, as if he’d done it before with other women, which I’m sure he has. I liked that I was in the hands of someone with experience in that way, not like…” She doesn’t finish the thought. She doesn’t need to. She sees the look in David’s eyes.

“Did you…enjoy…?” David asks haltingly. “Did you…?”

“Did I like it?” She waits and he just nods. “Not at first, but eventually, yes. I liked it. It’s not so much the feeling, which is tolerable at best, but the idea of being ass-fucked that I liked. And that he wanted it. That he just did it, without asking for explicit permission…” She pauses again. “I liked that, too.”

“Did he…?” She waits but he can’t finish again. It doesn’t matter. She knows what he’s asking.

“Did he cum in my ass?” David nods. “Yes, he came deep in my ass.” She waits and David swallows. “I felt him swell inside of me and I thought he was going to rip me apart, but he didn’t. He just flooded me with his seed, in the place no one has ever been before, and it was so good, David. So good.”

When she reaches the end, the room goes quiet. The quiet is not empty. It’s a third presence; her, him, the story breathing with them.

“Appalled?” he asks softly.

“Yes,” she says, aware of every inch of her skin. “And I’ve never wanted you more.”

“Good,” he says, voice unsteady now, honest. “But you have to know this…”

“You don’t need to say it,” he whispers. “I know.”

“I want to say it anyway, just so there is no doubt.” She sees the pain she’s causing and it feeds her desire. For what, she’s not sure. But she is struck by how much she needs to say it.

“My ass is for him, David. Only him.”

He doesn’t stand right away. He closes his eyes and takes one long breath like he’s deciding whether to be careful or to burn. He opens them and chooses. What follows isn’t tidy either, and it isn’t for anyone else’s ears. It isn’t a copy of what happened earlier; it’s a response. It’s two people using the same language for different truths and finding out it still works.

After, they lie in the aftermath with the window dark and the room warm, and she hears her voice before she knows she’s speaking.

“I’m frightened,” she says. “Not of him. Of how easy this is becoming.”

He strokes her hair back from her forehead. “Me too,” he says. “Frightened and full. That’s the recipe.”

“And the trust,” she says. “It feels; ”

“Fragile?” he offers.

“Yes,” she says.

“It is,” he says. “It always was. Today just showed you the shape of it. We’re still holding it.”

She nods against his chest and feels the ache and the relief settle into one thing. She thinks of the word surrender and it doesn’t scare her as much now that it’s been said out loud and embodied. She pictures the day when this season ends or changes form and decides she doesn’t have to plan for it tonight.

Her phone buzzes once on the nightstand. Neither of them moves.

“Read it in the morning,” David says.

She closes her eyes. “Okay.”

He kisses her temple. “You did exactly what I asked,” he whispers. “And I’m still here.”

She is shaken by the pain he craves, and startled by the peace that his craving gives her. Appalled by herself and aroused by herself, the contradiction turns into a room she can walk through without stumbling.

“Tomorrow,” he says, sleep already tugging at the edges of his voice, “we’ll talk about weekends.”

She smiles into the dark. “We will.”

The city exhales outside the window. Inside, so do they.


Chapter 9 – The Weekend Away

The message comes on a Friday morning, ordinary as the weather until she reads it.

MARCUS: This weekend. Two nights. Out of town. Say yes.

Sarah stares at the words, heartbeat ticking out of rhythm with the office clock. She’s in the middle of a spreadsheet she’ll never finish. The room feels suddenly smaller, her breath too visible in the glare of the monitor.

She types Where?

MARCUS: A lake. Quiet. No schedules.

Her fingers hover over the keyboard. She types I can’t disappear for a weekend and erases it. She types Why me? and erases that too.

MARCUS: Because you want to.

She locks the phone and sets it face down, but the heat from the message seems to seep into the desk.

Belinda passes behind her, humming something tuneless, glancing at Sarah’s stillness. “You look like you just got good news and bad news at the same time,” she says.

“Something like that,” Sarah murmurs.

When Marcus leaves early, he doesn’t glance in her direction. That absence lands heavier than a look.

At home, David is chopping vegetables, the rhythm sharp and deliberate. He glances up when she enters. “He texted, didn’t he?”

“You knew?”

“I know now.”

She drops her bag on the counter. “He wants me to go away with him. The whole weekend.”

David’s knife stills, but he doesn’t look up. “Where?”

“Some lake. He said it’s quiet. Peaceful.”

David tilts his head. “And?”

“I can’t.”

He sets the knife down. “Why not?”

“Because that’s more than hours. That’s… something else.”

He wipes his hands, leans on the counter. “And isn’t that what we’ve been moving toward?”

“I don’t know what we’ve been moving toward,” she says. “I just know it’s starting to feel like gravity instead of choice.”

“Good,” he says.

“Good?”

He nods. “Say yes.”

She shakes her head. “You can’t mean that.”

“I do,” he says simply. “If this is the line, cross it. Don’t stop halfway and spend the rest of your life wondering.”

“David, he wants me for two nights.”

“And you want to go.”

She opens her mouth to protest and closes it again. “I don’t know.”

“You do,” he says. “You’re afraid of what it’ll mean if you admit it.”

He steps closer, thumb tracing the inside of her wrist where her pulse is frantic. “You’re waiting for me to tell you it’s too much, but I won’t.”

She swallows. “This changes everything.”

“I know.”

“And you’re not scared?”

“I am,” he says softly. “But I’m more scared of what happens to us if we stop being honest.”

She lets out a breath she’s been holding since the message. “You want me to go?”

“I want you to say yes,” he says. “I want to watch you pack a bag.”

They eat dinner standing up, barely tasting it. Every sentence feels like a prelude.

After, she moves through the bedroom picking clothes as if she’s preparing for an ordinary trip. A sweater. Jeans. A dress she rarely wears. Each choice feels like a decision she can’t undo.

David leans in the doorway, arms crossed, expression unreadable but steady. “You’re thinking too hard,” he says.

“I’m trying not to.”

He steps closer. “Let me help.”

She turns, holding a folded shirt, and sees the look in his eyes: equal parts hunger and ache. “This isn’t supposed to be foreplay,” she says weakly.

“Then why does it feel like it?”

She doesn’t answer. He takes the shirt from her, sets it aside, and reaches for a blouse that is sexy and not at all appropriate for a weekend at a lake. “You won’t need much,” he says. “Just a few things to get the point across.”

“What are you saying?” she whispers.

“What you wear and what you bring will be your way of setting the tone,” he says, “something that lets him know why you’re there.”

He folds another piece, slower this time, the back of his hand brushing her hip as he does. The touch feels deliberate, grounding.

“David,” she says.

He looks up. “Yeah?”

“Why aren’t you angry?”

“I’m jealous,” he says honestly. “But not angry.”

“You should be.”

“Maybe. But mostly I’m proud.”

She laughs once, startled. “Proud?”

“You’re brave,” he says. “You’re living the fantasy we used to only talk about.”

She shakes her head. “It doesn’t feel brave. It feels like cheating.”

He moves behind her, his breath close to her ear. “It’s not, if I know about it, and approve of it.” He turns and smiles. “And help you get ready for him.”

Her eyes sting. She hates that it sounds like permission and blessing in one.

He unzips a side pocket of the suitcase, drops in her perfume, a scarf she forgot she owned. “Take this,” he says. “It looks good on you.”

She turns to face him, suddenly aware that packing has become ritual, every motion deliberate, heavy with meaning. He brushes hair from her face.

“When do you leave?”

“Right after work.”

“Good,” he says.

He kisses her then; deep, lingering, not goodbye, not forgiveness, just truth. The kind that doesn’t ask for words.

The suitcase by the door feels like a confession in the daylight. She showers, dresses, stands at the mirror. David appears behind her, coffee in hand.

“You look good,” he says.

“Like someone going away with her coworker?”

“Like someone following through,” he says.

She turns to him. “You could still tell me not to go.”

“I won’t,” he says. “If I stop you now, I undo everything we’ve built.”

“You make it sound like construction, not destruction.”

“Maybe they’re the same thing,” he says quietly.

She smiles despite herself. “You’re a strange man.”

“And you love me for it.”

She does.

That afternoon, she works without seeing half of what she’s doing. Marcus doesn’t text, and the silence makes it worse. By the time five o’clock comes, her hands are trembling.

She takes the elevator down, suitcase handle bumping against her leg. In the lobby, she checks her phone.

MARCUS: Car’s outside.

She steps into the cool air. The car is dark, idling. Marcus leans against the door, sleeves rolled, watching her approach.

“Hi,” he says, voice calm as ever.

“Hi.”

He opens the passenger door, waits until she’s inside, then circles to his side. The engine hums, low and steady.

“Ready?” he asks.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s honest,” he says, and drives.

The city falls away fast, buildings thinning into trees, traffic dissolving into quiet. She watches the road unwind, mile after mile, her reflection faint in the window. Marcus drives with one hand on the wheel, the other resting near the gearshift, close enough that she feels the magnetic pull of touch without needing it.

“Scared?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She turns to him. “Why good?”

“Means you’re not taking this lightly.”

They don’t talk much after that. The silence stretches, comfortable in places, tense in others. When the road narrows and the air turns colder, he reaches over, rests his hand lightly on her thigh, and leaves it there. She doesn’t move it away.

When they reach the lake, dusk has already begun to fall. The cabin is small, lights warm against the dark water. He parks, cuts the engine, and looks at her for a long moment.

“No one here but us,” he says.

“I noticed.”

“You can still say no.”

She shakes her head slowly. “No, I can’t.”

He smiles, faint but real. “Good.”

He gets out first, takes her bag from the trunk, and holds the door open. She follows him up the short path to the porch. The air smells like pine and smoke, the sound of the water close enough to hear.

Inside, everything is simple; wood, firelight, the faint scent of cedar. He sets her bag down near the door and turns to face her.

“Hungry?” he asks.

“Not for food,” she says, the echo of their first dinner hanging between them.

He nods, slow, understanding. “Then let’s start there.”

Hours later, when she lies awake in the dark cabin, she knows this step has changed everything. There’s no pretending it hasn’t. She listens to the soft rhythm of his breathing beside her, steady and human and close.

She thinks of David, the way he said, ‘Say yes’, the way his hands trembled over her suitcase, the way he kissed her like permission and goodbye.

She whispers into the dark, not sure which man she’s speaking to. “I said yes.”

Outside, the water moves against the shore, quiet and endless. Inside, she closes her eyes and lets the sound carry her, knowing there’s no way back to what they were before.


Chapter 10 – The Deepening

Morning comes more slowly by the lake, like the light is shy. Sarah wakes to a room half-blue and half-amber, the fire a low animal in the grate, the window a dull mirror that gives her the outline of her own face and the line of his shoulder behind her. The air smells like cedar and smoke and sleep. Her body knows exactly where she is before her mind chooses a word for it.

Marcus is awake. She feels him before he speaks; steady breath at the nape of her neck, the weight of his palm warm at her waist as if he’s been keeping her anchored to the bed. He says her name once, quietly, and she answers without turning because answering feels like the first decision of the day, and she wants to get it right.

“Coffee?” he asks.

“In a minute,” she says.

They don’t move. The silence is a third thing in the room, not absence but company. He shifts slightly, the mattress giving under his hip, and kisses the exact spot where her shoulder meets her throat. It isn’t a question. It isn’t a claim. It’s a reminder; of last night, of the drive, of the decision she made when she stepped out of the car and followed him up two wooden steps and through a door that closed more quietly than it should have.

The minutes stretch. The light gets braver. She pictures the lake, a long dark pane with a skin of wind. Eventually, he slides out of bed and pads across the floor, bare feet on wood, the soft sounds of a room waking up. She watches his back from the pillow; shoulders straight, the easy economy of someone who spends most of his time moving forward.

The cabin fills with small domestic noises that feel strange in this story. Water running. A mug was set down. The little click of a lighter under the kettle flame. She sits up, gathers the sheet around her, because some habits precede desire and some survive it. He hands her a mug without asking how she takes it. He remembered. It’s right.

They drink on the couch facing the window, the morning brightening by degrees. He asks about sleep. She says she slept hard in a way that never happens outside the home. He nods, satisfied and unreadable all at once. They don’t talk about the night yet; the words need more light, or maybe she does. They finish coffee and pull on clothes that aren’t quite warm enough for the deck, but they go anyway, because cold helps distinguish one moment from another.

Outside, the air is a thin blade. The lake is busier than it sounded in the dark. Small waves chop toward shore. A gull heckles something it can’t see. She wraps the sweater tighter. He leans his forearms on the railing and looks at the water like he can tell what it’s thinking.

“What did you expect?” he asks, eyes still on the lake.

“I didn’t know enough to expect,” she says.

He glances over, approves the answer with a small, private smile. “Good.”

They walk the short path down to the dock and stand at the edge like they’re about to board a small boat that doesn’t exist. The boards creak under shifting weight. She reaches for his arm without planning to and he lets her hold it, not making a point of the gesture. The wind finds the space at her collar and bites.

Back inside they move around each other easily, the way people do on the second morning rather than the first. He makes eggs. She finds plates. He kisses her once at the cupboard door with his hands occupied and the kiss does that strange thing again of making time both slow and urgent. They eat at the small table. He asks simple questions; favorite breakfasts, worst job, whether she ever learned to play an instrument; and she answers them, surprised at the relief of petty honesty after a night that had no small talk in it. When she asks him a question back, he doesn’t deflect. At twelve, he wanted a door he could close and silence on the other side. At twenty-four, he wanted enough money to order dessert without checking the price. Now he wants control until the precise second it becomes boring.

She says, “Is it boring yet?”

He shakes his head. “Not even close.”

The day deepens in layers; walks to the water, the lazy sprawl of two people unoccupied, the warm quiet that follows a shared laugh. The intensity isn’t only in the bed, and that unsettles her more than she expected. She had thought she could contain him in hours, in rooms, in positions. The way he watches her wash a plate and the way he listens when she tells him a meaningless story about a middle school field trip do not belong to any of those containers. They belong to the day.

When late afternoon leans toward evening, the cabin lights early. The wind shifts and the smoke from the fire finds a new path. She sits on the rug with her back against the couch and feels the hum under her ribs that means she is hungry and not for food. He kneels behind her and lowers his mouth to her neck like a promise and not a question. She rests her head back against his shoulder and says yes in a voice that belongs to someone who recognizes this version of herself and hasn’t decided yet whether to be afraid.

What happens next is not neat. It’s not brutal either. It has a form now, something they both understand without needing to test every variation. He sets the frame; she steps into it and stays. He takes the parts of her that do not belong to offices or trains or text threads and uses them hard enough to blur the edges and gentle enough to make the blur feel like truth. She doesn’t compare. She doesn’t edit. She doesn’t draft the story in her head for later. She lets it happen and watches it from inside.

After, they lie side by side with the room cooling quickly, the fire suddenly far away. He reaches without looking and pulls the blanket up. She watches the ceiling knot in the beams and feels the double beat of fear and relief that has started to define this season. He turns his head.

“Too much?” he asks again, because asking is part of it now.

“No,” she says, because telling the truth is the other.

Night two is worse because it’s easier. They skip some steps, not because they are greedy but because time is short and both of them feel it. They cook less and talk more, and then less again. She learns the sound he makes when she stops trying to ride the margin between control and surrender and just sinks. He learns the sentence that makes her tip over an edge she didn’t know was there. The cabin witnesses all of it and says nothing.

At one point, she stands at the window with her palm against the cold glass and sees the two of them reflected, pale and layered against the dark outside, and the sight startles her the way it did in the hotel. He joins her there without asking what she’s doing. He sets his hand low on her belly through her sweater and rests his chin on her shoulder, and they look at themselves as if from across a street. She whispers, “This is not a life,” and hears herself add, “It is one,” and both sentences land with the same weight.

Later, when the fire is only a memory and the bed is a long, warm absence of decisions, she lies awake and listens to the water. She thinks of David and the kitchen and the way his voice dropped when he said Don’t censor anything, and she thinks of what it will do to him to hear the part where she didn’t, and she doesn’t know whether she is planning to hurt him or planning to save them both. Maybe both.

They sleep as if someone had switched off the day at a breaker.

Morning is sharper. Departure air has a different density. She can feel the clock again. He moves like a man who hates packing and knows better than to pretend otherwise. She folds her clothes with care because she needs one quiet task it is possible to complete.

He says, “One more walk,” and she says yes, and they go. The path is the same as yesterday, and also not. The light is higher. The wind has a new idea. A dog has been here since last night and left a story. They don’t hold hands, but their hands know. At the dock, he stands behind her and wraps his arms around her shoulders, and for a second she imagines what it would be to send a photograph of that exact shape to her husband, and she literally sways, as if a wave had struck the boards.

Back at the cabin, they check for forgotten things and find none. He does the last sweep. She stands by the door with her bag and recognizes the ache as something that will have to be managed rather than cured. When he turns off the lights, the room is suddenly a place that belongs to other people again, and that feels correct and wrong at once.

The drive back is quieter. The car fills with what wasn’t said and what cannot be. He rests his hand on her thigh for miles at a stretch and removes it when he needs to change lanes. She stares at the horizon and at her reflection and at the tiny hairline crack in the windshield on the passenger side that tells the whole story in an inch of spidered glass.

A half hour from the city her phone wakes. Service returns like a tide. Messages stack. She doesn’t check them. He notices and does not comment.

When they reach her block he doesn’t pull to the curb immediately. He circles once like his body needed another loop before his hands could accept the turn. He parks. He doesn’t turn off the engine yet.

“Soon,” he says, the same way he said it a week ago, but the word is heavier now.

“Yes,” she says.

“You going to tell him everything?” he asks, and there’s no challenge in it, only curiosity that sounds like respect.

“Yes,” she says again, the answer direct, clean.

He nods and turns the key. The engine dies. The sudden quiet makes the world tilt.

“Go,” he says, and the word is not a dismissal; it’s a continuation. She opens the door and steps out and the cold air takes her breath in the good way, the way that proves you’re still here. She doesn’t look back because looking back would break this in a way neither of them earned.

She carries the bag up the stairs and feels the weight as an inventory: one sexy outfit, lingerie, a toothbrush. She unlocks the door. David is already standing in the entry like he has been trained by something deeper than habit to be there at this exact second.

“Hi,” he says.

“Hi,” she says, and her voice breaks on the one syllable in a way that tells both of them what kind of day this is going to be.

He takes the bag from her hand like a ritual and sets it beside the bench. He doesn’t reach for her yet. He studies her face. It’s not detective work; it’s devotion. “Water?” he asks.

“Please,” she says.

They move to the kitchen and she drinks half a glass without stopping. When she sets it down her hands are steady. He watches the glass more than her mouth, as if the object tells him something about how fast her heart is going.

“Tell me,” he says.

“Everything?” she asks, even though she already said yes to someone else.

“Everything,” he says, and the word opens a door inside her ribcage that feels lined with velvet and teeth at once.

She takes a breath and looks at her husband. She sees his want, his desire, his need, really, and it almost breaks her resolve. Almost.

“No,” she says without emotion or emphasis.

“No?” he asks.

She looks down. “I don’t want to share it with you.”

“Why not?” he almost whines. “We have rules…”

“I know, but I’m going to break that rule, or change it, or maybe just throw it out.”

She looks at his face again and sees the shock. “Why?” he asks in a less whiney tone, thankfully.

“You said when we started this that you’re a masochist, that you enjoy the pain. This will be painful in another way, but it’s still pain.”

He stares at her, unable to move, it seems to her. “What if I don’t want that kind of pain?”

“That’s for me to decide,” she says softly, her tone so out of synch with her meaning. “I learned something about myself this weekend. Something I had no idea existed, but now that I know, I can’t look away from the knowledge that I…” She hesitates. “That I enjoy being submissive to him. I revelled in his control, his dominance of me. It was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced in my life. Anything.” She cocks an eyebrow at him. “Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”

“Yes,” he whispers.

“I’m not sure you do, but I’m going to take my time and explain it to you. Not now, not tonight, even. But over time, I will make you understand what it’s like to be under someone’s control. I didn’t realize when you first suggested that I give myself completely to Marcus what you were really saying to me. And what you were saying about yourself. But now that I’ve experienced it, I understand, perhaps more than you, what it means.”

“What does it mean?”

“Everything,” she says softly. “Everything.”

They are silent for several long moments. “Is this the end of us?” he asks at last, his tone almost breaking her heart.

“No, of course not,” she says just as softly. “This is just the beginning.”
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