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Chapter 1


Iflip the wedding photo face-down on the vanity, and the sound—plastic frame meeting wood—is so slight it’s nearly obscene, a paper-cut of violence. For a second I just stare at the overturned rectangle, my hand still hovering, unsure if it’s done enough harm. The silence after is alive, pricking my ears, tuning me to the smallest movements of air in the bedroom.

I study the damage. The frame is not broken, only embarrassed, its contents hidden, the glossy studio portrait of us in formalwear—his tie askew, my smile a fraction too wide—now pressed to the grain of the tabletop. The image will not spring back. It’s inert, waiting for someone else to care.

I don’t breathe until the pulse of my heartbeat slows enough for me to hear the world again. Crossing a line is easier than I thought. Or maybe I’d been dragging my toe along it for so long that the real transgression is how anticlimactic the act feels. No thunder, no change in atmospheric pressure. Just me, alone in yesterday’s pajamas, committing small heresies against the decor.

There’s a mirror above the vanity—cheap, functional, unflattering at certain hours—and it’s here I lift my gaze. I expect the usual morning-ruined version of myself, puffy and red-eyed. But there’s something else reflected, something feral and awake. I recognize the hunger immediately: it’s the look I get when I’m about to say something I’ll regret, when my tongue is slick and the rest of me is an exposed nerve. A stranger, but not foreign.

I sit, knees pressed together, and let my hands do what they remember. The brushes are still laid out in their original order, evidence of my faith in the restorative powers of routine. I unscrew the cap on a tube of lipstick, the color bloodier than anything I’ve ever worn to work. The application feels ceremonial; each stroke a dare. When I’m done, my mouth looks dangerous.

Eye shadow next. I never go dark, not even for parties, but this morning I choose the smudgiest black, tracing a line just above the lash and then blending it to the threshold of raccoon. My hands are steady, all nerves redirected to the tight skin just beneath my eyebrow.

I survey the effect: stark, almost comic. I should remove it, start again, but I can’t resist the urge to see what happens if I lean in. If I let myself become this.

I pop open the top drawer and paw through detritus until my fingers land on a scrap of black silk. The dress is a relic from another life—one where I was not yet someone’s wife, where a certain type of attention was still welcome, where I let my body occupy space. I slip out of my pajamas and into the dress. The fabric is cold against my chest, the hem skimming just above my knees, exposing skin that has not seen the sun in years.

I stand, turn slowly, watching the play of movement in the mirror. The feeling is both illicit and familiar; the way breaking curfew felt when I was seventeen. I half-expect a parent to burst in and demand an explanation.

There is no one. Only the echo of my footsteps down the hall, the hush of the apartment that belongs entirely to me at this hour. I leave the lights off and let the city’s ambient gray seep through the blinds. It’s not flattering, but it is honest, and I decide I prefer that for today.

I make coffee in silence; every sound—the click of the machine, the metallic thud of a spoon in the mug—too loud against the hush. I drink standing by the window, looking down into the narrow street, my lips bleeding red onto the rim of the cup. I wonder if any of my neighbors see me, or if I’ve truly become invisible, a shape behind glass.

The clock says 7:34. If I leave now, I’ll be early to the office, but I want the walk. I want the press of air against my face, the way the morning cold cuts through the thinnest parts of my dress. I dig out a pair of boots from the closet and ignore the weather-appropriate cardigan draped over the armchair. I want to feel bare.

The sidewalk is gritted with last night’s rain. I move quickly, head down, but I am acutely aware of each person I pass. The eyes linger, slide off, double back. I pretend not to notice, but the scrutiny is fuel. A part of me wishes I had a destination other than my office, that I was running away instead of toward it. But the next rebellion is always just a block away.

At my building, I badge in, greet the security guard with a nod, and slip past the front desk before he can comment on my new look. The elevator is empty, giving me time to wipe the sheen off my lips and check for mascara fallout. The effect is slightly unhinged, like a raccoon after a murder spree, but I leave it.

My office is a low-walled cubicle near the window, which I’d once considered a minor promotion until I realized it came with zero privacy. I drop my bag and power on the monitor. The screen glows with reminders I will ignore. None of it matters today.

“Morning, Mara,” someone calls, the voice muffled by half a wall. I can’t place it, but I answer with a “Morning” of my own, the syllable coming out strange through my freshly painted lips.

I answer emails, flagging the ones that require thought for an imaginary later. I forward a spreadsheet to Jonah with a perfunctory note, “See below.” The thrill of the morning is already fading, replaced by a low hum of dissatisfaction. My mind keeps drifting back to the vanity, the face-down photo, the way my reflection looked like it wanted to devour me.

I go to the bathroom at 10:15 and find the lighting there more forgiving than the mirror at home. My lips are still red, but less precise, and my eyes look as if I’ve been up all night. I smile at my reflection, a smile that shows teeth. It doesn’t reach my eyes, but I’m not sure that’s the point.

I drift through the morning, answering questions with monosyllables, never quite hearing the words. The office noise blurs into a soft drone. At one point, my manager pops his head over the divider to ask about a deadline. I promise to have it by Friday, but the promise is weightless. I don’t even open the file.

By noon, I’m starving, but the idea of eating at my desk—of performing normalcy with the others in the breakroom—is intolerable. I grab my purse, not bothering to close the drawer behind me, and walk straight out. Someone calls my name—Mara?—but I don’t turn. I want the act itself to be seen, to leave a vacuum that might worry them.

Outside, the air is warmer. I walk with no direction, letting the city decide for me. I loosen my pace, unafraid of who might notice the black silk or the makeup or the fact that I am alone. For the first time in months, I feel alert to every possibility, as if some membrane has thinned and I am finally on the correct side of it.

It’s not what I expected. It’s better.
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The bar doesn’t have a sign, just a brass plaque etched with initials and the hours, as if it expects its patrons to arrive already in the know. I’ve walked past it every day for months, watching as lunch crowds thinned into late afternoon silences, never once imagining myself on the other side of the door.

I hesitate. The glass is dark, impossible to see through, but the handle is so polished it gleams. I imagine what the security camera would capture: a woman in a black silk dress, lips too red for daylight, fingers hovering in the air as if waiting for someone else to go first. I let my hand settle on the brass, the chill of metal grounding me for a heartbeat.

I push.

Inside, there is a climate entirely its own. The air is cool and damp, undercut with citrus and the bitter tang of alcohol. The room is all polished wood and muted leather, the lighting low and purposeful. I blink, letting my eyes adjust, and take in the clientele: a businessman in shirtsleeves arguing into his phone, two women at a corner table whispering behind cocktails, a solitary old man contemplating a tumbler of something brown and expensive. No one looks up.

At the far end of the bar is a cluster of empty stools. I glide past the tables, my boots surprisingly quiet on the floor. The bar top is slick and dark, so pristine that the reflection of my face in its surface looks faintly aquatic, out of phase. I slide onto a stool, my knees grazing the underside, and arrange my skirt so it falls just so. I rest my elbows on the bar, sit up straighter than I have in years, and wait.

The bartender notices me instantly. She’s tall, with forearms like a swimmer's, hair pulled back into a severe bun that makes her features sharp enough to cut. She wears a uniform black shirt rolled up at the sleeves, collarbone exposed, a silver pendant swinging at her throat. There’s a quality to her movements—a kind of deliberate economy—that makes it clear she’s watching even when her eyes are elsewhere.

She approaches, towel in hand, and gives me the once-over with a smile that’s more diagnostic than friendly.

“What’ll it be?” she asks, the vowels round and confident.

I haven’t thought this far ahead. I search for something that fits the moment, the dress, the person I’m pretending to be.

“Gin and tonic,” I say. My voice is too loud.

She smirks. “Coming right up.”

She turns away, and I let myself stare. I catalogue the way she builds the drink—ice cubes first, then a precise pour of gin, then the tonic, a wedge of lime, a flick of the wrist. No unnecessary motion. She slides the glass toward me, leaving a thin line of condensation on the bar.

“On the house,” she says, lowering her voice so it’s just for me.

I want to say thank you, but my throat is tight. Instead, I reach for the drink, and our fingers touch, hers warm and dry, mine cold and slightly trembling. She doesn’t break the contact, just lets it happen, holding my gaze over the rim of the glass.

“First time here?” she asks, smiling with her eyes this time.

I nod. The bubbles fizz against my lips. I take a sip, let the bitterness bloom across my tongue, and wait for the question I know is coming.

“First time here alone?” She clarifies, softer.

My face flushes. I want to lie, but something in her posture invites honesty.

“Yes,” I say, barely more than a breath.

“It gets easier,” she murmurs, leaning in so her hair swings forward, just brushing my arm. The contact is featherlight but electric, and for a moment the whole bar telescopes down to the few inches between us.

I don’t know what to say. I take another drink, longer this time, hoping the alcohol will burn away some of my nerves. It doesn’t.

She leans back, studies me again, and then moves down the bar to tend to another customer. I feel her absence in the air's temperature. Every nerve in my arm still registers where her hand was. I sit perfectly still, letting the warmth of the gin spread through my chest and out to the tips of my fingers.

The businessman is gone. The women in the corner are laughing now, heads thrown back, oblivious to my solitary orbit. I watch the bartender work: the way she tosses a bottle, the way her shoulders flex when she strains a shaker, the way she never stops scanning the room. Once, she glances my way and catches me staring. She doesn’t look away.

I realize I’m sitting straighter, chest lifted, my lips parted in an invitation I can’t take back. I cross my legs under the stool, pressing the silk of my dress against my thigh, and feel the pulse between my knees tick up a notch. I hold the bartender’s gaze a second longer than is necessary, and this time she grins—a real one, a little feral.

I savor my drink, stretching it out. The lime leaves a sting in my mouth that is almost as sharp as the heat in my veins. I think about what it would mean to stay, to order another, to see how far this small performance could go. My hands are steady now. The anxiety has been replaced with something hungrier.

When I finish, I leave a ten-dollar bill on the bar. The bartender lifts it, her fingers brushing the inside of my wrist. “Next time, it’s really on the house,” she says.

I slide off the stool and walk toward the door, but I can feel her eyes on me the entire way out. My reflection in the glass is shadowy, unreal, but I like what I see.

Outside, the light is too harsh, and I have to squint against it. My heart is still pounding. I retrace my steps through the city, feeling altered—wilder, exposed, like the boundaries between skin and air have thinned to the point of vanishing.

I touch my face, surprised at how warm I am. The lipstick is slightly smeared; the outline is no longer clean. I leave it. I want to remember this version of myself a little longer.

I let the bartender’s eyes follow me out the door. Even when I’m halfway down the block, I can feel the drag of her attention on my back, the way it hitches at the curve of my shoulder, the arc of my spine, the swing of my hips under silk. I slow my steps, exaggerate the sway, just to test whether I can still command that kind of gaze. Every shop window along the street becomes a mirror, reflecting a version of me I barely recognize but don’t hate.

The city is alive in a way I’ve never noticed. The metallic clatter of the subway grate, the thin neon slicing through dusk, the sidewalk heat rising off the pavement and lifting the hem of my dress. My body is a live wire, picking up every vibration, every stare, every whiff of summer sweat and cigarette. I want to stay outside forever, just to see what else I can absorb.

But the hours spin faster than I’d like, and by the time I reach my building, the sun is already gone, replaced by sodium streetlamps and the blue glow of apartment TVs.

I climb the stairs, pulse still rabbiting, and let myself in. The air inside is stale and domestic—old flowers, day-old coffee, the faint animal musk of Jonah’s shoes by the door. The photo frame is still face-down on the vanity, exactly where I left it. I leave it that way.

There’s an hour of silence before I hear the keys. They rattle against the lock, a little too loud, the signal of someone who expects a witness. Jonah opens the door with his shoulder, arms full of paper bags, his tie loosened but not removed. He sets the bags on the counter, shakes out his keys, and announces, “I’m home,” as if it’s a fresh development and not a daily occurrence.

I wait. He always comes to me first, a quick hello before he sheds the workday.

He finds me in the bedroom, perched at the edge of the bed, hands folded in my lap. He leans down and kisses my cheek, a motion so practiced it barely touches skin.

“You look nice,” he says, already glancing at his phone for whatever is more important than me.

“Thanks,” I say, not moving.

He smells of cologne, but also something sharp and chemical, like the inside of a taxi or the echo of another woman’s perfume. The mixture makes my stomach tight.

He runs through his routine: tie draped on the closet knob, watch on the nightstand, a few minutes of email on the phone, then dinner, reheated. We eat in silence. I notice the way he chews, how he always glances up at the TV, even if it’s turned off. I wonder if he knows how many details he leaves behind, how many small betrayals are visible when you know where to look.

He asks about my day without listening for an answer. I offer one anyway, inventing details, just to see if he catches the lie.

After dinner, he wants sex. I can tell by the way his hand settles on my thigh, thumb drawing circles over the silk, his grip a little too tight. We move to the bed without a word. He kisses me with an urgency that used to feel flattering but now feels like something to be endured. His hands are methodical, tracing the paths he’s traced a thousand times. My body responds out of habit, arching and sighing, but my mind is elsewhere—back at the bar, to the woman with the swimmer’s arms and the confident smile, to the way she looked at me like I was something worth tasting.

Jonah finishes quickly, with a grunt and a shiver, then rolls away and pulls the sheets with him. I stay on my side of the bed, eyes open, hands pressed flat against my belly, feeling the echo of someone else’s touch. I listen to his breathing as it slows, then evens out, the sound as familiar as my heartbeat. I wonder if he dreams about her, or if the part of him that betrays is completely unconscious.

I lie awake, replaying the moment at the bar—the slow pour of gin, the chill of the glass, the bartender’s hand warm on mine, the impossible lightness of her laughter. I run my tongue over my lips, searching for the last trace of lime or lipstick, wishing I could taste the moment again.

Jonah shifts in his sleep, mouth slack, arms tangled in the sheets. I study him the way a scientist might study a specimen: detached, analytical, almost sorry for the limits of what he can perceive. I am not angry, not anymore. I’m something else. Something I don’t have a name for yet, but that feels dangerous and bright.

I turn away from him and whisper, “I want more.”

No one hears, but that’s not the point.

I hear it.

And tomorrow, I’ll say it again.


Chapter 2


The downpour starts as a rumor—soft static on the awning, a suggestion in the sky's color—and then it's everywhere, running in sheets down the sidewalk, soaking the backs of my thighs before I even think to curse at the weather. I have no umbrella, not that I deserve one. I duck into the first place with a door wide enough to accept me.

It's a bookstore, or a cafe pretending to be one, every wall shelved with battered paperbacks and glossy hardcovers, the tables crammed so close together that strangers must learn to synchronize their breathing or risk accidental intimacy. The windows are fogged, beads of rain chasing each other down the glass. The only unoccupied chair is a limp afterthought at the far end, orphaned by a stack of returned coffee cups and a half-eaten scone.

I approach, half-hoping someone else will claim it and release me from the responsibility of occupying space. But the man at the table looks up, catches me in his peripheral vision, and gestures—not unkindly—to the chair. His fingers are long, stained faintly gray at the cuticles, as if he's been sketching shadows into the bone of his hand. The gesture says: go ahead, I don't mind. The tone is neutral, but the eyes that flash up to mine are anything but.

I sit, careful not to knock over the leaning tower of mugs. The chair is sticky against my bare legs, which feels like punishment and reward in equal measure. I tug at the hem of my dress, but the fabric is already losing the battle against the humidity.

"Shit weather," I say, just to cut the silence.

He smiles, or something like it. His teeth are sharp and uneven, a predator's smile designed for quick assessment rather than reassurance. "Better in here," he says, voice honeyed with cigarettes and some kind of old heartbreak. "Unless you enjoy being drenched."

I imagine the two of us outside, water pooling in the lines of our faces, dripping from our noses and lips. The thought warms me, somehow.

A barista—tall, deadlocked, hands festooned with silver rings—materializes with a towel and a ragged menu. She wipes the table clean with a swipe that leaves behind a slick sheen. "What can I get for you?" she asks, her eyes skimming my face and then flicking to the man, cataloging the table’s chemistry with a practiced, disinterested professionalism.

"Black coffee," I say, not trusting myself with choices. "And whatever is easiest for you."

She nods, vanishing.

"She likes you," the man observes.

"She likes tips," I reply.

He grins wider this time; the smile gaining an edge of respect. "True. I'm Elias."

I hesitate. The name in my mouth feels weighty, as if I’m being asked to commit to something before I know the terms. "Mara," I say. Just Mara. The omission is intentional, a striptease of identity that feels more honest than my real surname.

He notices, of course. "No last name?" He leans in, elbows on the table, arms forming a loose triangle that blocks out everything beyond us.

"Not today," I say. "Today I'm incognito."

Elias studies me with the concentration of a forensics expert reconstructing the scene of a crime. I let him, feeling that same reckless pulse I’d had this morning at the vanity—the urge to see how far I can take this persona before it shreds.

"Incognito, but you still order coffee black," he says. "Most people, when they want to be invisible, pick something sweeter. Something that doesn't stand out."

I take the bait. "Maybe I like the taste of bitterness."

He laughs, deep in the chest, and I feel it in my feet. "You'd hate the poetry section, then."

I don't answer, just watch him trace his finger around the rim of his cup. The movement is precise, obsessive, as if he's trying to memorize the feeling of the porcelain. His hands are mesmerizing—stained, slightly tremorous, the nails kept short but not manicured. I think of Jonah's hands, always immaculate, nails buffed to a dull shine, the only dirt allowed on them the sanctioned flecks of black pepper from a dinner plate.

The barista returns with my coffee and a small, wilted croissant. "On the house," she says, and I catch the quick glance she gives Elias. Maybe he's a regular, or maybe it's something else.

"Thanks," I say, wrapping both hands around the mug. The heat radiates into my palms, grounding me.

Elias watches, almost greedily, as I blow on the surface of the coffee. "You always come in here when it rains?"

I consider lying, but there's no actual risk. "First time."

He lifts his own cup in a mock toast. "To firsts, then."

The rain outside redoubles, hurling itself at the windows with renewed violence. The sound is hypnotic, a white noise that erases everything but the bodies in this cramped aquarium. I lean forward, mirroring his posture.

"So, Elias," I say, letting the syllables draw out. "What do you do when it isn’t raining?"

He shrugs, the movement loose, unguarded. "I draw, mostly. Teach sometimes. Sometimes I just walk and watch things. There's not much call for that these days, but I manage."

I imagine him sketching strangers in this very cafe, dissecting them with pencil and paper, capturing their private gestures before they even know they're being observed. I wonder if he’s sketching me now, undressing me in his mind, rebuilding me from bone outward.

"You draw people," I say.

He nods, and his hand ghosts toward the messenger bag at his feet, then pulls back. "You can always tell the difference between someone who’s looked at themselves in a mirror and someone who’s been seen by another person," he says. "The way they hold their neck, the line of the mouth. It’s all performance, but the performance changes when you know you’re being watched."

I feel the sudden urge to lick my lips, to break eye contact, to do anything but let him see me seeing him. Instead, I keep my face neutral, sipping the coffee, the bitterness a dare.

"What about you?" he says. "What does an incognito woman do when the sun is out?"

I want to answer honestly, to confess the listless rituals of my days—emails and spreadsheets, and the practiced patience of being a wife, and the seething need for someone, anyone, to notice when I change. But I can't give him that much.

"Mostly," I say, "I wait for weather like this. It's the only thing that makes me feel alive."

He grins again, not mocking this time, and I feel my pulse flutter at the base of my neck.

The conversation drifts, as conversations do, but there’s a current underneath it, a tension that builds each time our knees graze beneath the table. The space is so tight that my shin brushes his, and when I don’t move away, he doesn’t either. I catalog the sensations—warmth, pressure, the promise of motion held in suspension.

We talk about art, and then about the neighborhood, and then, improbably, about nothing at all. The comfort of shared silence shocks me; it's as if our bodies have said all the important things and the rest is just set-dressing. The coffee cools, the croissant untouched, our knees now firmly bracketed together as if we are two halves of a broken wishbone.

At some point, Elias reaches for his mug, but my hand is there, too—reaching for the sugar, I think, but the collision is deliberate, both of us pretending otherwise. The cup tips, black liquid bleeding across the wood in a spreading Rorschach.

"Shit," he says, but he’s smiling.

We both reach for napkins. His palm closes around my wrist, steadying my hand, and the pressure is gentle but absolute. The warmth of his skin shocks me; the contact lasting just a second too long to be accidental. I hold his gaze, daring him to apologize. He doesn’t.

Instead, he wipes the spill with a napkin, then with the heel of his hand, smearing it in deeper. I watch the veins flex on the back of his hand, the little constellation of scars that speak to a lifetime of careless accidents.

My hand is still in his, and he traces the edge of my thumb with his finger before letting go. It’s the softest potential violence, a trespass disguised as care.

I realize I’m leaning forward, the space between our faces reduced to the length of a breath. His knee is pressed into mine under the table, a secret handshake of nerves and cartilage. For a moment, I am certain that if either of us moves, the whole facade of civility will crack, and the animal underneath will come rushing out.

I think of Jonah at home, the weight of his arm across my ribcage, the way he never notices when I stay up all night with the light on. I think of the bartender, and her cool assessment, and how even that felt more honest than any conversation I’ve had in months.

Elias’s eyes are dark and knowing, the kind of eyes that look for secrets rather than waiting for them to be confessed.

I want to ask him to draw me, to strip me to lines and shadows and find the person hiding in the negative space. Instead, I say, "Do you ever tire of watching people?"

He doesn’t answer. He just smiles, and his knee moves, pressing more insistently into mine.

Outside, the rain slows, drops thinning to a whisper. The bookstore-cafe is quieter now, the crowd thinning, but neither of us makes any move to leave. The spilled coffee is drying, leaving behind a dark stain that will probably never come out.

I take another sip of my drink, the taste now muddied by the residue on the table. I let it linger on my tongue.

"I think," I say, "sometimes people want to be seen, even when they pretend they don’t."

Elias’s hand finds mine again, a brief touch, just long enough to promise more.

I don’t flinch. I meet his gaze, and this time, I’m the one who doesn’t look away.

The rest of the world dissolves in the fog of our shared breath and the echo of distant thunder. The thrill that started as a dare has become something bigger, something alive and hungry. I hold it close, nursing it, knowing that I will not let it go.

Not tonight.
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The rain has gone from melodramatic to monotonous, a metronome for the slow-dancing strangers trapped inside. The coffee in my cup is cold now, but I cradle it anyway, savoring the tremors that run from my fingers to my shoulders. Across from me, Elias taps the side of his mug, eyes flicking from my face to my hands as if calculating the precise moment to act.

He makes the move with the same nonchalance he’s used for every other trespass—just reaches down to his bag, unzips it with a single motion, and produces a battered sketchbook. The paper’s corners are frayed, the surface tattooed with graphite and charcoal smudges, the artifact that betrays years of compulsive use. He lays it on the table, his hand close to mine, knuckles raw and faintly dusted with black.

"May I?" he says, but he’s already turning a page, readying a soft pencil between thumb and forefinger.

He means to draw me. I know this before he speaks, and I’m surprised at how little resistance I feel. There’s no performance in it—not the kind Jonah would expect, not the way my mother taught me to hold still and smile for portraits, no practiced angle of the chin. It’s just my hand, splayed on the table, fingers unconsciously flexed as if bracing for impact.

"You have interesting hands," Elias murmurs, not looking up.

The urge to say something defensive is strong—I bite it back, let him see whatever he wants. I study the way he studies me: eyes quick, then soft, then quick again, measuring the distance between each joint, every curve. I notice that when he sketches, his whole body gets involved—he cocks his head to one side, shoulder muscles tightening, even his knee pressing firmer into mine as if drawing force through contact.

The first time his pencil flicks against the paper, the sound makes me shiver. It’s almost sexual, the way he commits to the mark, so confident that it could be mistaken for arrogance if it wasn’t so intimate. He measures proportions with his fingers, the pad of his thumb resting against my wrist for a fraction of a second, pulse to pulse. He does this twice, maybe three times, and each time I try not to betray anything with my expression. But my body is writing its own story: heart rate spiking, breath catching, a bloom of heat under my skin that no amount of rain or cold coffee can subdue.

"You ever modeled before?" he asks, tone casual but laced with challenge.

"No," I say. "I don't like being looked at."

He glances up, eyes smiling but his mouth perfectly straight. "That’s not true," he says, and keeps drawing.

I want to argue—want to explain that I’ve built my whole life around not being seen, around shrinking until I could hide in plain sight—but the words sound false even before I speak them. Instead, I shift in my seat, letting my knee push harder against his. The move is deliberate, a power play, but he doesn’t seem to mind. If anything, it steadies his hand.

The air in the room has changed. The background noise of the cafe is muffled, as if we’ve moved into a soundproof box, the only remaining frequencies the scrape of pencil and the soft hiss of our breathing. I watch Elias work, cataloguing every tic and micro-expression—the way his tongue pokes out at the corner of his mouth, how his eyelids flutter when he checks a detail, how his left hand, unused, drums a restless beat on the cover of the sketchbook.

He finishes with a flourish, smudging a shadow with the side of his finger, then rotates the book so I can see. It’s not beautiful—not in the traditional sense—but it’s so accurate I feel naked. He’s drawn my hand as a landscape, every vein and scar a geographic feature, the slight tremor of my pinky rendered in a dark, assertive line.

"You made me look strong," I say, unable to tear my eyes away.

He shrugs. "You are. You just don’t want anyone to know it."

He tears out the page, folds it with a careful crease, and slides it across the table. "For you. A memento of your incognito day."

I don’t know what to say, so I just take the paper, folding it again and slipping it into my bag, as if protecting a relic.

Elias stares at me, gaze lingering on my collarbone, then up to my lips, then back to my hands. There’s a moment—a beat suspended in glycerin—where I think he might reach out again, might try to touch something other than my wrist. My breath catches, and I let him see it.

"So," I say, changing the subject before I do something reckless. "How do you see people? What do you look for?"

He grins, teeth bared. "Depends. Sometimes I look for secrets. Sometimes I look for what they’re trying to hide." He leans forward, voice lowering. "With you, I looked for where the seams were. The places where the mask doesn’t quite fit."

The words send a tremor through me, equal parts dread and thrill. I realize he’s not talking about art anymore. Or maybe he always was.

I look past him to the window. The rain has stopped, the outside world washed clean and dripping with post-storm sunlight. The rest of the cafe’s customers are peeling away, reluctant to leave the new brightness but more reluctant to stay and risk intimacy with the other survivors.

"We should go," I say, voice tight. I don’t want to, but the urge to move, to do something, is overwhelming.

Elias closes his sketchbook, tucking the pencil behind his ear. He stands, taller than I expected, and for a moment we are both negotiating the awkward logistics of gathering our things, trying not to bump into each other and failing.

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card—heavy, cream-colored, with his name embossed in blue. He slides it to me across the table, fingertips brushing mine for a beat longer than necessary. "In case you ever want to be a proper subject," he says.

I take the card, not looking at it, and tuck it into my wallet next to my driver’s license and the crumpled bills for tomorrow’s lunch.

We step outside together. The city is shining, everything rimmed in gold, puddles reflecting the pink and orange riot of sunset. We walk side by side to the end of the block, silent, the heat between us radiating outward.

At the corner, we stop. There’s a beat where neither of us knows what comes next, a beat filled with all the things we didn’t say inside. The silence is weighty, expectant.

"Thank you," I say, finally. My voice is small, but I mean it.

He smiles, softer now. "You’re welcome, Mara."

He turns, walking away, and I watch the easy swing of his gait, the way his hands flex and relax at his sides. I wait until he disappears around the corner before I let myself breathe.

I look down at the card in my hand, running a thumb over the raised letters, memorizing the name. I slip it into my bag, feeling the added weight, the new possibility.

For the first time in a long time, I’m not afraid of being seen.

I walk home slowly, letting the sun dry my hair, letting the warmth sink into my skin. Every detail feels sharper, more real: the squeak of my boots on the wet pavement, the weight of the sketch in my bag, the echo of a thumbprint on my wrist.

When I reach my building, I pause in the entryway, staring at my reflection in the glass. My hair is a mess, my makeup smudged, but my eyes are wild and bright. I look more like myself than I have in months.

I hold the door open for a stranger, letting the moment linger a little longer before I step inside, carrying the afternoon with me.

Inside, the air tastes of last night's garlic and the faint, ever-present ghost of lemon cleanser. The apartment is Jonah’s territory at this hour—his jacket hung with surgical precision on the back of a dining chair, his shoes aligned in militaristic rows beneath the credenza. I can map his trajectory from the evidence alone, reconstructing each step: the trail of emails open on the shared laptop, the half-empty glass of sparkling water sweating onto a coaster, the echo of his voice from the next room.

He’s on the phone, in what he calls “consult mode,” which means he’s pacing the living room, making expansive gestures for the benefit of no one, his tone a mixture of authority and feigned warmth. I watch him through the doorway, unseen, cataloguing every tic and flourish. The way he snaps his fingers when he wants to be emphatic. The way his mouth twitches at the end of a sentence when he thinks he’s made a shrewd point. All the old familiar choreography, now rendered alien because I am watching from outside, not from within.

I hover near the threshold, waiting for when he’s alone, waiting for the precise second when I will have to perform my role again. He ends the call and, as if on cue, turns and sees me.

“You’re home early,” Jonah says, his face rearranging itself into a smile, the kind he saves for company and minor emergencies.

“Got caught in the rain,” I reply, brushing imaginary drops from my hair. I can still feel the residual dampness, not from the weather, but from the sweat of my encounter with Elias.

He closes the laptop with a decisive click. “There’s leftover chicken in the fridge. Want me to reheat it?”

I shake my head. “Not hungry.”

He crosses to the kitchen, narrating his own actions as he goes. “The pitch went fine, if you’re wondering. Harris still wants to nitpick every line, but I think we’ve got it in the bag.” He opens the fridge, frowns, then shuts it. “You sure you don’t want anything? You look—” He pauses, searching for the word. “Starved.”

I almost laugh. It’s not wrong, but it’s not the hunger he means.

I sink onto the couch, tucking my feet under myself, feeling the grit of a week’s worth of crumbs pressed into the upholstery. The wall opposite me is a museum of our history: photos from our wedding (me in cream lace, him in a blue suit that made his eyes pop), shots from Maui and Prague and that one disastrous camping trip where it rained all week and we both caught colds. I stare at the photos, trying to recognize the woman with her arms around Jonah’s neck. Her smile looks manufactured. Had it always?

He returns with a glass of water, setting it on the side table with a flourish. “What did you do today?” he asks, more out of ritual than curiosity.

I hesitate. There’s a story I could tell—a safe, abridged version with all the sharp bits smoothed over—but the lie would taste sour. So I say, “Not much. Wandered around. Got stuck in a bookstore during the storm.”

He nods, satisfied, then launches into a blow-by-blow of his own day. He uses his hands a lot, outlining the shape of problems, slicing the air to emphasize a point. I focus on his fingers, so clean and soft compared to Elias’s. I wonder if Jonah has ever left a mark on anyone or anything, if he’s ever let himself get dirty in the act of creation. I suspect not.

He talks and talks, and I nod at the right moments, but my mind is elsewhere. I replay the entire afternoon on a mental loop: the sketchbook, the press of Elias’s knee, the warmth of his hand around my wrist. The memory is so vivid it eclipses the present, making everything in this room seem drained of color, like an old TV tuned to the wrong frequency.

When Jonah finally runs out of words, he glances at the clock and announces that he’s going to shower. He lingers at the door, as if expecting something, but I give him nothing. He disappears down the hallway, the sound of water starting up moments later.

I wait until I hear the shampoo bottle drop in the tub before I move. I go to my purse, dig out the folded drawing and the card. The sketch looks even rougher in the domestic light—my hand transformed into something fierce and animal, the paper still holding the ghost of Elias’s touch. I smooth it flat on the table, tracing the lines with my finger, not caring if the graphite leaves a mark.

The business card is heavier than I remembered. I turn it over, reading the name again. I know I should throw it away—burn it, flush it, at least shred it—but I walk to the bedroom and slip it into the back of my wallet, behind old insurance cards and expired coupons. The gesture feels momentous, a tiny act of rebellion with consequences I can’t even guess at yet.

Later, in bed, Jonah lies on his back, radiating the smug contentment of a man who’s solved the puzzle of his own life. I lie beside him, facing away, my arm curled under my pillow. The sheets are cool against my skin, but I’m hot, burning with remembered contact. I press my wrist to my lips, searching for any lingering trace of the pressure that once circled it.

Jonah sighs and shifts, murmuring something in his sleep that I can’t quite catch. I listen to his breathing, slow and even, and let my own sync with his. My body feels doubled, as if I exist in two places at once: here, next to my husband, and somewhere else entirely, in a cramped cafe with rain on the windows and coffee on my tongue.

I close my eyes, letting the sensation build. The possibility of what comes next is almost unbearable. I could call Elias tomorrow. I could never see him again. I could rewrite every rule of my life, or simply let the moment live and die in memory. The choice is mine, and the realization is both thrilling and terrifying.

I fall asleep with my hand curled tight, guarding the secret that is no longer a secret at all, but a living, breathing thing, growing wilder with every pulse of my heart.


Chapter 3


Istart with the mirror, as always. Not the cheap rectangle above the vanity at home, which distorts every flaw and magnifies the tender bloom of sleep deprivation beneath my eyes, but the round, illuminated one I stole from a hotel in Miami. The light is merciless, but honest. I appreciate that in a mirror. I drag it close, inspect the face I’ll wear tonight.

Foundation first, then the crisp, graphite stroke of liquid liner. Not a cat-eye—too eager, too on-the-nose. I go for a muted flick at the corner, a suggestion of danger rather than a declaration. Lips: I choose an oxblood stain, more bruise than flower. I dab it on with my finger, then press a tissue to my mouth to mute the effect. Tonight is not about seduction; it’s about test cases. I want to see if I can make a room look twice.

The blouse is silk, deep green, and sheer enough that the shadow between my breasts is visible if you know where to look. I skip a bra, but button up past the cleavage. I want to look both severe and half-formed, the way a statue looks right before the artist calls it finished. The skirt is plain black, high-waisted, the kind that restricts your stride and forces you to walk like you’re heading somewhere important. I leave my hair loose but flat-ironed, framing my face in sharp, geometric panels. The effect is clinical, almost mathematical.

I don’t tell Jonah where I’m going. He’s at a networking dinner, the kind with assigned seating and thick envelopes of name tags. He’ll be home late, suffused with alcohol and the arrogance of men whose jobs rely on being the loudest in a room. I pocket his key card—an old habit from when I still believed in emergencies.

The bar is only a fifteen-minute walk, but I take the long way, savoring the tap of my heels on the sidewalk, the purr of tires on wet asphalt. I keep my head high, eyes forward, ignoring the catcalls and car horns. I want to arrive with my pulse at a gallop.

Inside, the place is even more beautiful than I remember. The lighting is low and golden, designed to flatter cheekbones and hide insecurities. The bar itself is a length of lacquered walnut, the kind that turns every elbow into a work of art. Rows of bottles glint behind glass, each one illuminated from below like a holy relic. The crowd is Thursday night’s finest: couples in mid-affair, groups of office friends practicing the ritual of after-work confession, and a handful of solitary men who stare into their drinks as if hoping for divination.

Renée is behind the bar, hair twisted into a knot so tight it tugs at the edges of her face, making her look severe and slightly tragic. The shirt fits closer than the last time I saw her, sleeves rolled up to expose a crosshatch of forearm tattoos. She is in perpetual motion, shaking, straining, pouring, cleaning—her hands beautiful in their efficiency. I watch her for a minute, noting how she registers every new entrant without ever looking directly at them.

I choose a stool at the far end, where the light is brightest and the curve of the bar gives me a full view of the entrance. I sit with perfect posture, legs crossed so the skirt rides up just enough to reveal a band of thigh. I place my phone, screen down, on the lacquer, and arrange my hands so the veins pop against the skin.

Renée sees me almost instantly. She finishes filling a coupe with something garnished with a twist of lemon, delivers it to a man in a pink oxford, then glides down the bar.

“Well, if it isn’t Miss Gin and Tonic,” she says, smirking. “I was starting to think you only existed in daylight.”

I match her smirk. “I’m told I have a better face for the night.”

Renée’s eyes dip to my blouse, then back to my face, her appraisal quick but thorough. “You’re not wrong,” she says. “What’s the occasion?”

I want to say, I need to be someone else tonight. Instead, I say, “Testing a theory.”

She leans in, both hands on the bar. “Do tell.”

I shrug, pretending at nonchalance. “I wanted to see if I could still get a drink for free.”

Renée barks a laugh, deep and pleased. “First one’s always free for you. But only the first.”

I glance at the shelves behind her. “Dealer’s choice, then.”

She moves with purpose, grabbing a bottle of gin I’ve never heard of, then something amber and botanical. She works silently, efficiently, her eyes on the glass even as she speaks. “You know, it’s usually men who come in here wanting to test a theory. Mostly it involves how many shots they can do before vomiting. I like your version better.”

She slides the drink to me, the liquid the color of a healing bruise. “Try that.”

I do. It’s bitter and floral, with a smoky undertone that makes me want to cough and moan at the same time. I nod, savoring the burn. “Perfect.”

Renée grins. “See, that’s the other difference. Men never admit they like it bitter.”

I want to tell her about Elias, about how the taste of black coffee still lingers on my tongue, but that would require a level of honesty I can’t risk with a stranger who’s already seen too much.

“Do you ever tire of watching people?” I ask, deflecting.

She shrugs, polishing a glass. “If I ever do, I’ll quit. Until then, I guess I’m a professional voyeur.” Her eyes lock on mine, a challenge issued and received.

I sip my drink, acutely aware of her attention. Every move I make—how I hold the glass, how I touch my lip to the rim—is being catalogued, not just by Renée, but by the constellation of reflective surfaces throughout the bar. I am everywhere, multiplied and multiplied.

Half an hour passes like that, in a slow dance of not-quite-flirting, her tending to other customers and returning for brief, intense check-ins. I can feel myself unwinding; the careful performance at the mirror evolving into something more instinctive. I stop checking my phone. I stop thinking about Jonah.

Which is, of course, when the past intrudes.

Three men in dark suits enter together, their laughter knifing through the hush. I recognize one of them immediately: Jonah’s work friend, the one with the haunted eyes and the cologne that lingers on shared elevators. They’re not supposed to be here; this is not a networking bar. But there they are, already scanning for the next open space.

I consider leaving, but I take a longer sip of my drink, roll my shoulders back, and prepare for impact.

They find a cluster of seats at the middle of the bar. The friend—his name is Mark, I think—orders a round of bourbon for the table, then turns in his seat and locks eyes with me. For a moment, there’s no recognition, just the curiosity of one animal spying another in a watering hole. Then his expression shifts, and the smile that spreads across his face is sly and knowing.

He excuses himself from his group, bourbon in hand, and approaches.

“Well, well, well,” he says. “I didn’t expect to see you here, Mara.”

I match his grin, keeping my voice low. “It’s a free city, last I checked.”

He laughs, but it’s performative; his eyes already cataloguing the rest of my outfit. “You here alone?”

“Obviously,” I say. “You?”

He gestures to his group. “Team happy hour. Harris just closed a big contract.”

I nod, feigning interest. “Congrats.”

He leans in, his breath warm with whiskey. “Jonah said you don’t get out much.”

I let my eyes linger on his. “Jonah says a lot of things.”

Renée materializes behind him, setting down a fresh napkin and raising her eyebrows at me in silent question: Is this man a threat, a nuisance, or something else? I give her a tiny shake of my head—stand down, I’ve got this.

Mark turns, catching her gaze, and tries a grin. “You make the best Old Fashioned in town, right?”

She shrugs, not giving him anything. “Depends who’s asking.”

“I’m a friend of Mara’s husband,” he says, the words trailing with expectation.

She raises an eyebrow, then sets to making the drink without another word. I love her for that, for the way she doesn’t give him an inch more than necessary.

He turns back to me, suddenly less sure of himself. “You look different outside work parties,” he says, eyes drifting to the hollow of my throat.

I shrug. “We all do.”

He holds my gaze a beat too long, then lowers his voice. “You know, Jonah never mentioned how charming you are.”

I laugh, letting the sound ring a little louder than necessary. “There’s a lot my husband doesn’t mention.”

For a moment, there is an odd silence—charged, as if the rest of the room has tuned to our frequency. I can feel Renée’s attention like a hand pressed gently to the small of my back. I realize then that this is exactly the performance I came here for.

Mark sips his bourbon, studying me over the rim of his glass. “Well, I’m glad I caught you tonight,” he says. “You should join us.”

I shake my head. “I’m good here.”

He shrugs, defeated but not humiliated. “Suit yourself. If you change your mind—”

“I won’t.”

He grins, raises his glass in salute, and returns to his group. I watch him go, noticing the way his friends rib him for the failed attempt. I’m not flattered, but I do feel a thrum of satisfaction.

Renée slides over, setting the Old Fashioned in front of me instead of Mark. “On the house,” she says, her voice pitched low so only I can hear. “For surviving that.”

I taste it, the sweetness of orange peel undercutting the sharp heat of rye. “Perfect,” I say.

She leans in, both elbows on the bar. “You want me to have him thrown out?”

I smile, shaking my head. “Not yet. It’s entertaining.”

Renée’s lips curl in appreciation. “You’re good at this,” she says. “Most people just let themselves get pushed around.”

I hold her gaze, feeling the charge build between us. “I’m done getting pushed around.”

She looks at me for a long moment, then reaches across the bar and, with a touch so light it’s almost not there, tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she says.

I nod, pulse fluttering under my skin.

The rest of the night unfolds in a series of small, deliberate acts. I nurse the Old Fashioned, watching the way Mark occasionally glances over, his curiosity undimmed. I chat with Renée about nothing and everything, letting our hands brush when she clears a glass or wipes down the counter. I let myself feel the attention—of the men at the center table, of the woman at the end of the bar who hasn’t stopped staring since I walked in, of the mirrors that keep multiplying my reflection back to me.

For the first time in years, I am not invisible. For the first time in years, I am not afraid of being seen.

When I finally stand to leave, Renée catches my hand across the bar. Her grip is cool, steady. “Come back anytime,” she says, and I know she means it.

I step outside, the city slick with rain and possibility. My heels strike the pavement, each step a tiny, echoing declaration. I walk home slower than usual, savoring the sensation of every eye, every passing car, every pane of glass.

By the time I reach my building, my mouth still tastes of orange peel and whiskey. I don’t bother with the elevator; I take the stairs, two at a time, until I’m breathless and trembling.

Inside, the apartment is silent. Jonah won’t be home for hours. I go to the mirror, wipe off the makeup with slow, deliberate motions. I watch the skin emerge—red, raw, real.

I run my fingers over my lips, remembering the way the glass felt, the way Renée’s hand felt, the way being watched felt. I let the sensation linger, refusing to give it a name.

I am something else now. Not a wife, not a subject, not a case study in loneliness.

Just a woman with a thirst, and the knowledge of how to sate it.

I close the bathroom door behind me and let the city’s hum fill the silence. The secret inside me is growing. It demands attention.

Tomorrow, I think, I’ll let it out again.
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The next day, I wake up raw. Not hungover—Renée’s drinks are too balanced for that—but threadbare, every nerve exposed. I shower hotter than necessary, scrubbing off the perfume and residual touch from the night before, but the memory won’t budge. The kitchen is still, but the silence feels crowded: Jonah’s shoes, the mug he left on the counter, the taste of other hands still ghosting my wrist.

I spend the morning in a trance. Every email feels like an insult, every spreadsheet a punishment for something I haven’t confessed to. At lunch, I almost text Elias. I type out, “Did you ever want to see yourself the way other people do?” but delete it before I can hit send. He would only reply with a drawing, or worse, a question.

By three o’clock, my skin is alive with longing—longing for what, I’m not sure. To be touched again, or to be seen wanting it? I can’t tell. I slip out of work early, telling no one where I’m going. I don’t even bother with makeup this time. I want to see if anyone will notice the actual face beneath the one I practiced yesterday.

It’s raining again. I take the same route as last night; the pavement slick and hostile. I imagine myself reflected in every puddle, replicated and flawed.

Inside the bar, it’s quieter than before. A Tuesday crowd: a couple fighting in fierce whispers, an old man nursing a port, a group of suits making a half-hearted celebration out of a mid-quarter sales win. I scan for Renée and find her immediately at the end of the bar, shoving wedges of lime into a metal bin.

She sees me and smirks. “Back so soon?” she says, only half-mocking.

I slide onto a stool. “Couldn’t stay away,” I admit.

She doesn’t ask for my order, just starts working on something clear and neat. I study her hands as she builds the drink. There’s a fresh cut on her knuckle, already scabbing. I want to ask about it but don’t.

She sets the glass in front of me. “On the house. For bravery.”

I take a sip: gin, but colder, sharper than last night. The burn is immediate, honest. “What makes you think I’m brave?” I ask.

Renée shrugs, leans in so our heads are almost touching. “Takes guts to come back after what happened yesterday.”

I laugh too loud. “What happened?”

She keeps her voice low, just for me. “You made yourself the main event. Most people only manage cameo roles in their own lives.”

I think of Mark, the way his words tried to wrap around me, the way I’d shrugged them off and laughed in his face. I feel both pride and a strange, sticky shame.

Renée watches me drink, her gaze steady. The air between us is electric, neither of us willing to discharge it. I feel her watching not just my face but the way I hold the glass, the way I try not to fidget.

The suits at the middle of the bar are still there. I catch Mark’s eye; he lifts his glass in a mock toast, then looks quickly away. It’s not derision—more like respect, or fear.

Renée wipes down the bar, then slides a small, folded napkin next to my drink. Her expression doesn’t change, but I know it’s for me. I wait until she walks away to open it.

Inside, in sharp black ink: “Whoever he is, he doesn’t deserve what you’re giving him.”

The words punch straight through my armor, down to the bruise beneath. I flush hot, then cold. My fingers tremble as I fold the note back up. My breath catches, a little gasp that I try to smother with gin.

I look up and catch Renée watching me from across the bar, her face unreadable.

She returns after a minute, resuming her rhythm of bottles and napkins. “You okay?” she asks, but it’s not the kind of question that needs answering.

I nod, swallow. “Yeah. I’m—” I stop, unsure of the word.

She raises an eyebrow, waiting.

“I’m not used to being seen,” I say, the words raw in my mouth.

Renée leans in, voice soft. “Get used to it. There’s more where that came from.”

We hold the look for a long second, then she’s gone, tending to the lime bin again.

I finish the drink, this time letting each sip linger. The taste is familiar, but the sensation new; the room tilts in a way that’s both dizzying and steadying. I feel myself being watched—by Mark, by the couple, by the old man, but mostly by Renée, who makes no secret of it.

I leave a twenty on the bar for a twelve-dollar bill, then gather my things, feeling the press of every gaze as I stand. Renée catches my hand for a split second as I go.

“Come back soon,” she says. Her thumb presses into my palm, leaving a cool, damp memory.

Outside, the rain has stopped. The air is colder, cleaner. My body is still flushed from inside, but the chill on my skin feels righteous, earned.

I walk home the long way, heels making a staccato on the pavement. I pass shopfronts glowing in the dusk, mannequins dressed in glitter and leather and colors I’d never dare wear. I stop at one window, watching my reflection—hair damp, face bare, lips red with blood from biting down too hard.

The mannequin behind the glass is wearing a slip, barely-there, pink and sheer as smoke. I stare at her for a long time, and for a second I imagine myself behind the glass, a new and improved version of the woman outside.

I whisper, “I don’t know who you are anymore,” but it comes out with a laugh, soft and secret.

I start walking again, lighter now, the folded napkin safe in my pocket.

The next time I see myself in a window, I don’t look away.


Chapter 4


The dress is a challenge. Silk, emerald, slit up one thigh in a way that signals: I am aware of my inventory and I intend to use it. I leave the neckline modest, but the back is a low, liquid curve, a license for staring. Jonah has never seen it, but I am certain he will appreciate the way it weaponizes my body for him, and—if I am honest—for whoever else might glance over a plate of scallops. I spend an hour on hair, another twenty minutes on eyeliner, a final three in front of the mirror, tilting my head to catch the effect. I want to look expensive and cold, as if the entire night is a table I plan to clear with one sweep of my hand.

Jonah is already waiting when I arrive. He’s posted at the bar, right elbow braced just so, suit open at the throat, shirt a pale, almost glowing blue. His hair is damp from a last-minute rinse, the way he always does when anxious. He doesn’t see me at first, which gives me the luxury of watching him scan the room, eyes bright and searching. For a second, I’m hit by a pang—genuine nostalgia for the first time I saw him, in a lobby not unlike this one, charming the world with that lopsided smile. It passes.

When he does see me, his face splits into a grin—unfeigned, almost boyish. I could catalog the micro-expressions: pupils dilate, jaw slackens, one hand unconsciously straightens his tie. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s in love. Maybe he is. Maybe I am, in my way, with the person I get to be when I’m with him.

He stands, gestures for the bartender, signals to have my glass filled before I even reach him. His hand is gentle at my elbow, familiar, not possessive. “You look—” he starts, then aborts. “Wow. That’s a new dress, right?”

I let him hang in uncertainty. “I thought it was time for something different.”

He recovers, recasting his smile as appreciation. “I like it. A lot.”

The bar is crowded, an expensive hum of voices and glass, every surface engineered to reflect flattering light. We don’t linger—he wants to show off our reservation, to walk through the crowded dining room with his hand at my lower back, announcing with every step that I am his. I let him. The game is more interesting when your opponent thinks he’s winning.

The table is tucked into a corner, half-shielded by a column wrapped in antique mirror. It’s an echo chamber for visual cues—every shift of his eyes, every flick of my tongue, doubled in reflection. The restaurant’s ceiling is a patchwork of gold leaf, its walls scattered with paintings of things that look edible but aren’t: pomegranates split and glistening, pears decomposing in slow motion. The lighting is low, but not forgiving.

He orders for us, defers to the waiter with a deference that is practiced, performative. “She’ll have the sea bass, please,” he says, as if I am incapable of preference. I nod, complicit, but catch the waiter’s eye and tip my chin, letting him know I am aware of the act. The waiter is young, pretty, with hands that look more accustomed to sculpture than service. He pours the wine, lingers just a beat longer than necessary when he pours for me. Jonah notices; I see his jaw tense and relax.

The conversation is nothing at first: work, traffic, mutual acquaintances. He tells a story about a coworker who got locked in the stairwell after hours, and we laugh, but my laughter is a little too bright, the sound brittle even to my own ears. I catch myself searching the room, eyes flicking to the staircase at the far wall—open, spiraling up to a mezzanine lined with private rooms. I know exactly which door, which night. I know the scent of the woman who held his attention there, the color of her nails when she touched his lapel, the way she didn’t even glance over her shoulder as they left together.

He follows my gaze, but I’m careful not to give away the line of thought. “It’s a beautiful staircase,” I say, swirling the wine in my glass.

He looks, shrugs. “I guess. I never really noticed it.”

I let the silence linger, then: “I’ve heard the private rooms are popular. Lots of…discreet meetings.”

He laughs, but the sound is too loud, a nervous echo. “Maybe for politicians and movie stars. You know me—I’m a public guy.”

I look at him over the rim of my glass, making my eyes wide and guileless. “You’d tell me if you ever went up there, right?”

He doesn’t answer right away. His fingers drum the table, then go still. “Of course,” he says, with that quick, professional smile. “Nothing to hide.”

The first course arrives, neat little arrangements on ceramic palettes: raw scallop with lemon oil, charred asparagus, a tart so fragile I hesitate to break its surface. We eat, making small noises of approval, pretending to be a couple with nothing urgent beneath the skin. But I can feel his gaze on me, measuring my silences.

I set my fork down, reach across the table. He takes my hand, palm warm, thumb tracing the line of my ring finger. I don’t pull away. Instead, I slide my thumb over the gold of his wedding band, pressing down until the skin beneath turns white.

“Do you ever think about how a ring is just a symbol?” I ask. “How it can mean completely different things to different people?”

He blinks, uncertain, then tries to reassert control. “I think about it every day,” he says, voice gentle, as if trying to rescue me from my thought spiral. “That’s why I wear it.”

I nod, let go of his hand, and pick up my wine. “Interesting,” I say. “I guess I always thought symbols were more for the people watching than for the people wearing them.”

He frowns, just for a second, then smooths it away. “Are you okay, Mara?”

I smile, wide enough to show teeth. “I’m perfect. Just thinking about how sometimes the audience is smarter than the actors.”

He laughs, but it’s a little frayed. “You always had the better metaphors.”

The waiter reappears, gathering the plates, his eyes darting between us with the alertness of someone who has seen too many couples implode in public. He leans a little closer to me as he takes my empty dish, the scent of his cologne earthy and unfamiliar. I inhale, slow and deliberate, and see Jonah watch me do it. I let my arm brush the waiter’s as he clears the plates, a touch so light it could be accidental. It isn’t.

“Main course will be out in just a moment,” the waiter says, voice pitched low and private.

“Thank you,” I say, letting the words linger.

Jonah’s hand is back on the table, fingers splayed, wedding band catching the light. For a second, I imagine taking it off, sliding it across the slick table, leaving it there for the next person to find. Instead, I reach for the bottle, top off his glass, and raise my own in a toast.

“To us,” I say.

He clinks his glass to mine, but his smile is smaller now, the edges crumbling under the weight of my scrutiny.

The waiter disappears, the table is cleared, and the world contracts to just us—the man who thinks he’s winning, and the woman who is finally ready to play for keeps.

The sea bass arrives on a long, white plate, skin crisped to bronze, flesh glistening beneath a corona of micro-greens. The waiter sets it down in front of me, and as he leans in to refill my glass, I feel the heat of his breath on the side of my neck—an unmistakable, almost proprietary gesture. I don’t move away. Instead, I hold his gaze over the rim of my wine, let my lips part just enough to register intent. He catches it, stores the moment, and moves on.

Jonah watches the exchange. I don’t need to look at him to know how his posture shifts: first a straightening, then a slight lean forward, eyes narrowing. He forks a chunk of steak into his mouth with unnecessary force, chewing slowly, eyes still on the waiter’s retreating form. For a man who lives to be seen, it must rankle to watch the air in the room shift away from him, if only by a few degrees.

“Hungry?” I ask, as he demolishes another bite.

He nods, swallowing. “Didn’t have lunch. Meetings ran late.”

I make a small sound of sympathy, then cut into the fish, the knife sliding through like butter. I taste it, savoring the brightness of lemon and char. I wonder what it would feel like to run the tip of the blade along my tongue, just to see how close I can get without drawing blood.

“So, what’s next?” I say, setting my fork down. “We’ve done the requisite reminiscing, the annual photo review. Is there an after-dinner plan?”

He brightens at the question, mistaking it for engagement. “I thought maybe a drink at the bar. There’s supposed to be live music tonight. Or we could just go home.”

He means sex. He always means sex.

I tilt my head, pretending to consider. “Let’s see how dessert goes. I might need to pace myself.”

The words are innocuous, but the tone isn’t. He hears it, registers the challenge, and recalibrates.

The waiter returns with a tray, clearing plates with delicate hands. I catch his sleeve as he leans to collect Jonah’s plate, letting my fingers rest a second too long. “Could we see the dessert menu?” I ask, voice pitched low, as if it’s a secret between us. He smiles, blushes, and withdraws.

Jonah’s hand is on my thigh now, thumb circling above the slit in my dress. I let him touch me, but my eyes are still on the waiter, now conferring with the hostess near the door. I wonder how many times this place has seen the same triangulation—husband, wife, and an interloper none of them will remember by the next morning.

Dessert menus appear. I don’t read mine. Instead, I watch the column of Jonah’s throat as he drains the last of his wine, the way his Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows.

“Everything okay?” he asks, squeezing my leg. “You’re quiet.”

I turn toward him, resting my hand over his. “I was just thinking about the time you brought me here before,” I say. “It was years ago. You got that huge porterhouse and ate the whole thing yourself.”

He laughs, nostalgia smoothing out the tension. “I remember. You made fun of me for a week.”

I press harder. “That was the night you got the client email at midnight. The one that made you go back to the office for three hours.”

He looks down, the smile not quite reaching his eyes. “Yeah. That was a rough year.”

I let the silence bloom. “Do you ever think about how much you worked back then? How late you used to stay? I used to wonder if you even slept.”

He shifts in his chair, removing his hand from my thigh. “You know how it is. Early days, everyone’s grinding.”

I nod, letting the moment simmer. “It’s different now, though. You’re home more.”

He looks relieved. “I’m trying to be.”

The waiter returns, presents the dessert, but this time, his eyes flick to Jonah, then back to me, gauging the temperature. He places a plate between us: chocolate mousse, garnished with violets and a sugar lattice. I thank him, fingers grazing his hand as I accept the spoon.

Jonah splits the mousse, passing a perfect hemisphere to my side of the plate. “I think we’re doing better this year, don’t you?” he says, voice softer, the question genuine.

I want to tell him I’m not sure what “better” means anymore, or if the word was ever anything but a collective lie. Instead, I dip my spoon into the mousse, raise it to my lips, and let the taste linger. “I think we’re different,” I say. “Not better or worse. Just… changed.”

He nods, thoughtful. “Do you want to talk about something? You seem distant tonight.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want to ruin the mood. It’s a pleasant night.”

We eat in near silence, the dessert sweet enough to mask the growing bitterness in the air. The waiter checks on us once, twice, but keeps his distance, as if sensing the edge to the conversation.

When the check arrives, Jonah is quick to reach for it, but I catch his hand. “Let me,” I say, already sliding my card onto the tray.

He looks at me, surprised, then a little embarrassed. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to,” I say, and I do. I want to leave my mark on the night, to put my name on the receipt so that, later, when someone tallies the history of this place, they’ll know I was here, too.

We stand, and Jonah steers me toward the bar. The space is crowded now, a wall of bodies and sound, but we find a corner by the window. He orders us a round of bourbon, neat, and when the glasses arrive, he raises his in a silent toast.

“To us,” he says again.

This time, I don’t echo him.

He drains his drink, sets the glass down hard. “You’re not going to tell me what’s going on, are you?”

I look at him, really look, and for the first time I see the crack: a hairline fissure running through the center of his composure, widening with every word.

“I just want to enjoy the night,” I say, leaning in, my voice a purr. “Why complicate it?”

He flinches, then recovers. “You’re right. Let’s enjoy it.”

We leave the bar and walk to the car in silence, the city cold and bright around us. In the parking lot, he opens the door for me, but I slide in before he can say anything. The drive home is wordless, his hands gripping the wheel, knuckles white. I watch his profile, the set of his jaw, the way his gaze flicks to the rearview as if checking for pursuers.

Halfway home, he finally speaks. “Is everything okay between us?” The words are careful, measured, as if he’s negotiating a contract.

I let the question hang, letting it reverberate through the car. “Maybe I’m just tired of pretending,” I say, watching the way the lights from the dashboard play across his face.

He glances at me, shock and relief warring in his expression. “Pretending what?”

I shake my head, turning to the window. “Everything. Anything.”

We reach the apartment. He parks, kills the engine, sits for a long moment before opening his door.

Inside, the elevator is broken, so we climb the stairs. I lead, him just a step behind, the space between us charged, dangerous. At the door, he hesitates, keys trembling in his hand, then unlocks it.

We step inside. He turns to close the door, but I’m already halfway down the hall, peeling off my jacket, pulse thundering in my ears.

Tonight, I am done pretending.
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Jonah showers first. I listen to the water running, the way he coughs once, sharp and surprised by the cold, then lets the heat fill the room with steam. I sit on the edge of the bed, shivering, the chill of the apartment settling into my bones now that the adrenaline has dropped. My dress is on the floor, a green pool in the gray light. I want to leave it there as a monument, a crime scene outline of the woman who wore it.

He comes out, towel wrapped low, hair slicked back and dripping onto his shoulders. I watch him in the dresser mirror, the way he rubs lotion into his hands, how he frowns at a patch of dry skin on his elbow. The body is so familiar I could reconstruct it from memory: muscle and bone, a dozen remembered gestures—how he scratches his neck when he’s nervous, the way he folds his socks before bed.

He catches my gaze in the mirror and smiles, eyes softening. “You cold?” he asks.

I shrug, wrapping a sheet around myself. “A little.”

He crosses to me, sits beside me on the bed. His thigh presses against mine, radiating heat. He touches my face, thumb tracing the line of my jaw, then kisses me. The taste of mint and skin. It’s gentle, then urgent, as if he’s remembering the last time he felt truly welcome inside me. I let him kiss me, let his hand slide up my thigh, the pressure deliberate but cautious. Tonight he is wary, as if approaching a feral thing that might bite.

I respond—enough to satisfy the script—but my body is an autonomous thing, performing a role perfected over years. I feel his hands, his weight, the way he gauges my response, the silent calculation in his touch. I think of the young waiter, how easily I could have pulled him into the restaurant bathroom and let him fuck me against the tile, just for the shock of it. I think of Elias, his hands smudged with graphite, the hungry way he watched me in the café, the promise in his smile. I want that hunger, the kind that eats you from the inside out.

Jonah kisses down my shoulder, murmurs my name. I turn to face him, let my lips find his, but the movement feels distant, like operating a marionette from another room. He pushes inside me, slow and careful, as if the whole body is a wound he might reopen. I bite his shoulder, just to feel something sharp. He groans, thrusts deeper, and I close my eyes, letting my mind drift.

I imagine Elias’s hand on my throat, the weight of his body pinning me to a table, the sweet burn of being truly seen. The thought makes me tremble. Jonah feels it and takes it as encouragement, his rhythm picking up, breath hot on my ear. He comes quickly, stifling the sound in my hair, then collapses beside me, arm heavy across my stomach.

He’s asleep within minutes. I stare at the ceiling, counting the cracks, the slow spread of moonlight across the plaster. My body is sticky with sweat and other fluids, the smell of sex already curdling in the air. I want to scrub it off, to be clean again, but I’m too tired to move.

I roll over, away from him, and watch the city through the window. The lights are cold and unwavering. I imagine Elias awake in his own bed, sketching the darkness, capturing the exact angle of my shoulder as it curves away from the man beside me. I wonder if he is alone, or if he has already found someone else to occupy his hands, his mouth, his hunger.

My phone glows on the nightstand. I reach for it, thumb searching out the message icon before I’ve made the conscious decision to use it. I scroll through my contacts, stop at Elias’s name. For a moment, I hesitate, fingers hovering above the keys. The urge to confess is overwhelming, but I know he doesn’t want confession. He wants the raw material, the story, the body in flux.

I type: About that proper subject…

I stare at the words, then add: Let me know when you’re ready.

I hit send. The silence afterward is pure and clean.

I place the phone face down, the glass still warm from my touch. My heart races—nervous, giddy, feral.

I glance at Jonah, his mouth slack, breathing steady and untroubled. I study the line of his back, the way the moon paints him in blue and shadow. For a moment, I almost reach out to touch him, to pull him back into the orbit of my gravity. But then I remember the way he lied, the ease of it, the years spent pretending neither of us would ever stray.

Instead, I roll onto my side, drag the sheet up to my chin, and let the night take me.

I dream of hands: one set strong and insistent, another patient and knowing. I dream of being drawn, erased, and drawn again. I dream of a woman in a green dress, walking out of a restaurant into the cold, the streetlights flickering as she passes. I dream of eyes watching me, not with judgment, but with the promise of understanding.

When I wake, the city is quiet; the sheets are tangled around my legs, and the phone glows with a new message. My hands tremble as I reach for it.

I don’t bother reading it right away. I just hold it, feel its weight in my palm, and savor the knowledge that, at last, someone is waiting for my answer.

I turn away from Jonah’s sleeping form, a small, private smile curving my lips.

The secret is out now, and it’s beautiful.
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