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Chapter 1 — Madrid

Naya Okonkwo looked first.

She knew the rules of these things. The press trip dinners were a performance of camaraderie, a table of strangers bound by a shared host—in this case, the Spanish Ministry of Culture—and a mutual, unspoken agreement to be professionally pleasant. She was the odd one out: the PhD candidate shadowing the arts journalists, there to observe the observers. Her notebook lay open beside her water glass, her pen uncapped. Her dissertation chapter on the curated nationalism of the Prado’s new ‘Global Perspectives’ wing was due in eleven days. She did not have time to notice a man.

But she noticed Eitan Reyes.

He sat diagonally across the table, three seats down, next to a German correspondent who was loudly debating the merits of Iberian ham versus prosciutto. Eitan wasn’t listening. He turned his wine glass by the stem, watching the liquid swirl. The motion looked idle, but his attention wasn’t. He held the posture of someone used to waiting in stillness—a coiled, patient energy. The scar through his right eyebrow was a pale, jagged line in the warm restaurant light. It didn’t make him look tough; it made him look like a page that had been torn and badly mended.

He looked up from his glass, and his gaze landed on her. Not a scanning glance, but a direct, unapologetic hold. His eyes were a dark, liquid brown, the kind that absorbed light. For three seconds, the noise of the table—the clatter of cutlery, the laugh of the ministry liaison, the German’s ongoing pork dissertation—faded into a low hum. Heat climbed the back of Naya’s neck. She was caught. She’d been the one looking.

She dropped her eyes to her notebook, her braids swinging forward to curtain her face. She wrote, The performance of intimacy is a currency in these spaces. See: the hand on the shoulder, the shared laugh, the strategic eye contact. She underlined strategic eye contact twice, the pen digging into the paper.

When she risked another glance, he was smiling. Not at her, but at something the liaison had said—a polite upturn of his lips that didn’t reach his eyes. He had a good mouth, she noted with academic detachment. A defined cupid’s bow, a lower lip that was fuller. It was the mouth of someone who’d learned to talk his way into and out of places.

The dinner wound on. Plates were cleared. Coffee was served. Naya’s advisor, Dr. Chen, leaned over. “You’re quiet tonight. Everything alright?”

“Just taking it in,” Naya said, which was her default answer. Taking it in was her job. To observe, to annotate, to synthesize. To perform competence so seamlessly it became indistinguishable from her actual mind. She’d been doing it since she was sixteen, landing in a Connecticut boarding school on a scholarship, the only Nigerian girl in her dorm. Performance was a survival skill. It was also, she was beginning to suspect, a cage.

A collective movement signaled the end. Chairs scraped. Jackets were retrieved. The group spilled out onto the cobbled street, the Madrid night cool and smelling of diesel and frying oil. The plan was to move to a nearby bar for a nightcap Naya did not want.

“I think I’ll head back to the hotel,” she said to Dr. Chen. “I want to get my notes in order.”

“Sure, sure. Don’t work too hard.” Dr. Chen patted her arm and was swept into the current of bodies.

Naya turned in the opposite direction, pulling her thin blazer tighter. Her hotel was a fifteen-minute walk. She welcomed the solitude, the chance to let her face relax from its pleasant, engaged mask.

She’d made it two blocks when she heard footsteps behind her, matching her pace. Her spine stiffened. She slid her hand into her bag, fingers closing around her keys.

“It’s a safe neighborhood,” a voice said, low and lightly accented—American, but with a faint, unplaceable rhythm underneath. “But the keys between the fingers trick only works in movies. You’re more likely to hurt yourself.”

Naya stopped and turned. Eitan Reyes stood there, hands in the pockets of a worn leather jacket. The streetlight haloed his short, dark hair.

“Are you giving me security tips?” she asked, her voice cooler than she felt.

“I’m saying if you’re worried, I’ll walk with you. My hotel is that way anyway.” He nodded in the direction she was heading.

“How do you know where my hotel is?”

“The ministry packet. We’re all at the same place. You’re in 408. I’m in 512.” He started walking, forcing her to fall in step or stand there arguing. She walked.

“That’s a breach of privacy.”

“It’s a printed list in a welcome folder, Dr. Okonkwo.”

“I’m not a doctor yet.”

“You will be.” He said it with a certainty that disarmed her. “Art history, right? Columbia.”

“You’ve done your homework.”

“I was curious. You spent the whole dinner writing in that notebook. Everyone else was either networking or getting drunk. You were working.”

“And you were watching.”

He glanced at her, that faint smile returning. “I was. You have a very focused frown. It’s impressive.”

Naya didn’t know what to do with that. Compliments on her focus were common. Compliments on her frown were not. They walked in silence for a minute, the sound of their footsteps echoing in the narrow street.

“Why?” she finally asked.

“Why was I watching?”

“Why are you walking with me now?”

He considered this. “I’ve been in conflict zones for the better part of a decade. You get used to reading rooms, reading people. It’s a habit. You walk into a space and you immediately identify the exits, the potential threats, the person who seems the most… real. Tonight, that was you. You weren’t performing.”

Naya let out a short, incredulous laugh. “You have no idea how wrong you are.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But your performance is better. More layered.”

They reached the hotel, a grand old building with gleaming brass and potted ferns. He held the heavy door open for her. The lobby was quiet, just the night clerk tapping at a computer.

They stood awkwardly by the elevators. The intimacy of the walk evaporated, replaced by the fluorescent glare and the faint smell of floor polish.

“Well,” Naya said. “Thank you for the escort. And the security critique.”

“Anytime.” He pressed the elevator call button. “What’s your chapter about? The one you were working on.”

The question surprised her. People usually asked about her topic, then their eyes glazed over after thirty seconds. He was asking about the chapter, the specific, granular work of it. “The fiction of neutrality in museum curation. Using the Prado’s rehang as a case study.”

The elevator arrived with a soft ding. They stepped in. He pressed ‘4’ and ‘5’.

“So you’re an expert in things that are presented as one thing but are actually another,” he said as the doors closed.

The small space felt suddenly smaller. He leaned against the mirrored wall, facing her. She could see the fatigue under his eyes, the permanent tan that spoke of too much sun in too many harsh places.

“I suppose I am,” she said.

“Me too.” The elevator stopped on the fourth floor. The doors slid open. “Goodnight, Naya.”

She stepped out. “Goodnight, Eitan.”

The doors closed, and she was alone in the hushed corridor. She leaned back against the wall for a second, her heart doing a slow, heavy thump. Real, he’d said. She felt anything but.



Back in her room, Naya couldn’t settle. Her notes seemed juvenile. The silence was too thick. She changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt, made a cup of terrible instant coffee from the hospitality tray, and sat at the desk by the window. She tried to write. The gaze of the institution is never neutral. She stared at the sentence until the words lost meaning.

A soft knock at her door made her jump.

She peered through the peephole. Eitan stood there, still in his jacket, holding a bottle of wine and two plastic cups from the bathroom.

She opened the door a crack. “Lost?”

“Couldn’t sleep. Thought you might still be working. This,” he lifted the bottle, “is a peace offering for the stalker vibes earlier.”

“It’s past midnight.”

“I’m a photojournalist. My body has no idea what time it is in any given country. Can I come in? Or I can leave the bottle.”

She should say no. She should close the door. She was a woman alone in a foreign hotel room with a man she’d known for three hours. Every performance of competence she’d ever mastered screamed at her to shut it.

She opened the door wider. “I have instant coffee.”

“Tragic.” He walked in, taking in the room—the neat bed, the open laptop, her braids piled in a loose bun on top of her head. He set the wine on the desk and worked the cork out with a keychain corkscrew he produced from his pocket. He filled the two plastic cups. “To better hotel amenities.”

She took the cup. “What’s your excuse?”

“For?”

“For not sleeping. You said I was working. What’s your reason?”

He took a long sip, his throat working. “I just filed photos from a protest in Barcelona. Two days ago. Kids throwing fireworks at police vans. The smoke was this perfect, billowing gray against a blue sky. It looked… beautiful. That’s the problem. I caught the perfect composition of a thing that was, at its heart, ugly and desperate. My editor loved them. So I can’t sleep.”

He said it plainly, without self-pity. It was a statement of fact. Naya understood that. The dissonance between the thing itself and the presentation of the thing. It was the core of her dissertation.

“So you’re hiding from your own good work,” she said.

He looked at her, surprised, then laughed. It was a real laugh, warmer than his smile. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

They drank the wine. It was cheap and a little too sweet, but it did the job. They talked. He told her about growing up in Miami, the son of a Chilean mother and a Jewish father from Queens, neither of whom understood why he needed to go where the bombs were. She told him about Lagos, about moving to the States for school, about the specific pressure of being the scholarship kid who could never, ever stumble.

“And the PhD?” he asked. They were sitting on the floor, backs against the side of the bed, the bottle nearly empty between them.

“It’s the ultimate performance,” she admitted, the wine loosening her tongue. “Prove you belong in the room, then spend years deconstructing the architecture of the room itself. It’s meta as hell.”

“And after? When you’re Dr. Okonkwo?”

“Professor Okonkwo, hopefully. Tenure track. More rooms to deconstruct.” It sounded hollow even to her.

“You don’t sound excited.”

“I’m excited to have done it. To have proven I can. The rest…” She trailed off, swirled the dregs in her cup. “It just feels like the next script.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I know that feeling. The embed in Aleppo that got me this,” he pointed to his eyebrow, “was because it was the hardest thing to get. I had to prove I could. After I got stitched up, my hands wouldn’t stop shaking for a week. But I’d proven it.”

“Why do we do that?” she asked, looking at him. Really looking. The scar, the tired eyes, the good mouth. He was handsome, but it was a worn handsomeness, like a coin that had been in circulation too long.

“Because the alternative is admitting we’re scared,” he said softly.

The air in the room changed. The space between them on the floral carpet seemed to contract, charged with a new, dangerous voltage. The professional curiosity, the shared commiseration, it had all been a kind of foreplay, Naya realized. A slow, verbal circling. And now they were here.

Eitan reached out, not for her, but for her empty cup. His fingers brushed against hers. A simple point of contact. Her skin sparked.

He took the cup, set it aside with his. Then he turned his hand, palm up, on the carpet between them. An invitation. A question.

Naya’s breath caught. Every rule, every performance, shouted a warning. This was reckless. He was a transient man in a hotel room. She had a chapter due.

She placed her hand in his.

His fingers closed around hers, calloused and strong. He didn’t pull her toward him. He simply held on, his thumb dragging across the backs of her knuckles in a slow, steady rhythm that pulled her focus down to that single point of contact.

“This feels like the first non-strategic thing I’ve done all year,” she whispered.

“Me too.” His voice came out rough. He raised their joined hands, turned hers palm-up, and pressed his mouth to the center. The wet heat of it jolted straight between her legs. She gasped.

He looked up at her, eyes dark. “Tell me to stop, Naya.”

She should have. She knew that. Instead she lifted her free hand and traced the line of his scar with her fingertip. He flinched, barely, but stayed still and let her touch the raised ridge of tissue. The intimacy of it landed deeper than any kiss.

“I don’t want you to stop,” she said.

That was all he needed.

He let go of her hand to cradle her face, his palms surprisingly careful. He leaned in, giving her one last beat to pull away, then his mouth covered hers.

The kiss was nothing gentle. It was hot and searching, tasting of cheap red wine and something rawer beneath. His lips pressed firm, his tongue sweeping in with a confident stroke that pulled a moan from her throat. He kissed the way he seemed to do everything—focused, reading every shift of her body, adjusting pressure and angle without breaking contact.

He pulled her onto his lap so she straddled him. The solid weight of his thighs under her and the thick ridge of his cock already straining against his jeans and pressing up into the seam of her sweatpants sent a hard pulse of heat through her. She ground down on him without thinking, a raw, instinctive roll of her hips. He groaned into her mouth, fingers tightening on her hips.

“Fuck,” he breathed against her lips. “You’re—”

She cut him off with another kiss, sucking his lower lip between her teeth, her hands fisted tight in his hair. The leather of his jacket creaked under her grip. This was reckless. This was exactly what she needed. This was the first thing in years that felt real instead of performed.

He broke the kiss, breath coming ragged. He shrugged out of his jacket without letting her go, then slid his hands under her t-shirt, palms rough and hot as they moved up her ribs. He found the edge of her cotton sports bra and cupped her through it, thumbs rubbing over her nipples until they tightened into aching points.

“Off,” he growled, tugging at the hem. She raised her arms. He stripped the shirt and bra away in one motion. Cool hotel air hit her skin, chased immediately by the heat of his stare. His gaze moved over her breasts, her stomach, slow and deliberate, like he was memorizing the shape of her.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and for once the words didn’t land like a line. They sounded like he’d just discovered something he hadn’t expected.

He bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth. Wet heat closed around it. She cried out. He sucked hard, then dragged his tongue across the tip before catching it lightly between his teeth. The sharp little spark of pain shot straight to her clit. She arched into him, head tipping back. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same focused attention while his hand slid down between them. He pressed the heel of his palm against her through the sweatpants, rubbing in slow, firm circles that made the fabric drag wetly against her.

She was soaked through already. He felt it. A low sound left him. He hooked his fingers in the waistband. “These too.”

She lifted her hips. He shoved the sweatpants and underwear down her legs, not bothering to pull them all the way off, just leaving them bunched at her knees so she was spread open on his lap.

He looked down between them at the dark curls and the slick shine of her cunt. The sound that came out of him was raw. He dragged two fingers through her folds, gathering wetness, then brought them up to circle her clit in a slow, deliberate stroke.

Naya jerked, a broken gasp tearing out of her. His touch was precise, pressure just right, the circles tight and torturous. She was already close, strung too tight from the whole night, from the conversation, from the sheer wrongness of wanting him this badly.

“Eitan,” she pleaded.

He understood. He shifted her just enough to unbuckle his belt, shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down only as far as he needed. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed dark at the head, a bead of pre-cum already gathered at the slit. He wrapped his hand around the base—her wetness still slick on his fingers—and gave himself one slow stroke.

He lined up, the blunt head nudging against her entrance. His eyes met hers, nearly black. “You’re sure?”

She sank down onto him in answer.

The stretch burned, slow and relentless, forcing her open around the thick length of him until she was seated fully, cunt fluttering around the invasion. She stayed there, breathing through it, adjusting to the deep, perfect fullness. His forehead dropped to her shoulder. His whole body shook with the effort of holding still.

“Move,” she whispered against his ear.

His hands gripped her hips and lifted her, then guided her back down. They found a rhythm—slow, deep, grinding. She rode him, using his shoulders for leverage, her breasts bouncing with every descent. Each time she took him to the hilt he rubbed against that spot inside her that made her vision spark.

He leaned in and sucked her nipple back into his mouth, hard, while he thrust up to meet her. The double hit of sensation pulled a loud, unfiltered moan from her. She didn’t care who heard.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, voice guttural. “Let me watch you come.”

She slid a hand between their bodies, found her swollen clit with two fingers, and rubbed in quick, tight circles. The added pressure pushed her straight to the edge. Her movements turned sloppy, desperate. He was grunting with every thrust now, fingers digging hard into the flesh of her ass.

“I’m gonna—” she choked.

“Come,” he said. “Come on my cock, Naya.”

The filthy command broke her. Orgasm crashed through her in a hard, clenching wave. Her cunt spasmed around him, milking his length in rhythmic pulses while she cried out, body bowing back. He held her through it, thrusting up into the tight grip of her release.

The sensation dragged his own orgasm out of him. He buried himself deep with a ragged groan, hips jerking as he came, flooding her with heat. She collapsed against his chest, both of them slick with sweat, breathing in broken sync.

For a long time the only sounds were their slowing breaths and the low hum of traffic outside. He was still inside her, softening. His arms came around her, holding her close in the quiet.

It was then, in the silent hotel room with her body still humming and sated, that the first cold thread of reality slid back in. This was a one-night stand. He would leave. She had a chapter due. This was not part of any plan.

He shifted, lifting her off him with care. He pulled his jeans up, then reached for her sweatpants and helped her back into them, the tenderness of it somehow more exposing than the sex. He handed her the t-shirt. She pulled it on. The fabric carried his scent now—leather, wine, sweat, sex.

He sat back against the bed, watching her. “That was…”

“A mistake?” she offered, trying for light, trying to pull some control back into her hands.

He shook his head, slow. “No. Not a mistake. But… complicated.”

She nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. The performance was finished. She was just Naya again, naked under her clothes, sitting in a hotel room with a stranger who had just watched her come apart completely.

“I should go,” he said, but he didn’t move.

“Yeah.”

He reached out and tucked a stray braid behind her ear. His touch stayed unbearably gentle. “Can I see you tomorrow? Before you fly out?”

The question hung between them. She could say no. She should say no. Clean break. Back to the script.

“Breakfast,” she heard herself answer. “In the lobby. Nine.”

A real smile, one that reached his eyes, transformed his face. “Nine.”

He stood, shrugged into his jacket, picked up the empty wine bottle. At the door he paused and looked back at her. “Get some sleep, Naya.”

Then he was gone.

She stayed on the floor, the ghost of him still between her legs, the taste of him still on her tongue. Exhilarated. Terrified. She had stepped outside the performance for one night. Now she had to step back in, knowing exactly what waited on the other side.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. An email notification. Subject line: Reminder: F-1 Visa Status Update Required – Columbia International Students Office.

The real world, with its deadlines and its consequences, came crashing back in. She closed her eyes, but all she could see was the look on his face when he’d asked to see her tomorrow. A look that felt like the start of something and the end of something else, all at once.

She didn’t sleep. She showered, letting the water strip away the smell of him, the physical evidence, but not the memory. It was carved into her now: the weight of his body, the scrape of his calluses, the guttural sound he’d made when he came. She toweled off and stared at her reflection. Her lips were slightly swollen. Her eyes looked different—not tired, but awake, like something had startled her into clarity.

She tried to work. The sentence on her screen—The gaze of the institution is never neutral—now felt laughably personal. She typed a new one. The fiction of a one-night stand is that it exists outside of narrative. It is always a prologue or an epilogue. Deleted it. Too neat. Too true.

At 8:45 she dressed with deliberate care. Dark jeans, a cream-colored sweater, her glasses. Armor. She rewound her braids into a tight, neat crown. Performance gear.

He was already in the lobby, leaning against the reception desk, talking to the clerk. He’d changed into a clean gray t-shirt and the same leather jacket. He saw her and straightened, the conversation ending with a nod. His eyes tracked her approach, taking in the outfit, the hair, the face. She felt the weight of that look on her skin.

“You look…” he began.

“Don’t,” she cut in, softer than she’d meant to. “Let’s just get coffee.”

He fell into step beside her. They found a small café a block away, all chrome and steam. They ordered at the counter—an Americano for him, a cortado for her—and took a table by the window. Morning sun cut across everything: crumbs on the table, the tired lines around his eyes, the tight set of his shoulders.

“I have a flight at two,” she said, stirring her coffee for something to do with her hands.

“JFK?”

She nodded.

“I’m headed to Istanbul tomorrow. Maybe Gaza after, if the crossing opens.”

Of course. He was a man already moving toward the next thing. The hotel room had been a pause, nothing more. She sipped her coffee. It was excellent, rich and bitter.

“About last night,” he started.

“We don’t have to do this,” she said. “It was what it was. Two adults. A nice interlude. No expectations.” The words came out smooth, practiced. She’d rehearsed them in the shower.

He watched her, head tilted. “You’re very good at that.”

“At what?”

“The brush-off. The ‘this meant nothing’ speech. It’s almost convincing.”

Heat flared beneath her skin, a sudden rush that prickled at the base of her throat. “What do you want me to say, Eitan? That it was magical? That I’ll think of you every time I look at a museum placard? It was sex. Good sex. But it was still just sex.”

He leaned forward, elbows braced on the table, voice dropping low enough that the couple at the next table wouldn’t catch it. “It wasn’t just sex for me. And I don’t think it was for you, either. You don’t let someone trace your scar because you’re horny.”

The words landed like a fist under the ribs. She looked away, out the window at the Madrid street where people hurried past with briefcases and coffee cups, their faces blurred by the glass. “What do you want?”

“I don’t know.” He dragged a hand through his hair, leaving it standing in uneven spikes. “A connection. Something that isn’t transactional or temporary. Last night felt like that. For a few hours, I wasn’t a ghost with a camera. I was a man in a room with a woman who saw me. Really saw me.”

Her throat tightened around the words she didn’t say. She knew the feeling—the raw, terrifying relief of being seen without the performance. “That’s a lot of weight to put on a hotel hookup.”

“Is it?” He held her gaze, steady. “You felt it too. Don’t lie to us both.”

She couldn’t lie. Not with the memory of his mouth on her palm still burning there, the scrape of his teeth against the thin skin. She exhaled, slow and controlled. “I felt it. But feeling something doesn’t change reality. You’re going to Gaza. I’m defending a dissertation in three months. My visa expires in thirty days.”

The last part slipped out raw. She hadn’t meant to say it. It was the ugly truth she kept folded small.

His expression shifted, the intensity easing into something quieter. “Your visa?”

“F-1 student visa. It expires. I’ve applied for the OPT extension—the work permit after studies—but it’s a lottery. A gamble. My hearing is in ninety days. If the OPT isn’t approved by then…” She shrugged, the motion tight. “I have to leave. Dissertation unfinished. Everything unfinished.”

“Shit, Naya.”

“It’s fine. It’s my problem. I’ll figure it out.” The old mantra. I’ll figure it out. She always had.

He stayed quiet for a long moment, staring into his coffee. The café hummed around them—espresso machine hissing, chairs scraping, low voices in Spanish and English. “There are other ways,” he said finally, so quietly she almost missed it.

“What?”

He looked up. His eyes had changed, sharper now, the photographer calculating light and angle. “To stay. Other visas. Green cards.”

A cold knot pulled tight in her stomach. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“I’m just stating a fact. Marriage to a U.S. citizen is a path to permanent residency.”

She laughed, short and sharp. “Oh my God. You are. You’re actually suggesting a green card marriage. After one night.”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m just… putting an idea on the table.”

“Why? Why would you even think that? For me? You don’t know me.”

“I know enough.” He lifted one finger. “You’re brilliant.” A second. “You’re driven.” A third. “You’re scared, and you hate that you’re scared, so you work twice as hard to hide it. I know that the idea of being forced to stop, of having your work taken from you because of a piece of paper, is your personal hell. And I know that last night wasn’t just sex for either of us.” He leaned closer, voice dropping to a near-whisper. “And I have a problem, too. A big one. I need a security clearance for an embed I want—a serious one, with the Marines in Lebanon. They do deep background checks. They look for stability. A history of addresses. I’ve been living out of a duffel bag and Airbnb’s for ten years. I look like a flight risk. A liability. A stable home address, a marriage… it would help. A lot.”

The pieces locked together with a clean, metallic click. The cold knot turned to ice. “So this is a transaction. You get your clearance. I get my green card.”

“It would be a mutual solution. A contract. Ninety days of cohabitation for the immigration interview process. We share an apartment, we pass the interviews, we pass the home inspection. After your green card is conditional, after my clearance goes through… we re-evaluate.”

“Re-evaluate.” She repeated the word like it tasted foreign on her tongue.

“We see where we are. What we want.”

She stood so fast her chair legs shrieked against the tile. “I need air.”

She didn’t wait. She pushed through the door onto the street, the cool air hitting her face like a slap. He followed, catching up in a few strides.

“Naya, wait.”

“You’re insane. You’re proposing a business deal over breakfast. After we… God.” She wrapped her arms around herself, walking fast, the pavement uneven under her shoes.

“I’m proposing a solution to both of our problems with someone I actually like and respect! Someone I’m attracted to! That’s more than most of these arrangements get.”

She whirled on him. “And what happens in ninety days? We get divorced? Or do we ‘re-evaluate’ over another bottle of hotel wine?”

“I don’t know!” Frustration cut through his voice. “But isn’t it better than the alternative? You packing your life into two suitcases and flying back to Lagos with your dissertation half-written? Me losing the embed because the U.S. government thinks I’m a nomad with nothing to lose?”

The image hit hard—the shame of return, the unfinished work, the silence from her family, their disappointment settling heavy in her chest.

“It’s fraud,” she whispered.

“It’s a contract. Between two consenting adults. We would be married, legally. We would share a home, legally. The intimacy… that would be up to us. The contract would cover cohabitation and presentation. Nothing else.”

Nothing else. The words hung between them, flattening the memory of the night before into something smaller. But beneath the outrage, a colder, sharper part of her mind was already turning the idea over. It could work. He’s a U.S. citizen. He’s gainfully employed. He’s not a stranger, not exactly. And the stakes for him are real, too. He needs something. That makes it an exchange, not a charity.

“Why me?” she asked, voice smaller now. “You could find anyone. An ex-girlfriend. A friend.”

He stepped closer, inside her space. She could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw. “Because I don’t want to do this with anyone else. Because when I thought of it—and yes, the idea occurred to me last night, after, when I saw that visa email on your phone—the only face I could picture across the interview table was yours. Because I think we could actually do it. I think we could fool them. And I think…” He hesitated, then said the dangerous thing. “I think we might not be fooling each other.”

Her heart knocked hard against her ribs. Sunlight caught the corner of her eye. She felt stripped bare, transparent. He was offering her a way out. A dangerous, ridiculous, potentially life-ruining way out. But a way out nonetheless.

“I have to think,” she said.

“Of course. You have my number. Text me. Call me. Whatever.” He reached out, fingers almost brushing her arm, then pulled back. “My flight to Istanbul is tomorrow evening. The offer stands until then.”

He turned and walked away, back toward the hotel, leaving her on the Madrid sidewalk with her future split into two impossible paths.



The flight back to New York was a blur of recirculated air and the low thrum of engines. She opened her laptop, closed it. Opened a document titled “Chapter 3 Draft,” typed The fiction of choice is often a curation of desperation, and closed it again. She stared out the window at the endless blue Atlantic.

He was right. About all of it. The OPT lottery was a crapshoot. Her odds were less than fifty percent. Returning home without her doctorate would be a professional and personal failure she wasn’t sure she could survive. Her family’s pride was a currency she’d been trading on for years. She couldn’t devalue it now.

And he needed something, too. That was crucial. It made the whole thing feel less like charity and more like a trade. A business arrangement between two professionals.

With someone I actually like and respect. Someone I’m attracted to.

The memory of his hands on her hips, his mouth on her nipple, his cock filling her—it wasn’t just a memory. It was a live wire. The grip of his fingers digging into her skin. The wet heat of his tongue circling, sucking, the sharp pull that made her back arch. The thick stretch as he pushed inside, the way he’d groaned against her throat when she took all of him. It was evidence the attraction was real, potent. Could that be a foundation? Or would it poison the well, make the performance messier?

She landed at JFK in a freezing February rain that needled against her coat. The immigration officer at passport control took her time, flipping through the well-stamped pages of her Nigerian passport, glancing at her F-1 visa, then at her face. “Purpose of return?”

“I’m a student at Columbia University,” Naya said, voice steady, pleasant. The performance.

The officer stamped her in. “Welcome back.”

Her apartment in Morningside Heights was a studio, cramped with books stacked on every surface. The silence pressed in. She dropped her bag and stood in the center of the room. This place, her sanctuary for three years, now felt like a holding cell with an expiration date.

She pulled out her phone. His number was there, a Madrid area code followed by ten digits. Eitan (Press Trip), she’d saved it as, a blandly professional label that was now a joke.

She didn’t call. She texted. Three words.

Naya: Send the contract.

The reply came twenty minutes later, as she was unpacking her toiletries.

Eitan: I will. Are you sure?

She wasn’t. She would never be sure. But she typed the word anyway, her thumb hovering over the send button for a full minute before pressing it.

Naya: Yes.



The contract arrived via a secure link two days later. It was five pages of stark, single-spaced legalese. It outlined the terms: a ninety-day period of cohabitation in a shared residence in New York City. The goal: to successfully apply for and obtain a conditional marriage-based green card for Naya, and to provide Eitan with a stable, verifiable domestic history for his security clearance application.

It specified financials: they would open a joint bank account for shared expenses, each contributing fifty percent. They would file joint taxes. They would obtain a shared lease. It outlined the “performance” requirements: they must be able to pass a USCIS interview and a potential home inspection, demonstrating a “shared life.” It listed suggested evidence: photographs, correspondence, affidavits from friends.

Clause 7.3 was the one she read three times. This agreement pertains solely to the legal and practical obligations of cohabitation and presentation for the purposes stated above. Any romantic or sexual interaction between the Parties is expressly outside the scope of this contract and shall be considered a separate, personal matter, subject to ongoing mutual consent and revocable at any time by either Party.

It was the most clinical way to say what happens in the apartment stays in the apartment.

She had it reviewed by a friend from law school, who called her after reading it, voice hushed with disbelief. “Naya, this is insane. The immigration fraud alone…”

“It’s not fraud if we’re actually married and living together,” Naya said, repeating the line she’d practiced, though both of them knew intent was the dangerous part.

“It’s fraud if the primary purpose is the visa. You know that. The risk… if you get caught, you’re barred for life. He could face fines, maybe jail.”

“We won’t get caught.”

A long pause. “Do you trust him?”

Did she? She trusted his self-interest. She trusted that he needed the clearance as badly as she needed the visa. That was a stronger bond than affection, she told herself. Mutual leverage was the most stable foundation there was.

“I trust the contract,” she said finally.

She signed it electronically. He countersigned an hour later. The following week, they met at the Brooklyn Municipal Building at eight in the morning. A bleak gray sky pressed low over the city, and the wind sliced through the wool of her coat, carrying the metallic bite of the East River. He waited on the steps, clean-shaven for the first time she could remember, wearing a navy suit that pulled slightly at the shoulders and looked as though it had been rented for the day. He looked like a stranger again, a handsome, severe stranger with his hands shoved into his pockets and his jaw set.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

No kiss. No touch. They walked inside together, through the metal detectors that beeped and hummed, and took a paper number from the dispenser. The waiting room smelled of floor wax and old coffee. They sat on hard plastic chairs among other couples—some beaming, some scrolling through their phones with bored expressions, some staring straight ahead with the same shell-shocked stillness she felt settling across her own face.

When their number flashed on the screen, they stood before a bored city clerk whose tie was already loosened. The ceremony took less than three minutes. They recited the mandated lines—“I do,” “I do”—and exchanged no rings. The clerk asked if they wanted to kiss. It was in the script; they had discussed it beforehand. A quick peck for the witness, for the photograph the clerk would take.

Eitan turned to her. His eyes gave nothing away. He cupped her face, his palms cool and dry against her cheeks. He leaned in. She expected the brush of lips she had braced for, a dry, performative touch meant only for the record.

It was not that.

His mouth met hers and it was the same kiss from Madrid—hot, deliberate, full of the same focused intent. His lips parted hers, and his tongue tasted her for one long, deliberate second before he pulled back. Five seconds, maybe. It felt longer. Heat spread up her throat and across her chest; her knees softened under her. She tasted the faint trace of mint on his breath and felt the press of his thumb against her cheekbone.

The clerk, looking marginally less bored, raised the Polaroid camera. It whirred and spat the square out into Eitan’s waiting hand. He passed it to her without meeting her eyes. In the developing image her lips were parted, her eyes wide. He looked focused, possessive. It was a photograph of a man kissing his bride like he meant it.

“Congratulations,” the clerk said flatly, stamping their license with a heavy metal seal.

They walked back out into the cold. The Polaroid was already darkening in her hand, the image settling into proof.

“That was more than the script called for,” she said. Her voice came out thinner than she intended.

He studied the license in his own hand, then glanced at her. “I know. I’m sorry. Or I’m not. I’m not sure which.”

He flagged a cab. They had one more stop: the apartment. He had found it, a one-bedroom in Crown Heights, and signed the lease with both their names already printed on it. They were moving in that afternoon. Their first night as a married couple in their shared home.

The cab ride passed in silence. The apartment sat on the third floor of a brownstone whose front steps were cracked and uneven. Inside, the space ran long and narrow, railroad-style, with high ceilings and hardwood floors scarred by decades of tenants. It was empty except for a queen-sized mattress still wrapped in plastic on the bedroom floor and two suitcases—his beat-up black duffel by the door, hers the hard-shell roller she had wheeled over from her studio.

They stood in the living room. The only sound was the steady hiss of the radiator.

“I’ll take the left side of the bed,” he said finally, his voice carrying in the empty space. “You take the right. We can get a divider. A body pillow. Whatever you need.”

“Okay.”

“We should go to the bank tomorrow. Open the joint account.”

“Okay.”

He ran a hand over his face. The suit seemed to constrain him. “Naya.”

She looked at him.

“We can do this,” he said, though it sounded like a question.

She nodded, hugging her arms around herself. The Polaroid’s sharp edge pressed against her ribs through the coat pocket. “We have to.”

That night they ate takeout sushi on the floor, sitting cross-legged on opposite sides of the mattress after they had peeled away its plastic. They had bought cheap sheets and one duvet at the store down the block. The room felt like a dorm, a prison cell, a honeymoon suite all at once.

They brushed their teeth in the tiny bathroom, elbows bumping. He used the left side of the sink; she used the right. His toothbrush was black, hers blue. A quiet, terrifying domesticity settled over them.

She changed in the bathroom into long pajama pants and a tank top. When she came out he was already in bed on his left side, wearing only sweatpants, his back to her. The line of his spine looked tight beneath his skin.

She turned off the light and slid beneath the duvet on her own side, pressing as close to the edge as the mattress allowed. The space between them felt wide and cold. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, listening to his breathing. It was not steady. He was not asleep either.

After what felt like an hour, he spoke into the dark, his voice rough. “The inspector will look for signs. Toothbrushes together. Clothes intermixed. Indentations on both sides of the bed.”

“I know.”

“We should… we should get closer. So the sheets are rumpled in the middle. For tomorrow.”

Her heart pounded against her ribs. “Okay.”

She felt him shift, rolling onto his back, then moving toward the center. She did the same until their shoulders nearly touched. Heat radiated from his skin in the cool room. She could smell the clean, woodsy trace of his soap.

“This is fucking surreal,” he whispered.

A short, unsteady laugh rose in her chest. She swallowed it. “Yes.”

He turned his head on the pillow. In the faint light from the streetlamp leaking through the blinds she could see the line of his profile, the small scar cutting through his eyebrow.

“In Madrid,” he said quietly. “That was real. For the record.”

She turned her head to meet his gaze. “This feels real, too. In a much weirder way.”

His hand found hers under the duvet. He did not lace their fingers, only covered her hand with his, a solid, warm weight. “Go to sleep, Naya. Tomorrow we start studying.”

She closed her eyes. His hand stayed where it was. The contract was signed. The marriage was legal. The bed was shared. The performance had begun.

Beneath his palm her pulse beat hard and fast, a rhythm that had nothing to do with the part they were supposed to play.


Chapter 2 — The Performance Begins

The alarm blared at six-thirty. Naya had lain awake since five, the new ring a strange weight on her finger, the slow rhythm of another person breathing in the dark, the lingering heat of Eitan’s hand near hers on the mattress. He’d drifted to his edge of the bed sometime in the night, but the sheets between them looked lived-in, convincingly disheveled. One small point scored.

She silenced the alarm on her phone at once, not wanting to startle him. She needn’t have worried. The moment the sound died, his voice came from the other side, rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

She rolled onto her back. “You’re awake.”

“Combat journalist,” he said, the words dry. “Sleeping in is a luxury you unlearn.” He sat up, the duvet sliding to his waist. Grey t-shirt. She wore an old Columbia sweatshirt and pajama pants. They’d undressed in the dark last night, backs turned, fabric rustling. The domesticity felt more intimate than the shared bed.

“Bathroom’s yours first,” he said, swinging his legs out. “I’ll start coffee.”

“You don’t have to—”

“The inspector will look for signs,” he repeated, the same flat line from last night. “Coffee made for two is a sign.”

Right. Performance. She nodded and slipped out of bed, padding to the bathroom. The room was tiny—just a shower stall, toilet, and pedestal sink. She closed the door and leaned against it, breathing. Her toothbrush waited in the toiletry bag on the counter. His was already in the ceramic cup by the faucet, a plain black handle. He’d placed it there last night after unpacking his single duffel. Toothbrushes together. She took her blue one from its case and set it beside his. The bristles didn’t touch. She nudged it until they leaned against each other.

She used the toilet, showered fast, her mind running the checklist. Clothes intermixed. Indentations. She wrapped herself in a towel and opened the door into a cloud of steam and the rich smell of coffee.

Eitan stood in the kitchenette, a narrow space with a two-burner stove and a fridge that hummed like it was working too hard. He’d found the mugs. He poured coffee into both, then glanced at her. His eyes moved over her damp braids, the towel clutched at her chest, then away. “Milk’s in the fridge. Sugar’s on the counter.”

“Black is fine.” She moved past him, careful not to brush against him in the narrow galley. Her suitcase lay open on the living-area floor beside a worn IKEA sofa and the cheap dining table they’d bought off Craigslist. She dug for jeans and a sweater. “What’s the plan for today? After the inspection?”

“We study,” he said, leaning against the counter, mug in hand. Sweatpants and the same grey t-shirt, his hair damp from a splash at the sink. “We have ninety days. The first interview is in three weeks. We need to pass it.”

She pulled on her clothes behind the open suitcase. “I know. I made flashcards.”

He gave a short, surprised laugh. “Of course you did.”

“What did you do?” she asked, zipping her jeans.

“I observed.”

She stood, sweater on, and faced him. “Meaning?”

He took a sip of coffee. “In Madrid, over dinner. You don’t take sugar in your coffee. You twist your napkin when you’re listening intently. You have a scar on the back of your left hand, from a baking accident when you were twelve. Your grandmother’s oven.”

A chill moved through her, part alarm, part something else. “You remember that?”

“It’s my job to remember details.” He set his mug down. “Your turn. What do you remember about me?”

She leaned against the arm of the sofa, buying time. She remembered more than she wanted to admit. The sharp lines of his face in the candlelight of the Madrid restaurant. The way he held his camera, not like a tool but like an extension of his arm. The quiet intensity of his gaze when someone else spoke. The scar through his eyebrow.

“You drink your coffee black, too,” she began. “You rub your thumb over the side of your forefinger when you’re thinking. You don’t like shellfish. You said it was a texture thing.” She paused. “And the scar on your eyebrow is from a piece of flying debris in Aleppo, 2019. Not shrapnel. A piece of ceramic tile.”

He stayed utterly still. Then he nodded once. “Good.”

The doorbell rang at precisely 7:42 a.m.

They looked at each other. The performance had begun.

Eitan moved first. He came to her, took her hand. His palm was warm, slightly calloused. “Ready?”

“No.”

He squeezed her fingers, then let go to answer the door. Naya arranged her face into what she hoped was a convincingly wifely expression—sleepy, content, welcoming.

The inspector was a woman in her fifties, severe bun, no-nonsense demeanor. She held a tablet. “Mr. and Mrs. Reyes?”

“Yes,” Eitan said, stepping back to let her in. “Please, come in.”

“I’m Officer Grayson, USCIS. This is a routine address verification for your marriage-based adjustment file.” Her eyes swept the apartment, taking in the single bedroom door, the two coffee mugs on the counter, the single suitcase on the floor. “You understand these checks can be unannounced.”

“Of course,” Naya said, coming to stand beside Eitan. He slid an arm around her waist. The contact startled her, his hand resting on the curve of her hip, firm and possessive. She leaned into him without thinking.

Officer Grayson noted it. “How long have you lived here?”

“We signed the lease two days ago,” Eitan answered. “We were married at City Hall yesterday.” He gestured to a framed photo on the bookshelf—a hastily printed picture from the courthouse steps, the two of them in their best clothes, smiling stiffly. Naya had bought the frame at a drugstore on the walk back.

“I’ll need to see the bedroom.”

Eitan’s hand tightened on her hip. “This way.”

They led her to the bedroom. The queen bed was unmade, the sheets tangled from their manufactured middle-of-the-night convergence. Two pillows bore the slight indentations of heads. Officer Grayson walked to the closet and opened it. Naya’s few dresses and blouses hung interspersed with Eitan’s button-downs and jeans. They’d staged it last night, pushing the hangers close together so the fabrics touched.

The officer opened the top drawer of the dresser. Socks, underwear. Naya’s plain cotton briefs lay folded beside Eitan’s boxer briefs. Her cheeks burned, but she kept her smile in place.

“Whose side of the bed is whose?” Officer Grayson asked, turning from the dresser.

Naya didn’t hesitate. “Eitan sleeps on the left. I sleep on the right. But we… end up in the middle most nights.” The lie came out smoothly, flavored with a hint of shyness.

Eitan’s thumb stroked her hipbone through her sweater, a silent affirmation.

The officer’s gaze lingered on the nightstands. On Naya’s side: a book on Yoruba symbolism, a tube of hand cream. On Eitan’s: a charging cable, a dog-eared copy of The Great War for Civilisation. She nodded, tapping on her tablet. “Bathroom?”

They showed her. The toothbrushes, leaning together. Her facial cleanser next to his razor. A single bar of soap in the shower dish.

Back in the living room, Officer Grayson asked a few more questions: joint bank account? (They’d opened one online yesterday, with a hundred dollars each.) Shared bills? (The lease was in both names; they’d set up utilities that morning.) Plans for the future? Eitan answered that one, his voice warm. “Naya is defending her dissertation this spring. I’m between assignments, so I’ll be here to support her. Then we’ll see where my next embed takes us.” He said it like they’d discussed it, like the thought of him leaving for a conflict zone was a shared marital challenge, not the ticking clock on their contract.

After fifteen minutes, Officer Grayson closed her tablet. “Thank you for your time. Your file has been updated. You’ll receive notice of your interview date by mail.”

She left. The door clicked shut.

For a full ten seconds, they stood frozen in the sudden silence. Then Eitan dropped his arm from her waist. The warmth of his touch vanished, leaving a patch of cold air.

“Well,” Naya said, letting out a long breath. “We passed the first test.”

“She was easy,” Eitan said, moving to the kitchen to pick up his coffee mug. “The interview officer will be harder. They’re trained to spot inconsistencies under pressure.” He took a sip, his back to her. “We start studying today. Now.”

“I need to go to campus. I have a meeting with my advisor at ten.”

He turned. “Cancel it.”

“I can’t. My dissertation—”

“Your dissertation doesn’t matter if you get deported in thirty days.” His voice was calm, factual. “The contract stipulates full commitment to the performance for the first thirty days. That means our lives revolve around this. My clearance depends on it, too. We’re equally fucked if we fail.”

She bristled. “I am committed. But I also have a life, a degree—”

“And I have a career that requires me to not have a fraudulent marriage on my record.” He set the mug down with a soft click. “We do the work, Naya. We learn each other. Then you can go back to your life. I can go back to mine.”

The cold finality of it—back to your life—stung more than she expected. She nodded tightly. “Fine. I’ll email my advisor. But we’re using my flashcards.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Deal.”



They sat at the small dining table, a stack of index cards between them. Naya had written them weeks ago, before she’d even found Eitan, when the visa panic was a sharp, sleepless knot in her stomach. She’d written down every conceivable question from every online forum about green-card marriage interviews.

Eitan picked up the first card. “What is your spouse’s favorite color?”

Naya blinked. “Seriously?”

“They ask the simple ones to see if you hesitate. Favorite color?”

She looked at him. His eyes were the color of strong tea, flecked with gold. “I don’t know.”

“You have thirty seconds to find out.” He didn’t break eye contact. “Ask me.”

“What’s your favorite color, Eitan?”

“Green. The color of the olive groves outside Hebron, where my grandfather was from.” He answered without pause, his voice softening slightly on the last part. “Your turn.”

“Blue. Cerulean. Like the sky in Lagos in December.”

He noted it, a mental filing. He picked up another card. “What side of the bed does your spouse sleep on?”

“You already know that one.”

“Humor me.”

“Left.” She paused. “But he hogs the duvet.”

He glanced up, one eyebrow raised. “Do I?”

“You will. I can tell.”

He almost smiled again. It changed his face, made the scar on his eyebrow seem less like a battle mark and more like a quirk of expression. “Noted. My turn. What is your spouse’s most irritating habit?”

She thought of the few hours she’d known him in person. “You make coffee before you speak in the morning.”

“Accurate. Yours is that you over-prepare.”

“That’s not irritating, that’s competent.”

“It can be both.” He took the next card. “Describe the proposal.”

The air in the room shifted. This was a big one. The story had to be perfect, romantic, specific, and consistent.

Naya drew a slow breath. “We were in Madrid. After the press dinner. We walked through Retiro Park. Late enough that the gates were locked, so we scaled the low wall.” The words came as she spoke, pulling from the real threads of their first meeting and twisting them into something new. “You told me you’d never met anyone who asked questions that cut straight through the bullshit. You said you didn’t believe in safe harbors, but you wanted to be mine anyway. No ring. Just a twist tie from a bread bag in your pocket.”

She stopped. Eitan stared at her, face unreadable.

“The twist tie,” he repeated, slow.

“It’s plausible. You’re a photojournalist. You carry strange things. It’s… charmingly improvisational.”

“It’s also a story no one would invent. Which makes it believable.” He leaned back in his chair. “Okay. My version. We were in Madrid. After the dinner, you said you had to leave—your flight was early. I walked you back to your hotel. At the door, you turned and said, ‘This is probably a mistake.’ I said, ‘Probably.’ Then I kissed you. Three months later, when your visa was about to expire, I called you. I said, ‘Marry me.’ You said, ‘Is that a proposal or a business proposition?’ I said, ‘It can be both.’”

Her mouth had gone dry. The fictional twist-tie proposal was sweet. His version landed like a fist—brutal, honest, and far too close to the truth. “Yours is better,” she admitted, voice low.

“They’ll ask for details. The weather. What you were wearing.”

“It was chilly. I was wearing my black coat, the wool one. You were in your leather jacket. The one with the tear on the sleeve.”

He nodded, committing it. “Good.”

They worked through the cards for two hours. Parents’ names, siblings, childhood pets, exes (they agreed on two each, vague, amicable splits), allergies (he was allergic to penicillin; she was allergic to dishonesty, she joked, and he didn’t laugh), dreams (she wanted to curate a major exhibition; he wanted to take a photo that made people put down their phone and just look).

By noon, her head was swimming with Eitan Reyes trivia. He knew her in the same detail. He knew she bit her lip when concentrating, that her favorite food was her mother’s jollof rice, that she was afraid of deep water not because she couldn’t swim, but because she hated not seeing the bottom.

“Break,” she declared, pushing back from the table. “I’m starving. And we need groceries.”

He stood, stretching. His t-shirt rode up, revealing a strip of taut, tan stomach and the low waistband of his sweatpants. She looked away, busying herself with the empty coffee mugs.

“We’ll go together,” he said. “More evidence of shared domestic life.”

The grocery store was three blocks away, a cramped Brooklyn bodega with narrow aisles. They moved through it with a basket, negotiating. He wanted eggs, bread, the basics. She wanted plantains, habanero peppers, spices.

“We have no space for all that,” he said, eyeing the bag of dried peppers she’d tossed in the basket.

“We have a kitchen. I’m cooking dinner. You can’t live on toast and eggs for ninety days.”

“I’ve lived on less for longer.”

“Well, now you have a wife,” she said, the word still foreign and sharp on her tongue. “And she cooks.”

He was silent for a beat. Then he took the peppers from the basket and put them back on the shelf. “Not habanero. They’ll fumigate the building. Get scotch bonnets. More flavor, slightly less lethal.”

She stared at him. “You know the difference?”

“I spent six weeks covering the migrant farm workers’ strikes in Florida. I ate a lot of pepper.” He picked up a bag of scotch bonnets and dropped it in the basket. “Happy?”

A strange warmth spread in her chest. “Surprised.”

They checked out with a bag of groceries, splitting the cost from the new joint account. Walking back, their shoulders bumped occasionally on the crowded sidewalk. Each time, he didn’t shift away. She didn’t either.

Back in the apartment, she cooked—a simple rice and bean stew with the peppers and plantains frying. He set the table, found a candle and lit it, though it was only four in the afternoon. “Ambiance,” he said when she raised an eyebrow. “We’re a romantic couple, remember?”

They ate. The food was good, spicy and hearty. He ate two helpings. “You can cook,” he said, a genuine compliment.

“It’s survival. Columbia dining halls are a crime against humanity.”

After dinner, they washed up together, him washing, her drying. Their hands brushed over the soap suds. The silence was no longer tense, just full. Full of the things they were learning.

Night fell. The one-bedroom apartment felt smaller in the dark, a cozy cave. They retreated to opposite ends of the sofa with their laptops. He was editing photos from his last assignment in Kyiv, the click of his trackpad steady. She was reading a dense article on postcolonial museology, highlighting sentences until they blurred.

At nine, he closed his laptop. “We should sleep. Another day of studying tomorrow.”

She nodded, saving her work. The domestic rhythm was settling, alarmingly natural.

They went through the evening ritual. Brushing teeth side-by-side at the small sink, her blue brush touching his black one. Changing in the dark bedroom, the soft sounds of fabric. Sliding into bed, each on their appointed side.

The streetlamp cast the same slatted shadows. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling.

“You did good today,” he said into the darkness.

“So did you.”

“The inspector bought it.”

“She did.”

Silence stretched. Then he said, “We need to practice physical cues.”

Her heart skipped. “What do you mean?”

“The interview. They might ask how we show affection. We need to look like a couple, not just sound like one.”

She turned her head. He was looking at her, his eyes dark pools in the dim light. “How do we do that?”

“Come here.”

Her breath caught. She shifted toward the center of the bed, until she was close enough to feel his body heat again. He lifted his arm. “Put your head here.”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then she moved, settling her head on his shoulder. His arm came around her, his hand resting on her upper arm. He was solid, real. His scent—soap and coffee and something uniquely male—filled her senses.

“Is this okay?” His voice was a low rumble against her ear.

“Yes.” It was more than okay. It was terrifyingly pleasant.

“They might ask how I kiss you.”

She went still. “Eitan…”

“We need to know. So we don’t hesitate.” His hand moved from her arm to her jaw, his fingers tilting her face toward his. “May I?”

This was in the contract. Physical familiarity sufficient to pass scrutiny. She had agreed. But the formality of his question, the quiet request in the dark, made it something else.

“Yes.”

He bent his head. His lips met hers.

The kiss at the courthouse had been brief, a public seal for the clerk and the file. This was not that. This was slow, deliberate. His lips were soft but firm, moving against hers with a practiced ease that made her stomach tighten. He tasted like mint toothpaste. One of his hands cupped her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheekbone. The other arm remained around her, holding her close.

She kissed him back, her hand coming up to rest on his chest, over the steady beat of his heart. It was a performance, she told herself. A rehearsal. But her body didn’t believe it. A low heat kindled in her abdomen, spreading outwards. She made a soft sound against his mouth.

He deepened the kiss, his tongue tracing the seam of her lips. She opened for him, and the kiss turned hot, wet, searching. His hand slid from her jaw into her braids, gripping gently. The sensation shot straight to her core, a bolt of pure want.

She was kissing him hungrily now, her fingers fisting in his t-shirt. He rolled, partly over her, his weight pressing her into the mattress. The hard line of his body aligned with hers, and she could feel his arousal, the thick ridge of his cock hardening against her thigh through the layers of fabric.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged, his forehead resting against hers. “Fuck.”

The word was a confession. She was panting, her lips swollen, her entire body humming. “That… that should be convincing.”

He let out a short, sharp breath that was almost a laugh. “Yeah.” He didn’t move away. His hips pressed against hers, a deliberate, unmistakable grind. She gasped, her own hips arching up to meet the pressure.

“We should stop,” he murmured, but his hand was under her sweatshirt now, his palm hot on her bare waist.

“We should,” she agreed, but she was pulling at the hem of his shirt, dragging it up.

He helped her, yanking it over his head and tossing it aside. In the faint light, she could see the lean muscles of his chest and abdomen, the scattering of dark hair, a few other pale scars mapping his torso. She touched one, a small, shiny line along his ribs.

“Grazed by a bullet,” he said, his voice rough. “Don’t ask where.”

She didn’t. She just leaned up and kissed him there, her lips soft against the scarred skin. He shuddered.

His hands went to her sweatshirt, pushing it up. She raised her arms, letting him pull it off. She wore only a simple cotton bra underneath. His gaze dropped to her breasts, the rise and fall of her breath.

“Naya.” Her name was a plea.

This was crossing a line. The contract didn’t specify this. The rehearsal had a limit, and they were blazing past it. But the need was a living thing between them, coiled tight from days of proximity, from the intensity of their fake life feeling suddenly, devastatingly real.

He lowered his head and took her nipple into his mouth through the fabric of her bra. She cried out, her back bowing off the bed. The sensation was exquisite, the damp heat, the slight scrape of his teeth. He laved her other breast with his hand, his thumb rubbing her nipple into a tight peak.

She was wet, aching. She reached between them, her hand sliding down the front of his sweatpants. He hissed as her fingers wrapped around his cock. He was thick, hard, velvety hot in her grasp. She stroked him, her thumb sweeping over the head, smearing the bead of moisture she found there.

“Fuck, Naya,” he groaned, his hips bucking into her hand.

“You said we needed to practice,” she breathed, her own voice unrecognizable to her, husky with want. “We’re practicing.”

He kissed her again, a devouring kiss, as his hand pushed down her pajama pants. She kicked them off, along with her underwear. The cool air hit her damp skin, then his hand was there, his fingers sliding through her folds.

“So wet,” he muttered, his eyes locked on hers. “For practice?”

“Shut up,” she gasped, as his finger found her clit, circling with just the right pressure.

He smiled, a dark, predatory thing. Then he replaced his finger with his mouth.

She nearly came off the bed. His tongue was on her, flat and broad, licking up her slit before zeroing in on her clit. He sucked, gently at first, then harder, his hands holding her hips down as she writhed. It was too much, too good. She’d been so wound up, so tense for so long, and his mouth was unspooling her completely. She tangled her hands in his hair, not sure if she was pulling him closer or trying to anchor herself.

The orgasm built fast, a tight coil in her lower belly. “Eitan, I’m—”

He didn’t let up. Two fingers drove into her, thick and unyielding, curling hard against the swollen ridge inside that sent her hips jerking. His mouth stayed sealed over her clit, tongue working in the same steady, merciless rhythm. The pressure built fast and sharp. She came with a broken, strangled sound, her cunt clamping down around his fingers in hard, rhythmic pulses while the edges of her vision flared white and empty.

He gentled his mouth, licking her through it in slow, wet strokes while her body kept twitching. When she finally sagged, loose and heavy against the sheets, he crawled up over her, mouth dragging heat across her stomach, the underside of her breast, the thin skin between her ribs. His cock was still rigid, the head leaving a wet smear against her thigh.

She reached for him again, fingers closing around the thick length. “Your turn.”

He caught her wrist. “Wait.”

He leaned across her to the nightstand, yanked the drawer open, and tore open a condom packet with his teeth. The latex rolled down over him in one practiced motion. Then he was braced above her on his elbows, the blunt head of his cock nudging between her folds. His eyes had gone dark, but the question was still there, clear and waiting.

She answered by hooking her heels behind his thighs and pulling him in. The broad head pressed against her entrance, stretching her slowly as he sank forward. She was slick and swollen, the fit tight enough to make her breath catch. He moved in careful increments, jaw clenched, sweat beading along his hairline from the effort of holding back. When his hips finally met hers, he stopped, buried to the root, both of them breathing hard.

“This,” he said, voice rough, “is not in the flashcards.”

She laughed, a shaky, breathless sound, and tightened around him on purpose. He groaned, hips twitching once, uncontrolled.

Then he began to move.

The strokes were deep and deliberate, each one shoving her a little higher on the mattress. Every thrust dragged the base of his cock against her clit and lit the nerves back up. She met him, hips rising to take him deeper, the wet sound of it loud between them. The bedframe knocked against the wall in a steady, unmistakable rhythm.

He changed the angle and suddenly he was hitting that same spot inside her with every thrust. She cried out, raw and helpless. He caught the sound with his mouth, tongue pushing in deep and filthy, matching the drive of his cock.

She was close again, the coil winding tighter. He slid a hand between them, thumb finding her clit and rubbing in tight, relentless circles. “Come for me, Naya,” he growled against her lips. “Come on my cock.”

The words hit her like a spark. Her second orgasm crashed through her harder than the first, her body clamping around him in wave after wave, nothing controlled about it, while she buried her face against his shoulder and held on.

It dragged him over with her. He drove in deep one last time, a guttural sound tearing out of him as he came, the condom the only thing between them. His body shuddered hard against hers.

He stayed there for a moment, heavy and solid, both of them slick with sweat. The room smelled like sex and skin and the faint trace of his cologne. After a minute he eased out, tied off the condom, and dropped it in the trash beside the bed. When he came back he didn’t pull her against him. They lay side by side on their backs, the space between them suddenly meaningless.

The silence felt different now. Thick. Satisfied. Unsteady.

He spoke first. “That escalated.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Yeah.”

“We should… talk about that.”

“We should,” she agreed. Neither of them moved.

Outside, a siren rose and fell somewhere in the Brooklyn night. Inside, their breathing slowed. The performance had shifted into something neither of them had rehearsed. The lines were already blurred past fixing.

She lay there feeling the unfamiliar ache between her legs, the warm stickiness drying on her inner thighs, and knew the inspector would have no doubts at all. The evidence was all over the sheets.

Eitan’s hand found hers under the duvet again. This time he laced their fingers together, grip firm.

“Go to sleep, Naya,” he said, voice low. “Tomorrow we keep studying.”

She closed her eyes. Sleep took a long time. Her body still hummed with the memory of him, and her mind kept circling ahead to the next day, the next set of questions, the next time his hands would be on her—for practice, for real, or for whatever this was turning into.

His thumb stroked the back of her hand in a slow, absent rhythm. She drifted on the edge of it, caught between the heat of the man beside her and the stack of flashcards waiting on the table.

The silence stretched, thick with the scent of their bodies. Eitan’s hand stayed clasped around hers, a solid point in the spinning aftermath.

“We broke the rules,” Naya whispered into the dark.

“We didn’t have a rule for this,” Eitan said, practical as ever. “The contract says mutual cooperation to establish credible intimacy. We cooperated.”

She laughed, the sound catching. “That’s one way to frame it.”

He turned his head on the pillow toward her. “It’s the only way. If we start calling it something else, we’ll fuck up the interview.”

She knew he was right. The cool, analytical tone was armor, and she needed it too. The warmth still pooling between her thighs, the deep ache of having taken him, the memory of his mouth on her—these were data points now. Evidence of cohabitation. “So we log it. A credible intimate encounter.”

“Logged,” he said, and she heard the faint smile in his voice. “Occurred at approximately 10:17 p.m. on day two of cohabitation. Duration: approximately twenty-two minutes. Mutual participation. No objections filed.”

She squeezed his hand. “I’d file an objection to your timing estimate. It felt longer.”

“Time distortion is a common symptom of credible intimacy,” he said, the smile turning real. He rolled onto his side, facing her. The streetlight caught the thin scar through his eyebrow. “We should clean up. The inspector might do a follow-up.”

The thought was mortifying and absurd at the same time. She got up, cool air sliding over her bare skin, and padded to the bathroom. The shower washed away the sweat and the sticky evidence between her legs. When she came back in fresh pajamas, he had already stripped the bed and remade it with the spare sheets, corners tucked tight. The old ones sat bundled in the corner.

He emerged from the bathroom a minute later, hair damp, wearing clean sweatpants. They climbed back into bed on their usual sides, but the space between them felt charged instead of empty.

“We still need the flashcards,” he said after a moment.

“We do.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

Sleep came fast and deep.

The next morning moved like a quiet, familiar dance. They woke at the same time. He made coffee. She put bread in the toaster. They ate standing at the counter, running through the first batch of cards between bites.

“What’s your spouse’s favorite childhood memory?” Eitan read.

Naya pulled up the fragments he’d dropped over the past weeks. “Fishing with your grandfather in the Sea of Galilee. You caught a barbel. He told you it meant you were stubborn.”

Eitan nodded. “Correct. Yours?”

“My grandmother teaching me to make puff-puff on her back porch. The oil splashed and burned my wrist. She said it meant I’d handle heat.” She held out her arm, showing the faint pale mark.

He reached out, fingers brushing over the scar. “I hadn’t noticed that one.”

“You noticed the one on my hand.”

“Different context.” He dropped his hand. “Next. What would your spouse do if you forgot their birthday?”

They drilled for two hours, the questions slowly turning into a private language only they shared. Eventually they moved to the sofa, legs stretched out, her feet resting near his thigh. He asked about her dissertation, not as a quiz item but with real curiosity. She asked about the embed in Lebanon he wanted, the security clearance obstacles.

“They look for stability,” he explained. “A history of rash decisions, unpredictable movement—that’s a red flag. A marriage, a lease, a joint account… it all paints a picture of a man who’s rooted. Who has something to come home to.”

“And I’m that something?”

“You’re the anchor,” he said, and the word landed with weight.

By late afternoon they needed groceries. The walk to the bodega felt routine now. They bought more plantains, more scotch bonnets, a cheap bottle of wine. “For the practice,” Eitan said, adding it to the basket. “Couples drink wine together.”

At home she cooked again, chicken this time, the stew rich and fragrant. He opened the wine and poured two glasses. They ate at the small table with the candle lit between them.

“Tell me about the artists in your dissertation,” he said, sipping his wine.

She talked about the painters and sculptors navigating identity across borders. He listened, asking sharp questions about materials and memory. Then he told her about a series he’d shot in a refugee camp—portraits of children holding photographs of houses they’d never seen. They talked until the candle burned low.

Washing up, his hands stayed alongside hers in the soapy water longer than necessary. The silence felt easy.

That night, in bed, the space between them pulled like a current. They lay on their backs, not touching.

“We should practice the physical cues again,” he said, voice neutral. “The interview could happen any day now.”

She turned toward him. “What cue?”

“How we wake up. How we greet each other in the morning.”

She shifted to the center of the bed. He mirrored her. This time he didn’t put his arm around her. He faced her instead, head propped on one hand. “Show me how you’d wake me up.”

She leaned in and kissed his cheek, soft. “Good morning.”

He caught her mouth with his, a brief, warm press. “Good morning.” His hand slid under her sweatshirt to her waist. “And if we woke up like last night?”

Her breath caught. “We’d be… close.”

His hand moved higher, cupping her breast through her bra, thumb brushing her nipple until it tightened under the fabric. “And if I touched you here?”

“I’d… like it.”

He kissed her again, deeper. His other hand gripped her hip and pulled her against him. She felt the hard line of his cock through his sweatpants. “And if I was hard for you?”

“I’d want you,” she whispered, the truth of it plain.

He rolled over her, weight pinning her down. There was no discussion this time, no pause. He kissed her hard, stripping her clothes off, then his own. The condom waited on the nightstand. He rolled it on and pushed into her in one smooth, urgent thrust.

It was faster now, less careful, more desperate. He fucked her with focused intensity, eyes locked on hers, watching every reaction. She clutched his shoulders, her sounds soft and rhythmic. When she started tightening around him he shifted, hitting that deep spot again, and she came with a sharp gasp, head thrown back.

He followed seconds later, groaning against her neck.

After, they cleaned up in silence. The sheets were changed again.

The pattern settled over the next days, acquiring the weight of routine so quietly neither of them remarked on it. He made coffee. She ground the beans correctly, which was to say too coarsely for his taste. They drilled cards at the table with their shoulders almost touching. Groceries were negotiated, cooked, eaten. Wine opened for evidence and finished because it was good wine. They fell asleep to the sounds of each other breathing in the dark, his back to hers, her back to his, bodies drifting closer in sleep than either of them admitted on waking.

It was on the fourth night that the pattern broke.

They were reviewing a flashcard about medical histories. Naya was listing his allergies—penicillin, shellfish—when he interrupted.

“I lied about one,” he said.

She looked up from the cards. “Which one?”

“Shellfish. I’m not allergic. I just hate it. The texture. But in the file, it’s listed as an allergy. My mother put it there when I was a kid to avoid arguments at dinners. I never corrected it.”

She stared at him. “That’s a discrepancy.”

“It is. But it’s a believable one. People misremember childhood allergies. You should know that—the lie, not the truth.”

The words landed low in her stomach, a small, unexpected weight. He was offering her something real, folded inside the lie they had to perform. “Okay. Shellfish allergy. Severe.”

“Good.” He took the card from her hand. “Now me. What’s one thing you lied about?”

She thought. “My middle name. On all my official documents, it’s ‘Chinyere.’ But my family calls me ‘Naya.’ My passport says ‘Naya Chinyere Okonkwo.’ I just… never use the middle name. It feels too formal.”

He nodded, filing it away. “Naya Chinyere Okonkwo. I like it.”

The conversation shifted something between them. That night, when they moved to the center of the bed, the air felt different. He kissed her slowly, his mouth learning the shape of hers like he had all the time in the world. His hands moved over her body with a curiosity that felt genuine, not rehearsed—thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts, fingers tracing the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips.

When he entered her, the stretch pulled a low sound from her throat. He moved with a slow, grinding rhythm, hips rolling deep, the head of his cock dragging against the front wall inside her until her thighs trembled. He watched her face, his own expression open, almost unguarded. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, and the words didn’t land like a line. They landed like he meant them.

She came undone softly, the orgasm rolling through her in long, shuddering waves. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes—not just from the release, but from the way he stayed inside her, still moving, still watching, like he wanted to feel every aftershock around him. He held her through it, his own climax a quiet, shuddering surrender, his cock pulsing hot and deep as he spilled.

They didn’t change the sheets immediately. They lay tangled, sweaty, real, the scent of sex thick between them.

“We’re getting too good at this,” Naya whispered against his chest.

“We’re getting too real,” he corrected.

The next morning, a letter arrived from USCIS. The interview was scheduled for three weeks from that day. A formal notice, with a list of documents to bring.

The pressure cranked tighter. The USCIS interview notice transformed the apartment into something with edges. They drilled each other at all hours—in the kitchen while she stirred rice, on the walk back from the bodega, lying in the dark with their voices low so the upstairs neighbor couldn’t hear. Her legs draped over his thighs. His fingers tracing absent, distracted circles on her bare skin, working question after question even as the touch became its own kind of answer. The facts merged with the feelings until she could no longer be certain which was which.

One afternoon, Naya came back from campus with a stack of books and a deep fatigue. Eitan was at the table, editing photos. He looked up as she dropped her bag.

“Bad day?”

“My advisor thinks my chapter on material culture is too derivative. He wants more original critique.” She slumped onto the sofa. “I just… I don’t have the bandwidth.”

Eitan closed his laptop. “Come here.”

She went to him. He didn’t pull her into a sexual embrace. He simply put his arms around her, holding her against his chest. She buried her face in his shirt, smelling his soap and the faint, warm scent of his skin beneath it. He held her for a long time, his hand stroking her braids, the pads of his fingers gentle against her scalp.

“You’ll figure it out,” he said. “You’re the smartest person I know.”

The words sank into her, a balm.

That night, they didn’t have sex. They just slept, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her, the steady rise and fall of his breathing lulling her under.

The following week, they hit a wall. A flashcard about financial history—how they handled their first joint purchase—tripped them up. They argued about the details, the story not aligning. Frustration spiked.

“You’re overthinking it!” Naya snapped.

“You’re under-preparing it!” Eitan retorted.

They stood in the kitchen, facing each other over the small table. The tension was hot, sharp.

“Maybe we should just fuck and reset,” Eitan said, the words blunt.

“Maybe we should just admit this is impossible,” Naya shot back.

He stared at her. Then he stepped closer, his hands gripping her shoulders. “It’s not impossible. We’re doing it. We’re living it.”

He kissed her, hard and demanding. It was an argument translated into physicality. She kissed him back with equal fury, her hands yanking at his shirt, nails scraping skin. They didn’t make it to the bed. He lifted her onto the kitchen counter, the edge digging into the backs of her thighs. He shoved her pants down, his own following, and entered her standing, her back against the cold cabinets, her legs wrapped tight around his hips.

It was frantic, rough, a clash of bodies and wills. His cock drove into her deep and fast, the wet sound of it filling the kitchen. She bit his shoulder as she climaxed, a sharp, possessive mark, her cunt clenching around him, seizing tight. He groaned, his hips working through it until he spilled, hot and thick, his breath tearing ragged against her ear.

After, they leaned against each other, panting. The argument was gone, replaced by a raw, shaky understanding.

“We’re a mess,” she whispered.

“We’re a convincing mess,” he said, kissing her temple. “That’s what they want. Real couples fight. Real couples fuck on the kitchen counter.”

She laughed, the sound wet with unshed tears.

The days blurred into a routine of intense preparation and deepening intimacy, each one accruing detail they would never need to manufacture. Eitan developed a shorthand with his hands: a thumb pressed into the soft flesh above her hipbone meant the tension in him had become unbearable. She learned to read it the way she read a footnote—a small mark that redirected everything. In return, she had a way of kissing his neck, open-mouthed and slow, that she used when the performance got too thick and she needed to feel something real under her lips. He always stopped whatever he was doing and held her.

He read drafts of her dissertation chapters and left comments in the margins—sharp, visual, a photographer’s instinct applied to prose. You’re describing this painting like evidence, he wrote once, in her third chapter. What does it feel like? She rewrote the entire section. She sorted his photo edits in return, helping him sequence contact sheets until a story emerged from the chaos. The work bled into their life until she couldn’t always say where the research ended and the man began.

The apartment filled with their joint presence. Her books stacked next to his photography magazines. His coffee mug sat permanently next to her tea cup. Their laundry intermixed in the basket, his dark shirts tangled with her bright blouses.

The night before the interview, they lay in bed, not studying, just talking.

“What happens after?” Naya asked. “After we pass?”

Eitan was silent for a moment. “The clearance should come through. I’ll get the embed.”

“And you’ll leave.”

“Yes.”

“And the contract terminates.”

“Yes.”

She turned to look at him. “What if I don’t want it to terminate?”

He met her gaze. “The contract is for ninety days. For the green card. For the clearance. Anything beyond that… isn’t covered.”

“So we’d be off script.”

“We’d be in uncharted territory.”

She leaned over and kissed him. It was a kiss without agenda, without rehearsal. It was a kiss of possibility.

He responded in kind, his hands holding her face like she was something precious, thumbs brushing the corners of her mouth.

They made love that night with a tenderness that broke her heart open. It was slow, worshipful. He kissed every part of her—her throat, the curve of her breasts, the soft skin of her inner thighs, the slick heat between her legs—his tongue and lips mapping her as if memorizing her for a future without her. She did the same, tracing his scars with her mouth, learning the map of his body as a territory she might lose. When he finally pushed inside her, they moved together in long, unhurried strokes, her cunt gripping him tight, every slide and drag deliberate.

When they finished, they didn’t clean up. They lay in the mess, holding each other, his come cooling on her skin.

“Tomorrow,” he whispered.

“Tomorrow,” she echoed.

Sleep took them, wrapped in each other’s arms.

The morning of the interview, they dressed carefully. Naya in a simple dress, Eitan in a button-down and slacks. They looked like a young, professional couple. They looked real.

At the Federal Plaza office, they held hands in the waiting room. Their palms were sweaty, but they didn’t let go.

The interview officer was a man named Officer Bryson. He was polite, thorough. He asked the questions from the flashcards, and they answered smoothly, in unison sometimes, correcting each other gently other times. They laughed at shared memories—the fictional ones and the real ones blending seamlessly.

Officer Bryson asked about their future plans. Eitan talked about his work, his hope to document stories of resilience. Naya talked about her dissertation, her desire to curate exhibitions that bridged cultures. They talked about maybe buying a house in Brooklyn someday, a place with more space for his photography equipment and her books.

The officer nodded, making notes.

Finally, he asked, “Can you describe the moment you knew you wanted to marry each other?”

Naya felt Eitan’s hand tighten around hers. She spoke first, using his version. “It was in Madrid. After a press dinner. He walked me back to my hotel. At the door, I said, ‘This is probably a mistake.’ He said, ‘Probably.’ Then he kissed me. Three months later, when my visa was expiring, he called. He said, ‘Marry me.’ I said, ‘Is that a proposal or a business proposition?’ He said, ‘It can be both.’”

Officer Bryson smiled. “And for you, Mr. Reyes?”

Eitan looked at Naya. His eyes were soft, genuine. “It was the moment she said that. When she called it a mistake. I knew I’d spend my life trying to prove her wrong.”

The answer was perfect. It was romantic. It was utterly unrehearsed.

Officer Bryson stamped their file. “Congratulations. Your application is proceeding. You should receive a decision within ninety days.”

They walked out of the office, into the bright spring afternoon. On the street, they stopped, facing each other.

“We did it,” Naya said.

“We did,” Eitan replied.

He cupped her face and kissed her, there on the sidewalk. It was a kiss of victory, of relief, of something deeper and more terrifying.

When they returned to the apartment, it felt different. The pressure was off. The performance was, for now, over.

They stood in the middle of the living room, unsure what to do next.

Eitan finally spoke. “We should celebrate.”

“How?”

He went to the fridge and pulled out the cheap bottle of wine they’d bought weeks before. He poured two glasses. They sat on the sofa, not talking, just drinking.

The sun set. The room grew dark.

He took her glass and set it aside. Then he took her into his arms and kissed her, a kiss that felt like a beginning and an ending all at once.

They made love on the sofa, slowly, fully, without any thought of sheets or evidence or rehearsals. It was just them, two bodies finding solace and joy in each other—his cock sliding into her wet heat, her legs wrapped around his back, the slow grind of his hips against her clit until she came again, shuddering, and he followed, burying his face in her neck as he spilled inside her.

After, as they lay tangled on the couch, the city lights twinkling outside, Naya knew the ninety days were no longer a countdown to an end. They were a countdown to a choice.

And she was no longer sure what she would choose when the time came.


Chapter 3 — Ninety Days

The morning after the sofa, Naya woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of Eitan in the kitchen. She lay still for a moment, the memory of his hands on her skin, his mouth on hers, the weight of him above her, vivid and warm. The sheets were tangled around her legs, the imprint of his body still visible on the mattress beside her. They had eventually moved to the bed, collapsing into it sometime in the deep night, sleep claiming them before they could untangle completely.

She got up, wrapped herself in the oversized t-shirt she’d slept in, and padded to the kitchen. Eitan was at the counter, two mugs already steaming. He looked up, his gaze landing on her, holding for a beat longer than usual. The scar through his eyebrow seemed darker in the morning light.

“Coffee,” he said, handing her a mug.

“Thanks.”

They stood there, drinking. The silence wasn’t awkward, but it was charged. The performance of the last few weeks—the rehearsed answers, the staged affection, the careful distance—had been burned away in the night. What remained was raw, unfamiliar territory.

“We have the attorney’s prep call today,” Naya said finally, setting her mug down. “Eight-thirty. She said she wants us to walk through the file like strangers are going to look for seams.”

Eitan nodded. “Then we make sure there aren’t seams.”

They moved through the apartment with fresh eyes: the sock drawer, the toothbrushes in the same cup, his razor beside her hair cream, the bed still rumpled from a night neither of them could reduce to evidence. The exercise should have felt clinical. Instead, it felt like admitting what was already true.

At eight-thirty, their attorney called and asked them the questions USCIS would ask later: who slept where, who paid which bills, what proof of shared life they could produce without looking staged. Naya answered until her throat was dry. Eitan answered until the silences between them said as much as the words.

When the call ended, the apartment seemed smaller and more real.

Eitan moved past her, going to the kitchen. He picked up his coffee mug, finished the last swallow. “We should get ready for the day. You have your dissertation meeting at ten.”

“I do.” She watched him, the lean lines of his back as he rinsed the mug. “What about you?”

“I have to submit the clearance paperwork today. The embed in Lebanon depends on it.”

“And this preparation helps.”

“It does. A stable, verifiable domestic life. It’s what they want.”

She went to the bedroom, began straightening the sheets and picking up the clothing from the floor. She folded his boxer briefs, set them on his dresser. Her t-shirt she put in the laundry basket. The bed looked normal again, but the memory of the night was imprinted in the fabric, in the air.

She showered, the water hot on her skin, washing away the scent of him, the feel of him. She dressed in her usual meeting attire—a tailored blouse, slim trousers, her glasses. When she came out, Eitan was at the small dining table, his laptop open, documents spread around him.

“I’ll be back by three,” she said.

“I’ll be here.”

She left, the apartment door closing behind her, the click echoing in the hallway. The morning prep call was over. The next hurdle was scheduled. The ninety days were ticking away, but the countdown felt different now. It felt like a clock on something that had become, unexpectedly, precious.

Her dissertation meeting was with her advisor, Dr. Chen. They discussed her latest chapter, the analysis of two contemporary artists from Ghana whose work explored migration and displacement. Naya spoke with clarity, with passion, but a part of her mind was elsewhere—in the apartment, with the man who was now her husband in more than name.

Dr. Chen noticed. “You’re distracted today, Naya. Is everything alright?”

“Yes,” Naya said, adjusting her glasses. “Just… personal matters. They’re resolved.”

“Good. Keep your focus. The defense is in ninety days. You need to be sharp.”

Ninety days. The same number. It echoed in her mind.

She returned to the apartment at three, as she’d said. Eitan was still at the table, but the documents were gone, his laptop closed. He was staring out the window, his profile sharp against the light.

“Clearance submitted?” she asked, dropping her bag on the sofa.

“Submitted.” He turned to look at her. “They’ll process it within a week. Then I’ll know.”

“About Lebanon.”

“Yes.”

She went to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water. “Do you want to go?”

He leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed. “It’s a good assignment. Important work.”

“But do you want to go?”

He met her gaze. “I didn’t, before. Now I’m not sure.”

The honesty of the statement startled her. He had always been so clear, so driven. The marriage had been a transaction, a means to the clearance. Now, something had shifted.

She walked to the table, sat in the chair opposite him. “What changed?”

“You,” he said simply.

The word hung in the air, heavy and true.

She didn’t know how to answer. So she asked another question. “What do we do now? The prep call is over. The next interview is in two weeks. We have… time.”

“We have time,” he agreed. He stood up, came around the table to her. He crouched before her chair, his eyes level with hers. “We could rehearse. We could prepare for the next interview.”

“We could.”

“Or we could not rehearse.”

Her pulse quickened. “What would that look like?”

He reached out, took her hand in his. His fingers were warm, rough from years of handling cameras, of surviving in harsh places. “It would look like this. Like me touching you without a reason. Like you touching me back.”

She let her fingers curl around his. “That’s dangerous.”

“Why?”

“Because the contract ends in ninety days. Because you might go to Lebanon. Because I might get my green card and leave.”

“But we’re here now,” he said, his voice low, compelling. “In this apartment. With this bed. With this life we’ve built for them, that’s starting to feel like it’s for us.”

He stood then, pulling her up with him. He led her to the bedroom, not with urgency, but with a deliberate pace. The room was as they’d left it, neat now, the evidence of the morning’s performance erased. But the truth of the night remained.

He turned her to face him, his hands on her shoulders. “No rehearsal,” he said. “No performance. Just us.”

Then he kissed her.

It was not the kiss from the courthouse, polite and practiced. It was not the kiss from the sofa, desperate and celebratory. It was a kiss of exploration, of slow, deep claiming. His mouth opened over hers, his tongue tracing the line of her lips before slipping inside. She met him, her own tongue tangling with his, tasting the coffee he’d drunk, the faint salt of his skin. His hands moved from her shoulders to her back, pulling her blouse from her trousers, seeking the skin beneath.

She helped him, unbuttoning the blouse herself, letting it fall open. He pushed it off her shoulders, let it drop to the floor. His hands went to the clasp of her trousers, unfastening them, sliding them down her legs. She stepped out of them, standing before him in only her bra and panties.

He looked at her, his eyes traveling over her body with a hunger that was new, that was raw. “You’re beautiful,” he said, the words rough, unpracticed.

She reached for him, undoing the buttons of his shirt, pushing it off his shoulders. His chest was lean, muscled, scattered with old scars—a small one on his collarbone, another on his rib cage. She traced them with her fingers, learning the map of his past.

He unhooked her bra, let it fall. Her breasts were exposed to the cool air of the room, to his gaze. He bent his head, took one nipple into his mouth, suckling gently, then more firmly. She gasped, her hands going to his hair, holding him there. He moved to the other breast, his mouth hot, insistent.

His hands went to her panties, pulling them down. She was naked before him now, and he knelt, his face level with her pelvis. He looked at her pussy, the dark curls, the glistening flesh already wet for him. He didn’t touch her with his hands yet. He just looked, his breath warm against her skin.

“Eitan,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

He rose then, stripping off his own trousers and boxer briefs. His cock was erect, thick and hard, the head flushed dark. He stood before her, fully naked, fully exposed.

He took her hand, led her to the bed. They lay down together, side by side, facing each other. He propped himself up on one elbow, his free hand coming to rest on her hip.

“Tell me what you like,” he said.

The question was so direct, so un-rehearsed, it made her blush. “I like… I like being touched. Everywhere. I like when you use your mouth. I like when you take your time.”

He nodded, his eyes serious. “I like watching you come. I like hearing you. I like being inside you, deep.”

Her breath caught. The explicitness of his words, the vulnerability of the exchange, was more intimate than any touch they’d shared yet.

He moved his hand from her hip to her belly, then lower, to the curls of her pussy. He parted them with his fingers, finding her clit. He circled it slowly, his touch firm but gentle. She arched into the touch, a moan escaping her lips.

He watched her face as he touched her, his eyes locked on hers. He saw every reaction, every flutter of her eyelids, every hitch of her breath. He learned her with his eyes as much as with his fingers.

He slid a finger inside her, feeling the wet, warm depth of her. She was tight, but she opened for him, her body accepting his intrusion. He moved the finger in and out, a slow rhythm, while his thumb continued to circle her clit.

“More,” she breathed.

He added another finger, stretching her gently. She gasped, her hips moving against his hand. He increased the pace, his fingers thrusting deeper, his thumb pressing harder on her clit. She was close, her body tightening, her moans becoming louder, less controlled.

“Give it to me,” he whispered, his voice a dark instruction.

And she did. The orgasm broke over her, sharp and bright, her body clenching hard around his fingers, her cries filling the room. He kept his hand on her, working her through the pulses, easing her down from the peak.

When she was still, breathing heavily, he withdrew his hand. He lifted his fingers to his mouth, tasted her wetness on them. His eyes held hers as he did it, a gesture of possession, of intimacy.

Then he moved over her, his body covering hers. His cock pressed against her belly, hot and heavy. He kissed her again, deep and consuming.

“Now me,” he said, his voice rough with need.

He guided his cock to her entrance, pressing against her wet, open flesh. He pushed inside, slowly, inch by inch, filling her. She felt every part of him, the thick shaft, the firm head, the stretch and the fullness. She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper.

He began to move, a slow, relentless rhythm. His hips drove into hers, his cock plunging deep, then withdrawing, then plunging again. He watched her face, his eyes dark with intensity. She met his gaze, her own eyes wide, full of the feeling of him inside her.

His pace turned harder, faster. The wet drag of his cock inside her built with every thrust, the blunt head catching on her walls, the thick stretch of him forcing her open again. She lifted to meet him, hips rolling up, thighs spread wide around his driving body. Her hands locked on his shoulders, nails sinking in.

“Tell me,” he rasped, breath hot and damp against her ear. “Tell me what you feel.”

“I feel you,” she moaned. “I feel you so fucking deep. Your cock splitting me open. I feel owned.”

The word slipped out raw, unplanned.

He groaned, the sound torn from his chest, and drove into her like he meant to break something open. The bed shook. Her second climax coiled tight, hotter, meaner than the first. Her cunt fluttered around him, greedy.

“Come with me,” he demanded.

She broke. The orgasm slammed through her, cunt clamping down hard, milking him in rhythmic pulses. She cried out, back bowing off the mattress. He shouted her name and came with her, cock jerking, flooding her with thick, hot spurts that leaked out around his thrusts. He collapsed over her, heavy, shaking, his breath ragged against her neck.

They lay tangled and sweating, chests heaving. The room was quiet except for the wet sound of their breathing and the faint creak of the mattress settling. Afternoon light slanted across the sheets, striping their bare skin.

After a while Eitan shifted, rolling to his side and pulling her with him. Her head settled on his chest. His fingers moved slowly through her braids, tracing the neat rows.

“No rehearsal,” he murmured.

“No rehearsal,” she answered.

They slept like that, limbs heavy, the sheets damp beneath them.

Naya woke to the steady drag of his palm still moving through her hair. The light had changed, gone dusky and blue at the edges of the blinds. She stayed where she was, cheek pressed to the warm skin over his heart, listening to the slow, solid beat beneath her ear.

“You should be starving,” he said, voice low and rough from sleep.

“I am.”

“I’ll make something.”

He eased out from under her, stood, and crossed the room naked. She watched the long line of his back, the shift of muscle under skin, the dark hair dusting his calves. He found a pair of sweatpants on the floor, pulled them on, and went into the kitchen.

Naya stayed in the bed a little longer, breathing in the smell of him on the pillow, the faint ache between her legs, the stickiness drying on her inner thighs. Something had cracked open inside her chest. The careful performance she had worn for months felt stripped away, and what was left was bare and sharp and terrifying.

Eventually she got up, tugged on leggings and a tank top, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. He stood at the stove in a faded t-shirt, hair still messy, stirring onions and garlic in a pan. The smell hit her hard—sweet, savory, domestic.

She sat at the table. “What are you making?”

“Pasta. Nothing fancy.”

Her eyes traced the pale scar just above his collarbone, the one that disappeared under the neckline of his shirt. “Aleppo?”

He glanced over his shoulder. The surprise in his face was quick and gone. “No. That one was the eyebrow. This was Gaza. Shrapnel from a protest. Not much of a story.”

“It’s part of your story.”

He shrugged and turned back to the pan. “Every scar is a story you didn’t leave behind.”

She watched the muscles move in his forearm as he stirred. She thought about the marks she carried that didn’t show on skin—the stack of visa forms, the nights she had studied until her eyes burned, the way she had learned to smile and nod and never let anyone see how hard she was working to stay. She had never shown any of it to another person.

He plated the pasta and set one bowl in front of her. They ate without talking much, just the soft clink of forks and the low hum of the fridge. It felt easy. Real. Not staged for anyone else’s eyes.

When the bowls were empty he stood to clear them. She stayed at the table, looking at the papers he had left scattered there earlier—the clearance forms, the printed maps, the notes about Lebanon.

“What’s the assignment?” she asked.

He paused at the sink. “Aftermath of the port explosion. Rebuilding. The people still living in the rubble. It’s a long embed. Six months, minimum.”

Six months. The cohabitation window. Her green card would come, theoretically, before he left. His clearance would come through. He would go. They would file the divorce papers. The thought sat cold and heavy in her stomach.

“Six months is a long time,” she said.

“It is.”

“Will you be safe?”

He turned, leaning back against the counter. His expression softened. “Safer than Aleppo. Safer than Gaza. It’s reconstruction work. I’ll be with a team.”

She nodded, but the worry stayed. She had seen his photographs from Madrid—the ones that showed not just the damage but the people still standing in it. He went straight to the places that hurt. That was the part of him she respected and the part that kept him moving, never staying long enough for roots to take.

She had given him an address. He had given her a chance to stay.

“We should talk about the contract,” she said before she could talk herself out of it.

He came back to the table and sat across from her. “All right.”

“It ends when the green card arrives. Or when your clearance comes through and you leave. We agreed we’d divorce.”

“We did.”

“But last night… today… that wasn’t part of the agreement.”

“No.”

“So what is this?”

He leaned forward, forearms on the table. “I don’t know.”

A flicker of frustration moved through her. “We need to know. We can’t just keep doing this and pretend it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have a dissertation to finish. Because you have an assignment waiting. Because we both had lives before this.”

“Plans change.”

“They do. But we need to decide if we’re changing them together or if this is just… something that happened while we were waiting.”

He looked at her for a long moment, eyes steady. Then he reached across the table and took her hand, thumb brushing over her knuckles. “What do you want?”

The question landed clean. She had been dodging it for weeks.

“I want to finish my PhD. I want to build something here. I want… I don’t want to be alone.”

“You’re not alone now.”

“But when you leave, I will be.”

“I might not leave.”

She blinked. “What?”

“The clearance isn’t guaranteed. The assignment isn’t guaranteed. And even if both come through… I could choose not to take it.”

She shook her head. “You offered me this marriage so you could get the clearance. That was the entire point.”

“The point changed.”

“When?”

“When you asked me in Madrid why I only photograph the aftermath. When you moved your socks so mine could fit in the drawer. When you rubbed that lotion on my arm this morning so I’d carry your scent all day. When you came on my fingers and looked at me like I was the only person who had ever really seen you.”

Her breath caught.

“I don’t know what this is,” he said, voice low. “But I know it’s not just paperwork anymore. I know I don’t want to rehearse with you. I want to be with you.”

Tears stung, sudden and hot. She pulled her hand free and stood, needing space. She walked to the window and looked down at the street, the moving cars, the lit windows in the buildings across the way. Everything out there kept going like nothing had shifted.

“I’ve spent my whole life making sure I didn’t need anyone,” she said quietly. “Scholarships. Visas. Columbia. I did it all alone. This marriage was supposed to be another transaction. Something I could manage.”

He came up behind her, close but not touching. “You can’t manage this.”

“I know.”

“Does that scare you?”

“Yes.”

His hands settled on her shoulders, warm and careful. He turned her to face him. “It scares me too. I’ve spent ten years moving. Never staying long enough to need anyone. Never letting anyone need me. This place, this bed, you… you’re the first thing that’s felt like home in a long time.”

She reached up and traced the scar through his eyebrow, the raised line of it under her fingertip. “What do we do?”

“We finish the ninety days. We get your green card. We get my clearance. And then we decide.”

“Decide what?”

“If we want to stay married.”

The words hung between them, simple and enormous. The original contract had been for a card and a clearance. What he was offering now was something else entirely.

She nodded. “Okay.”

He smiled, small and real. “Okay.”

He kissed her, soft and lingering, then stepped back. “We should clean. The inspection checklist says we need to keep the place looking lived-in.”

She laughed, the tension cracking. “Right. The laundry.”

They spent the next hour putting the apartment back together, but it felt different. Not staging. Just living. They folded clothes side by side, his boxers next to her leggings. Washed dishes with their hands bumping under the suds. Straightened the sofa cushions and remembered, without saying it, what had happened there the night before.

When everything was tidy they sat on the sofa again. He turned on the television, found a news channel, and pulled her against his side. His arm settled around her waist. She rested her head on his shoulder. The news murmured in the background. It was ordinary. It was the first time they had done this without an audience or a script.

She fell asleep against him. He woke her later and walked her to bed. That night they moved together slowly, no rush, no performance. He held her close, body curved around hers, breath steady against the back of her neck. She slept deep and still.

In the morning the alarm went off. He reached over and silenced it, then pressed his mouth to her bare shoulder. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

They got up, left the bathroom door open while they showered, steam drifting between them. He used her shampoo. She used his soap. The scents mixed in the humid air.

She made coffee while he dressed. He poured two mugs. They stood at the counter, drinking, looking at each other.

“What’s your schedule today?” he asked.

“Library. I need to finish a chapter.”

“I’m meeting my editor downtown.”

“Will you be back for dinner?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. A plan. Simple. Real.

He left first, giving her a kiss at the door, a real kiss, not one for an audience. The latch clicked shut behind him. She stood in the apartment, the quiet pressing against her skin. It wasn’t empty. It held the shape of where he had been, the faint heat still rising from the cushions where he’d sat, the trace of his scent clinging to her shirt.

She went to the library and spent the day immersed in her work, tracing the migration patterns in the brushstrokes of diaspora artists. Her pen moved steadily across the page. Still, a thread of her attention stayed anchored to the apartment, to the man who would be waiting when she returned.

When she pushed the door open that evening, he was already there, the smell of pan-seared fish and lemon cutting through the air. They ate at the small table, trading the ordinary details of their days—her latest pages on the chapter, the notes his editor had scrawled across his newest portfolio. The conversation stayed light, but every word passed between them like something they had earned the right to share.

After dinner they returned to the sofa. He pulled out the stack of USCIS interview cards they had used weeks ago, the edges soft from handling.

“We should practice,” he said, though the smile in his voice made it clear he wasn’t worried about the questions anymore.

She took the cards and shuffled them. “Okay. First question. What is Naya’s favorite childhood memory?”

He considered. “Swimming in the river near her grandmother’s house in Nigeria. The water was warm. Her grandmother sang while she washed clothes on the banks.”

She smiled, caught off guard. “Correct. Next. What is Eitan’s biggest fear?”

She looked at him, waiting. He met her gaze without glancing at the card. “Being forgotten.”

The answer wasn’t written anywhere. It was simply his.

She set the card down. “We don’t need these anymore.”

“We do. For the next interview.”

“We know each other now.”

He nodded once. “We do.”

He reached for her, drawing her into his lap. She straddled him, thighs bracketing his hips, her face close enough to feel the warmth of his breath. “What’s your favorite thing about me?” she asked, voice low.

He kissed her, slow and deep, his tongue sliding against hers. “Your hands. They’re strong. They make things—your dissertation, your drawings. They hold me like they don’t want to let go.”

A tight warmth spread through her chest. She kissed him back, palms cupping his jaw, thumbs brushing the stubble along his cheekbones. “What do you love most about me?” he asked against her mouth.

“Your eyes. They don’t look away. They see straight through me.”

He groaned, arms locking around her waist, pulling her tighter. The cards slipped to the floor. They kissed again, harder, the heat between them sharpening. He stood, lifting her with him, and carried her to the bedroom. He laid her on the mattress and knelt, removing her shoes, her socks, her trousers, each layer peeled away with deliberate care. She watched him, pulse beating hard at the base of her throat.

When she was bare, he stripped off his own clothes and stretched out beside her. His palm settled on her belly, fingers spread wide.

“Tell me something true,” he said.

She took a breath. “I’ve never let anyone touch me the way you do. I’ve never wanted anyone to.”

He nodded, eyes dark. “Tell me another.”

“I think about you when I’m at the library. I think about your hands. Your mouth. The way you look at me like you’re already inside me.”

His hand slid lower, cupping her pussy. She was wet, slick against his palm. He pressed a finger into her, slow and deep, the stretch making her hips lift. He added a second finger, working them in and out with steady pressure.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered.

“I want you to fuck me. I want you to take me hard and slow and everything in between.”

He smiled, sharp and possessive, and moved over her. His cock was thick and hard against her thigh. He guided the head to her entrance, paused, and looked down at her. “Stay with me.”

Her eyes met his, not looking away.

He pushed inside, filling her in one long thrust. She gasped, back arching, the sudden fullness forcing the air from her lungs. He stayed deep, letting her feel every inch, the way her body had to open around him. Then he began to move, each thrust deliberate, controlled, dragging against her inner walls before he withdrew almost completely. She felt every ridge, every pulse of him.

Her hands gripped his hips, urging him deeper. He answered by driving harder, faster, the bed frame knocking against the wall in rhythm with his thrusts. The wet sound of their bodies meeting filled the room. Sweat gathered at the small of her back. She tightened around him, muscles clenching, and he groaned, the sound raw.

“Let go,” he said, voice rough. “I’ve got you.”

The orgasm hit her hard, a rush of heat that rolled through her belly and down her thighs. She cried out, body shaking, her pussy clenching around his cock. He followed with a shout, hips jerking as he spilled inside her, the hot flood of it making her clench again. He stayed buried deep, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his breath harsh against her neck.

When he finally withdrew, he rolled to his side and pulled her against him, her head resting on his chest. Their skin stuck where it touched. They lay in silence, listening to the gradual slowing of their breathing.

“The next interview is in eleven days,” he said at last, quiet.

“Yes.”

“We’ll pass.”

“We will.”

He kissed her forehead. “Then we’ll decide.”

She closed her eyes, letting the word settle. Decide. It carried weight, but here, wrapped in his arms, the weight felt like something they could carry together.

She slept. He slept beside her, their bodies curved into each other, breaths falling into the same slow rhythm.

In the morning a knock sounded at the door.

It wasn’t Officer Bryson. A delivery man handed over a large, flat box addressed to Eitan.

He brought it inside and opened it. A new camera lay in the foam, matte black, the long lens packed beside it.

“The embed,” he said, looking down at it. “They sent the equipment. The clearance is moving forward.”

Naya stood next to him, staring at the camera. It looked like the first concrete piece of his departure. The promise of Lebanon made solid.

He met her eyes. “It’s not a guarantee.”

“But it’s a step.”

He nodded. “Yes.”

They left the camera on the table. It sat there like another presence in the room, a reminder of contracts and clearances and choices that still waited.

Naya went to the kitchen to make coffee. As she poured water into the pot, a sharp edge of fear cut through her. The ninety days were running down. The green card would arrive. The clearance would come through. And then they would have to decide.

But this morning they still had the coffee. They still had the bed. They still had each other.

She turned. He stood by the table, watching the camera. When he looked up at her, his expression softened.

He crossed the room, took her hand, and pressed his mouth to her knuckles. “Coffee first,” he said.

She smiled, small and hopeful. “Coffee first.”

They began their day together in the apartment that had stopped being only a stage and had become something closer to home.


Chapter 4 — The New Contract

The camera didn’t leave the table for two days. It sat there, a polished black eye that watched them eat their toast and rehearse their answers. Eitan touched it only once, lifting it to test the weight in his hands before setting it back down with a soft, definitive click. He didn’t take a single picture.

Naya’s fear, that sharp sting from the morning of its arrival, didn’t vanish. It changed. It became a low-grade hum in her veins, a background radiation to their newly established domesticity. They had fallen into a rhythm. She woke first, always, her academic’s brain wired for the 6 a.m. quiet. She would make coffee in the French press, the ritual of it—boiling water, coarse grind, the four-minute steep—a meditation. He would emerge from the bedroom, hair mussed, wearing only his sleep pants, the scar through his eyebrow pale in the morning light. He’d take the mug she wordlessly offered, his fingers brushing hers. “Thanks.”

They no longer slept on opposite sides of the bed. The invisible line down the center of the used queen mattress had been erased, not by discussion, but by a slow, gravitational drift. One night, she’d woken up chilled, the radiator coughing a sporadic heat. She’d shifted, seeking warmth, and her back had met the solid heat of his chest. He hadn’t stirred, but his arm had come around her waist, his hand splayed over her stomach, holding her there. In the morning, they’d disentangled without comment, but the precedent was set. Now, they slept like parentheses, his body curved around hers, or sometimes her head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart.

It was Wednesday of week four. The ninety-day clock was a metronome in her head. Thirty-six days in. Fifty-four to go.

“Your mother’s middle name,” Eitan said that evening. He was leaning against the kitchen counter, holding a flash card. They’d moved beyond the basic allergies and birthdates. Now it was the obscure, the intimate, the details a bored or suspicious officer might pluck from the air to trip them up.

Naya, sitting at the small table with her laptop and a stack of journal articles, didn’t look up. “Adebisi.”

“And what does it mean?”

“‘We asked for this birth and she arrived.’” Naya finally glanced at him. “Yours. Your father’s profession before he retired.”

“Electrician. Union Local Three. He rewired our entire apartment in Bushwick when I was ten. Blew a fuse and half the block went dark.” A faint smile touched his lips. “My mother made him sleep on the couch for a week.”

Naya saved her document and closed her laptop. “Why did you offer this? Really.”

He’d told her, of course. Stable address for the security clearance. A need for a documented, boring domestic life to offset the chaos of his bylines. But the camera on the table asked the question again, more insistently.

Eitan put the card down. He studied her, his photographer’s gaze taking in the tightness at the corners of her eyes, the way she worried her lower lip with her teeth. “I told you.”

“You told me the practical reason. Not the real one.”

“They’re the same thing.”

“No,” she said, pushing her chair back. “The practical reason is a P.O. box and a mail-forwarding service. The real reason is a marriage certificate and a shared sock drawer. So, why?”

He was silent for a long moment. The only sounds were the distant wail of a siren on Eastern Parkway and the drip of the kitchen faucet she kept meaning to fix.

“Because I was tired,” he said finally, his voice low. “I was in Madrid, at that dinner, and I saw you. You were arguing with that pompous curator from the Reina Sofía about the political framing of a Senegalese installation. Your eyes were on fire. You were so completely… present. Not performing for anyone. Just there, in your conviction. I hadn’t been that present in a room in years. I take pictures so I don’t have to be in the frame. You… you live in the frame. I wanted to be near that.”

Naya felt the breath catch in her throat. It was more honesty than he’d ever given her. It felt dangerous. “So you proposed a fraudulent marriage.”

“I proposed a mutually beneficial arrangement that would allow you to finish your work. And yes, it would give me an anchor I needed. A real one.” He pushed off the counter and took a step toward her. “It wasn’t charity, Naya. It was selfish. I am a selfish man. This clearance… it’s a ticket back to the work that makes sense to me. But the address, the background check… they need to see roots. Commitment. They need to see a wife.”

The word hung between them. Wife. It was a legal designation, a line on a form. But the way he said it, here in their kitchen with her braids piled in a messy bun and him in a worn gray t-shirt, it sounded like something else. Something that had weight.

“And what do you need to see?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

He closed the remaining distance. He didn’t touch her. He just stood there, letting her feel the heat of him, smell the clean scent of his soap and the underlying, essential smell of his skin. “I think I’m seeing it.”

Her heart was a frantic drum against her ribs. This was the threshold, the unmarked border between rehearsal and reality. The contract was in the desk drawer, a PDF on her laptop. It specified separate sleeping arrangements unless required for verification. It outlined financial separation. It said nothing about the way her body was leaning toward his, an autonomic pull.

“The kitchen counter,” she said, the words leaving her mouth before her brain could censor them.

His brow furrowed. “What about it?”

“Every fight we’ve had in this apartment has ended within ten feet of that counter.” Her voice came out raw. “And I don’t want to argue anymore. I’m tired of being catalogued. Tired of being evidence.”

Eitan’s eyes changed. The observational sweep narrowed to a single, burning focus. On her. “Is that what this is? Evidence?”

“I don’t know what this is,” she admitted. “I just know I don’t want to be studied right now. I don’t want to be a subject.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to stop looking at me like I’m a composition,” she said, a surge of frustration breaking through. “And start looking at me like I’m a woman you share a bed with.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. Then, his gaze changed. It didn’t soften, but it intensified, narrowing from a broad observational sweep to a pinpoint focus. On her. On the pulse hammering in her throat. On her lips, slightly parted. On the rise and fall of her chest under her thin cotton shirt.

“Like this?” he asked, his voice a rough scrape.

“Yes.”

He finally touched her. One hand came up to cradle her jaw, his thumb stroking the high curve of her cheekbone. His touch was not tentative. It was proprietary, sure, as if he was confirming the territory he’d already mapped in his mind. “Naya.”

He said her name like a discovery. Like a truth he was only now permitting himself to speak.

Then he kissed her.

It was nothing like the chaste, performative kiss at the courthouse. That had been a brush of lips, a closing of a scene. This was an opening. His mouth was hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping past her lips to taste her. She moaned into him, her hands coming up to fist in the fabric of his shirt, pulling him closer. The kiss was all heat and hunger, a conflagration of every charged glance, every accidental touch, every night spent breathing the same air.

He walked her backward until the edge of the kitchen counter dug into her lower back. He broke the kiss, both of them breathing heavily, foreheads pressed together. His eyes were black with want.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers with each word.

“No.”

That single syllable was the only consent he needed. It was the new contract, written in the space between their bodies.

His hands went to the hem of her shirt and pulled it up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. The cool air of the apartment hit her skin, and then the heat of his gaze was warmer. He looked his fill, his eyes tracing the slope of her shoulders, the dark, tight peaks of her nipples. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.”

He bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply. A sharp, electric pleasure shot straight to her core, and she cried out, her fingers tangling in his hair. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, with his mouth and hands, until she was arching off the counter, seeking friction.

His own shirt joined hers on the floor. She saw the landscape of his torso—lean muscle, a faded scar on his ribcage, the dusting of dark hair that trailed down his abdomen and disappeared into the waistband of his jeans. She ran her hands over him, learning the texture of his skin, the beat of his heart under her palm.

He made quick work of her leggings and underwear, pushing them down her legs. She stepped out of them, naked now except for her glasses, which he gently removed and set aside on the counter. The world went soft-focus, but he was crystalline, immediate.

He kissed her again, deep and drugging, as his hand slid down her stomach, through the coarse curls, and found her pussy. She was already wet, slick and ready. He groaned against her mouth as his fingers slid through her folds, circling her clit with a pressure that made her knees buckle. He held her up with his other arm around her waist.

“Eitan,” she gasped, breaking the kiss to bury her face in his neck.

“I’ve got you.” His voice was guttural. He continued to stroke her, his fingers moving with a focused intensity that belied the chaos she felt inside. He was studying her again, but this time it was for the data of her pleasure—the hitch in her breath when he pressed just there, the way her inner muscles clenched when he slid two fingers inside her, the broken sound she made when he curled them.

“I need to be inside you,” he said, his breath hot against her ear. “Now.”

She nodded, frantic. He fumbled with his jeans, pushing them and his briefs down just enough to free his cock. She looked down. He was thick and hard, the head flushed dark. He gripped himself, stroking once, twice, before positioning himself at her entrance.

He met her eyes. A final, silent check. She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him closer, an answer.

He pushed into her in one slow, relentless stroke.

The sensation was overwhelming. The stretch, the fullness, the shocking intimacy of it. He was inside her. In their kitchen. This was happening. She let out a choked sob, and he stilled, fully sheathed.

“Okay?” he whispered, his face strained with the effort of holding back.

“More than okay,” she managed. “Don’t stop.”

He began to move. Slow, deep thrusts that shook the cabinet doors behind her. Each stroke dragged against a spot inside her that sparked with blinding pleasure. She clung to him, her nails digging into the hard muscles of his back, her heels urging him deeper. The rhythm built, faster, harder. The counter was rattling, a glass in the sink trembling with each drive of his hips.

It was not quiet. It was not desperate. It was loud and claiming. Their breaths came in ragged, matching bursts, skin meeting skin with every thrust, her moans tangling with his low grunts in the cramped kitchen. He dropped his head to her shoulder, mouth open and hot against her skin, teeth grazing.

“You feel… unbelievable,” he gritted out. “So tight. So perfect.”

His words sank straight into her, heat flaring low in her belly. She was close, right there, her body already tightening around him. He knew. His hand slid between them, thumb finding her clit again, working it in firm circles while his cock kept driving into her. The two sensations hit at once—the thick, steady push of him inside her and the relentless drag of his thumb—and her climax tore through her, sudden and brutal. Her cunt clamped down hard around his cock, pulsing, dragging a raw sound from his throat.

He came right after her, hips slamming forward one last time, his release spilling hot and deep inside her. His body shuddered against hers, then he collapsed, his weight pinning her to the counter, both of them breathing hard.

For long minutes there was only the slowing rasp of their lungs and the low hum of the refrigerator. The world returned in fragments. The cool press of Formica against her back. The sharp mix of sex and coffee and the clean scent of his skin. The fact of what they had just done.

Eitan stirred first. He eased out of her, reached for the paper towels, and tore off several sheets. He cleaned her with careful hands, the tenderness at odds with the way he had taken her minutes earlier. He wiped himself down, tossed the towels, then gathered her clothes. He helped her step into her leggings, passed her the shirt. He dressed himself in silence.

They didn’t speak. The quiet between them felt thick, weighted with everything they had not said.

He found her glasses on the counter and held them out. She slid them on. The room sharpened. His face was flushed, his mouth swollen from her kisses. He looked at her, expression unreadable.

The contract was in tatters. The rehearsal was finished.

He opened his mouth, but his phone buzzed on the counter beside her laptop before he could speak. The screen lit up. USCIS - Officer Bryson.

Their eyes met. The afterglow vanished, replaced by a cold, shared weight in the chest.

Eitan picked up the phone. He drew a steadying breath, his professional mask sliding into place even though his hair was still mussed from her hands. He answered.

“Eitan Reyes speaking.” A pause. He listened, gaze never leaving Naya. “Tomorrow? Yes, of course. We’ll be there.” Another pause. “Seven forty-two a.m. Yes. We understand. Thank you.”

He ended the call. The silence settled again, heavier.

“That was Bryson,” he said, voice flat. “The home inspection. It’s not next week. It’s tomorrow morning. Seven forty-two.”

Naya’s mind, still fogged with pleasure and shock, tried to catch up. “Tomorrow? But we’re not… we haven’t…”

“We have to be ready.” He ran a hand through his hair. “They’re going to look in our bedroom. In our bathroom. They’re going to check for signs of a real life together.”

A real life. They had just left a very real, very new sign of one, still warm on her inner thighs.

“What do we do?” she asked.

Eitan’s eyes sharpened with a resolve that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with staying in the country. “We clean up. We stage. We make sure every detail is perfect.” He stepped closer, but the touch was different now. He cupped her face, thumb stroking her cheek once. “And tonight, Naya, we sleep in the same bed. For real. We wake up together. We have to look like we’ve been doing this for years.”

He kissed her, once, hard and brief. A seal on a new, urgent agreement.

“Starting now,” he said, voice leaving no room for argument. “Go take a shower. I’ll start in the living room. We have less than twelve hours to make this apartment look like a love story.”

Naya stood still for a second, the phantom stretch of him still between her legs, the scent of their sex still thick in the air. Then the part of her that could build a chapter from nothing took over. She moved.

She went to the bathroom, turned the shower as hot as it would go, and stepped under the spray. The water stripped away the physical evidence, but the memory stayed lodged under her skin—the wet heat of his mouth, the hard edge of the counter against her hips, the shocking intimacy of his release inside her. She scrubbed hard with the loofah until her skin stung, mind already running through the list.

Bed. Toothbrushes. Laundry. Photos.

They had staged before. The day they moved in, they had set out framed pictures like props—a photo-booth strip from Coney Island, a snapshot from Madrid with two wine glasses between them. They had looked like decoration. Now they needed to look like proof.

She toweled off, pulled on a robe, and walked back into the bedroom. Eitan was already there, stripping the bed. He had changed into a clean t-shirt and sweats. He didn’t look at her, movements quick and precise.

“We need to sleep in these sheets tonight,” he said, balling up the old ones. “They need to look slept in, not just clean.”

“Right.” Her voice sounded distant even to her.

He stopped, the bundle of linens in his arms. He met her eyes. “Naya.”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “If we talk about it, we’ll… I don’t know. We’ll break whatever this is. And we can’t afford that tonight. We have a job to do.”

He studied her, then gave a short nod. “Okay. Job first.” He dropped the sheets outside the bedroom door. “Check the bathroom. Your stuff should be on the right side of the sink, mine on the left. But it should look… like we use each other’s things.”

She went to the bathroom. Their toothbrushes stood in separate cups, untouched and apart. She moved hers into his cup, bristles touching. She opened the medicine cabinet. Her moisturizer, his razor. She swapped the positions. She took the towel he had used that morning from the hook and draped it messily over the shower rod instead of folding it. She left a smear of her toothpaste in the sink.

It felt strange, arranging a shared life after what they had just done in the kitchen. That had been its own raw thing. This was deliberate. This was the lie.

When she came out, Eitan was making the bed with a different set of sheets, plain navy cotton. He had placed two pillows close together on the left side—the side that had become his—and pressed deliberate dents into them with the heel of his hand.

“Help me with this,” he said, nodding at the duvet. They shook it out together, hands brushing. The ordinary act, so soon after the kitchen, sent another pulse through her. She saw his jaw tighten.

They worked without speaking for an hour, a silent, efficient team. He rearranged books on the living room shelf, sliding his photojournalism monographs between her thick art theory texts. She went through the fridge, tossing anything past its date, making sure the condiments on the door were shared brands instead of two separate collections. She found a half-eaten container of his favorite olives and set it in front.

He took the closet. She heard hangers scrape as he mixed his dark, practical clothes with her brighter dresses and blouses. He came out holding a small black velvet box.

“What’s this?” he asked.

Naya’s heart jumped. “My grandmother’s earrings. I don’t wear them often.”

“You should.” He opened the box and looked at the delicate gold hoops. “They should be out. On your dresser. Like you wear them and take them off at night.”

He carried the box into the bedroom. She followed. He set it on the scarred wooden dresser beside her hair oils and the scatter of bobby pins. It looked right. It looked lived-in.

He turned and surveyed the room. The bed, the shared dresser, the single hamper in the corner already holding both their clothes. “The laundry,” he said. “It needs to be mixed. Not sorted.”

Without a word, Naya went to the hamper and pulled out a tangle of fabric. One of his dark socks was caught in the lace of her bra. The sight was so private, so staged, and yet it made her throat tighten. She dropped the bundle back in.

“What about…” She gestured toward the kitchen.

A shadow crossed his face. “I cleaned it. Thoroughly. But we should… we should have a drink there. Tonight. Sit at the table. Like we would.”

“Okay.”

They finished the sweep. The apartment was still theirs, but now it carried a deliberate, arranged closeness. It was a stage, but the actors had already stepped off-script.

Finally there was nothing left to do. It was past eleven. The silence stretched, tight and waiting.

Eitan walked to the small fridge and pulled out a half-empty bottle of white wine. He poured two glasses and handed her one. They stood in the middle of the living room.

“To the inspection,” he said, voice tired.

“To passing.” She touched her glass to his. They drank. The wine was too cold and faintly sharp.

“We should go to bed,” he said. “We need to be up by six at the latest.”

She nodded. They washed their glasses in silence. They brushed their teeth side by side at the sink, toothbrushes now sharing the same cup. She caught his eye in the mirror. He looked away first.

In the bedroom, the overhead light was too harsh. He switched it off, leaving only the soft spill from the streetlamp through the blinds. It striped the navy duvet.

The sleeping arrangement had settled itself over weeks. She wore sleep shorts and a tank top. He slept in pants, usually shirtless. Now the routine felt like something they were performing. She slid under the covers on the right. He got in on the left. The mattress shifted with his weight. They lay on their backs, staring at the ceiling, a foot of space between them.

The memory of the kitchen sat between them like a live wire. She could feel the heat coming off his skin. She could smell her own shampoo on his pillow from when she had borrowed it last week. The quiet was too loud.

“Do you think they’ll look in the freezer?” she whispered into the dark.

“They might. Why?”

“I hid my dissertation notes in a frozen peas bag. The one with the fake bar code.”

A brief laugh of surprise escaped him. It eased the tension a fraction. “You’re terrifying.”

“It’s a draft. It’s messy. I didn’t want them… judging my argument structure.”

“They’re immigration officers, not your dissertation committee.”

“Same diff,” she muttered, and he laughed again, quieter this time.

The laughter faded. The silence returned, but it felt less brittle.

“Naya.” His voice was low. “About before…”

“I know.”

“Do you regret it?”

She turned her head on the pillow to look at him. His profile was sharp against the faint light. “Do you?”

“No.” The answer came at once, certain. “But I didn’t plan it. I didn’t mean to… cross that line.”

“We crossed it together.” She took a breath. “And I don’t regret it either. I just don’t know what it means.”

“It means we’re terrible at following a contract,” he said, a wry edge in his voice.

“It means the contract was flawed.” She turned onto her side, facing him. “You can’t rehearse intimacy without becoming intimate.”

He turned his head, meeting her gaze across the dark stretch of mattress. In the half-light leaking from the street, his eyes gave nothing away. “Is that what we are? Intimate?”

“You were inside me three hours ago,” she said. The words came out blunt, left hanging between them. “I’d call that fairly intimate.”

He flinched, but didn’t look away. “That’s physical.”

“It wasn’t just physical.” The admission scraped on its way out. “You told me why you really did this. In the kitchen. You were present. That wasn’t a line from the flash cards.”

He stayed silent for a long moment. Then he moved. He turned onto his side, mirroring her, closing the foot of space between them. He didn’t touch her, but the heat rolling off his skin reached her first. “No. It wasn’t.”

“So what happens now?” The question left her on an unsteady breath.

“Now,” he said, his hand coming up to rest, tentative, on her hip over the duvet, “we sleep. We wake up. We get through the inspection. And then… we figure out the new terms.”

His hand was heavy. Warm. An anchor. “What are the new terms?”

“I don’t know yet.” His thumb began to move, a slow, absent stroke against the cotton of her shorts. “But they involve this.” His hand slid under the hem of her tank top, palm flat and warm against the bare skin of her lower back. “And this.” He leaned in, closing the last inch, and kissed her. Soft. Undemanding. A world away from the devouring kiss in the kitchen. A promise, and a question.

She answered by parting her lips, by sighing into his mouth. The embers from before, banked by fear and practicality, flared back to life. This was different. This was slow. This was in their bed.

He deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping in to taste her. His hand drifted from her back, around her ribcage, thumb brushing the underside of her breast. She arched into the touch, a small sound catching in her throat. He broke the kiss, breathing ragged, and looked down at her.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, voice rough. “Right now. For you. Not for the inspection, not for the story. For Naya.”

Her mind, usually so full of words, went blank. All she had left was feeling. “You. I want you. Like this. Slow.”

A shudder moved through him. “Okay.” He kissed her again, then began to trail his mouth down her neck, to the sensitive hollow of her throat. He pushed the strap of her tank top aside, baring her shoulder, and kissed there, teeth grazing lightly. His hand finally closed over her breast, palm rough against her nipple. She gasped, her own hands coming up to clutch at his shoulders.

He took his time. He worshipped her breasts with his mouth and hands until she was writhing, until the fabric of her shorts clung damp between her thighs. He hooked his fingers in the waistband and slowly, so slowly, drew them down her legs along with her underwear. The night air kissed her skin, followed immediately by the heat of his body as he settled between her legs.

He didn’t enter her. He kissed his way down her stomach, over the soft curve of her hip, down her inner thigh. She knew what he intended a second before he did it, and a flush of pure heat swept over her.

“Eitan, you don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he interrupted, voice muffled against her skin. “I’ve wanted to since Madrid. Since I watched you demolish that curator with a footnote.”

The absurdity of it, the sheer eroticism of the memory being tied to this act, made her laugh. Then his mouth was on her, and the laugh broke into a sharp cry.

He ate her pussy with the same focused intensity he did everything else, but tempered now with a devastating patience. He licked broad, slow strokes through her folds, savoring her taste. He circled her clit with the tip of his tongue, then sucked it gently into his mouth. His hands held her hips down as she bucked against him, sensation crashing through her. He explored her, learning her rhythm, the pressure she needed, the way her breath caught when he slid two fingers inside her while his tongue worked her clit.

“Please,” she begged, fingers tangled in his hair. “Please, Eitan.”

He lifted his head, chin glistening. “Please what?”

“I need you inside me. Now.”

He moved up her body, kissing her stomach, her breasts, her mouth, letting her taste herself on his lips. He shed his sleep pants, cock springing free, thick and hard. He positioned himself at her entrance, the head nudging against her slick heat.

He looked into her eyes, holding her gaze as he pushed in. It was a slow, delicious invasion, inch by inch, until he was fully seated. They both groaned, a duet of relief and pleasure. He was deeper this way, in their bed, with nothing between them but skin and sweat and the truth they were still avoiding.

He began to move, a deep, rolling rhythm that had her clutching at the sheets. He braced himself on his forearms, face above hers, eyes locked on hers. This was the studying she couldn’t resent. He was watching her come apart, and he was letting her see him do the same. The controlled photographer was gone. In his place was a man stripped raw, his expression one of fierce, unraveling need.

“Look at me,” he gritted out, thrusts becoming more urgent. “I want to see you.”

She kept her eyes open, drowning in his. The pleasure built, a coiling, tightening spring in her core. His pace increased, the bedframe giving a soft, rhythmic creak in time with their joining. The sound was obscenely domestic. It was the sound of a real couple in a real bed.

“I’m close,” she warned, voice breaking.

“Now,” he commanded, his hand sliding between them to press his thumb flat against her clit.

The orgasm detonated in her like a slammed door. Her body clenched and shook, vision splintering to white light at the edges. She cried out, a sound he swallowed with a searing kiss as his own control snapped. He drove into her one last, deep time, body bowing as he came with a guttural groan, spilling himself inside her.

He collapsed on top of her, weight a welcome anchor. They lay like that, joined, breathing in ragged sync, for a long time. The streetlight glow traced the sweat on his spine.

Slowly, carefully, he rolled off, pulling her with him so she was sprawled half on his chest. His heart thundered under her ear. His hand stroked her back, up and down, a soothing, absent rhythm.

No one spoke. The questions were still there, looming. But for now, they were quieted by the scent of sex on their sheets, by the stickiness between her thighs, by the absolute certainty that nothing between them was fake in this moment.

Eventually, his breathing evened into sleep. Naya lay awake, listening to the sound, feeling the rise and fall of his chest. She thought of the inspection in a few hours. They would come, and they would look for proof. They would find toothbrushes in the same cup. They would find mixed laundry. They would find a bed that smelled like them.

They would find the truth, she realized with a jolt. Not the legal truth, but the deeper, more dangerous one. They would find a home.

She closed her eyes, nestling closer into the heat of him. The last thought she had before sleep took her was that the rehearsal was well and truly over. The performance had become their life.

And when the knock came at 7:42 the next morning, they would be ready.


Chapter 5 — 7:42 a.m.

The knock was a machine-gun staccato. Bam-bam-bam-bam-bam.

Naya’s eyes flew open. Gray dawn light filtered through the blinds. The digital clock on the nightstand read 7:42. Exactly.

Eitan was already moving. He’d been awake; she felt the tension in the arm slung over her waist a second before the knock. He slid from the bed, his body a warm shadow in the gloom. He didn’t look at her, his focus already turned outward, tactical. He scooped up his boxer briefs from the floor and stepped into them.

“Naya,” he said, his voice low and gravelly with sleep. It wasn’t a question. It was an alert.

She pushed herself up, the sheet pooling at her waist. The air in the room was cool on her bare skin. The scent of last night—sweat, sex, him—hung thick. Proof. Her pulse slammed against her ribs. This was it. The inspection. The verification. The performance of their lives.

Another knock, louder. “USCIS! Home visit for Reyes-Okonkwo!”

“Coming!” Eitan called, his voice shifting into something casual, annoyed at the early hour. He pulled on a worn gray t-shirt. He looked at her then, his gaze sweeping over her naked shoulders, her braids fanned across the pillow. His eyes were dark, unreadable. “Clothes. Quick. Look like you slept in them.”

She scrambled out of bed, legs unsteady. She grabbed the first things her hands found on the chair in the corner: his Columbia hoodie, which she’d stolen last week, and a pair of her own cotton sleep shorts. She yanked them on. The hoodie smelled like his soap and, faintly, like her. She finger-combed her braids into a messy tail over one shoulder.

Eitan was at the bedroom door. He paused, his hand on the knob, and looked back at her. “Remember,” he said, the rehearsal tone in his voice, but it was softer now. “We were up late. My fault. I was editing photos from the Brooklyn Bridge project. You brought me tea at midnight.”

She nodded, the fiction slotting into place. “Earl Grey. With honey.”

His mouth curved with the faintest hint of a smile. “Exactly.”

He opened the door and walked out into the short hallway. Naya took a deep breath, the air catching in her throat. She followed him.

The apartment was a testament to their ninety-day project. A joint life, assembled like a stage set. Their shared lease was framed by the door. Fridge magnets held grocery lists in both their handwriting. A bowl on the entry table held both their keys, tangled together. Two pairs of shoes—his scuffed boots, her sneakers—side by side on the mat.

Eitan unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.

Two officers stood in the hall. A man and a woman, both in dark uniforms, IDs clipped to their jackets. The man was broad-shouldered, with a polite, impassive face. The woman was younger, her eyes sharp and scanning, already taking in the space behind Eitan.

“Mr. Reyes?” the male officer said.

“Yes. Good morning.” Eitan leaned against the doorframe, blocking the view just enough to seem protective, not suspicious. He ran a hand through his sleep-mussed hair. “You’re early.”

“Scheduled for seven forty-two, sir,” the woman said, her voice flat. She held up a tablet. “May we come in?”

“Of course.” Eitan stepped back, pulling the door wide. He reached behind him blindly, his hand finding Naya’s arm and drawing her gently to his side. His touch was firm, proprietary. “This is my wife, Naya.”

Naya offered a small, tired smile. “Hello.”

The officers stepped inside. The space, which had felt cozy to Naya just yesterday, suddenly felt criminally small. Every detail was under a microscope.

“We’ll need to walk through the apartment,” the male officer said. “Verify cohabitation. It won’t take long.”

“Sure,” Eitan said, his arm slipping around Naya’s waist. He pulled her close, his fingers splaying over the soft cotton of his hoodie on her hip. The contact sent a jolt through her skin. It felt both like a claim and a confession. “Mind if I put coffee on? It was a late night.”

“Proceed as normal,” the female officer said, but her eyes were already cataloging the living room: the single couch with two distinct indentations on the cushions, the two laptops charging side-by-side on the coffee table, the photography books stacked next to art history journals.

Eitan moved to the kitchenette, his hand leaving her waist. The absence left a chill on her skin. Naya stayed rooted in the center of the room, feeling exposed.

The female officer approached the bookshelf. “You have a lot of books.”

“We both do,” Naya said, finding her voice. It sounded steady, to her own surprise. “He’s photojournalism, I’m art history. It makes for interesting shelves.”

The officer nodded, pulling a book out at random. It was Naya’s well-worn copy of The Diaspora and the Visual Field. She flipped it open. Naya’s name and a date from three years ago were inscribed on the first page. The officer put it back, her finger tracing the spines. She stopped at a thick photo anthology. She pulled it out. Eitan’s name was scrawled on the title page in his messy script.

“Do you share these?” the officer asked.

“All the time,” Eitan called from the kitchen. The grinder roared for a second, then stopped. “She dog-ears the pages of my monographs. Drives me insane.”

Naya felt a real flash of irritation. “You use my exhibition catalogs as coasters.”

Eitan shot her a look over the counter—a real one, amused and challenging. The male officer watched the exchange, his expression neutral.

The female officer moved to the bathroom. Naya’s pulse kicked. The bathroom was the most intimate battlefield. The officer pushed the door open.

There it was. The proof they had curated. Two toothbrushes, one electric, one manual, in the same ceramic cup next to the sink. Her facial cleanser and his shaving cream crowded together on the narrow ledge. A lone bar of soap rested in the shower dish. Two damp towels on the rack, one dark blue, one cream.

The officer didn’t touch anything. She just looked. For a long minute. Then she turned and walked back out, her eyes sweeping over the bed through the open bedroom door. The bed. The unmade, rumpled sheets from which they had just risen. The two pillows, both dented.

The male officer had opened the fridge. He noted the contents: the container of last night’s leftover jollof rice, the half-eaten bagel with cream cheese, the six-pack of beer, the oat milk. “You shop together?”

“Usually,” Naya said, drifting closer to the kitchen, drawn toward Eitan. “I do the list, he carries the bags. It’s our Sunday routine.”

The officer closed the fridge. His gaze landed on the small magnetic board next to it. It held a photo—the one from City Hall, the two of them holding their marriage certificate, her in a simple cream dress, him in a dark shirt, both smiling small, genuine smiles that had been nerves, not joy. Next to it was a postcard from Madrid, the Palacio de Cibeles. No note, just the stamp. A private joke.

“When was this taken?” the officer asked, pointing to the City Hall photo.

“February fourteenth,” Eitan said without hesitation. He was pouring coffee into two mugs. “Valentine’s Day. We thought it was cheesy. Did it anyway.”

“And this?” The officer tapped the Madrid postcard.

Eitan stilled for a fraction of a second. Then he smiled, a soft, private thing that Naya had never seen before. It sent a strange ache through her chest. “That’s where we met. I sent that to her after my first trip back. A reminder.”

It was a lie. They’d bought the postcard together last week at a flea market. But the story sounded true. It felt true.

The female officer emerged from the bedroom. In her hand, she held a small, dark blue booklet. Naya’s stomach dropped. It was her Nigerian passport.

“This was in the nightstand drawer,” the officer said, her tone giving nothing away.

“Yes,” Naya said, her mouth dry. “That’s mine.”

“Shared nightstand?”

“Yes.” Eitan brought the two mugs of coffee over. He handed one to Naya, his fingers brushing hers. “My side is a disaster. Chargers, lens caps, receipts. Her side is organized. Passport, journal, lip balm.”

The officer flipped the passport open, checking the visa page, the entry stamps. She looked at the photo, then at Naya’s face. She closed it and handed it back. “You should keep that in a safer place.”

“I will,” Naya whispered.

The two officers exchanged a look. The male officer gave a slight nod.

“Alright,” the female officer said, tapping something into her tablet. “We’ve seen enough. The affidavit of support documents are in order. The lease checks out. We’ll file our report.”

Eitan’s arm went back around Naya, pulling her into his side. “So, we’re good?”

“The field report will be added to your file. You’ll be notified of any further steps by mail.” The officer’s gaze lingered on them for a second—on the way Naya instinctively leaned into Eitan’s hold, on the way his thumb was rubbing a slow circle on her hip through the hoodie. “Have a good day.”

They showed themselves out. The door clicked shut.

The silence they left behind was thick.

For a full minute, neither of them moved. Eitan’s hand stayed on her hip. Naya could feel the frantic beat of her own heart begin to slow, the adrenaline seeping away, leaving her limbs heavy.

Eitan let out a long, slow breath. His forehead dropped to her temple. “Jesus.”

“Did we pass?” The question was a bare thread of sound.

“I don’t know. But they didn’t see anything false.” He straightened, his hand falling away. He took a step back, putting space between them. The sudden distance was a physical shock. He picked up his coffee mug and took a large swallow. “The bedroom was convincing.”

The bedroom. Where the sheets still held the heat and scent of them. Where he had driven into her just hours before, where she had come apart under his hands and mouth. Naya felt a flush creep up her neck.

“Yeah,” she said, turning her own mug in her hands. “It would be.”

He looked at her then, really looked, his eyes tracking from her bare legs to the oversized hoodie to her sleep-tousled hair. His gaze was like a physical touch, hot and assessing. The air in the apartment shifted, thickened. The performance was over, but the charge it had created between them was very, very real.

“You should get dressed,” he said, his voice rough. “I have to go downtown. Meeting with my editor at ten.”

It was a dismissal. A retreat back into the contract’s boundaries. But the boundaries felt blurred now, smudged by sweat and fingerprints.

“Right,” Naya said. She didn’t move.

He didn’t move either. He just stared at her, his jaw tight. The silence stretched, taut and humming. The memory of last night hung between them, a third presence in the room.

Finally, he turned and walked to the bedroom. “I need the shower first.”

He closed the door behind him. A moment later, she heard the water turn on.

Naya stood in the middle of their constructed life, holding her cooling coffee. She looked at the closed door, then at the rumpled bed visible through it. Her body remembered his. Every press, every thrust, the exact sound he made when he came. The rehearsal was over. The performance had, indeed, become their life.

And she had no idea what her lines were anymore.

The day stretched in a suspended haze, the hours thick with what had already passed between them. Eitan left for his meeting without a word beyond the click of the door. Naya stood under the shower for too long, the water still carrying the heat of his body, and reached for his wash without thinking. The cedar and citrus clung to her skin, sharp where it met the softer trace of her own soap from the night before. She tried to work. The dissertation chapter on diaspora exhibitions sat open on her screen, the words sliding out of focus until all she could hold was the officer’s hand on her passport, the press of Eitan’s thumb against her hip, the sheets still twisted at the foot of the bed.

He came back in the late afternoon, the camera bag hitting the floor with a solid thud. The scar through his eyebrow stood out in the fading light, a pale line against tired skin.

“How was the meeting?” she asked from the couch. Her laptop had gone dark on her knees.

“Fine. They want the Lebanon embed. Clearance is still pending.” He crossed to the fridge, pulled a beer, and twisted the cap off with a short, practiced motion. He didn’t offer her one. He leaned against the counter and drank, throat working. “You?”

“I didn’t get much done.”

“Yeah.” His eyes stayed on her. “Post-inspection hangover. Normal.”

“Is it?” She closed the laptop. “What part of this is supposed to feel normal?”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “Fair.”

He pushed off the counter and came to her, but he didn’t take the cushion beside her. He sat on the coffee table instead, knees close enough that the denim of his jeans nearly brushed hers. The beer bottle hung between his spread thighs. Up close she could see the new stubble darkening his jaw and the small flecks of gold in his irises.

“We need to talk about last night,” he said, voice low.

Her pulse jumped at her throat. “Okay.”

“It can’t happen again.”

The words landed cold. She sat straighter. “Why not?”

“Because it complicates the contract.” He took another drink, eyes locked on hers. “One goal. Green card for you. Clearance for me. Emotional entanglement is a risk factor. It clouds judgment.”

“Last night didn’t feel cloudy,” she said. “It felt very clear.”

His knuckles tightened on the bottle. “It was sex, Naya. Good sex. It was also a strategic release of tension before a high-stakes inspection. We can’t treat those as the same thing.”

He was already filing it away, turning the memory of how he had shuddered against her, how he had held her afterward, into something tactical. Anger rose, hot and immediate.

“You’re full of shit,” she said softly.

His eyes flashed. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You’re building a story so you don’t have to admit you fucked your wife of convenience and it meant something.” The word wife sat between them, heavier now.

He set the bottle down. The glass met the table with a clean, final sound. “You think you know what it meant?”

“I know it wasn’t just a rehearsal.” She leaned in, closing the small space. Beer on his breath, the clean trace of his skin, the faint salt of the day still on him. “You don’t kiss someone like that for an audience. You don’t look at someone the way you looked at me this morning just to sell a story.”

“And how did I look at you?” His voice had dropped to a dangerous whisper.

“Like you owned me,” she said. The truth of it surprised her even as it left her mouth. “Like you’d fight someone for me. Like the last thing you wanted was to let go.”

He went still. The air between them tightened. She saw the pulse beating hard at his throat and watched his gaze drop to her mouth.

“That,” he said slowly, “is exactly the kind of clouded judgment I’m talking about.”

“Then let it be cloudy.” The careful control she had practiced her whole life was gone, burned out in the heat of his bed. “The contract is for a marriage. We’re in a marriage. Maybe the terms just changed.”

He reached out and cupped the back of her neck, fingers firm, not gentle. Possessive. Decisive. “You don’t get to change the terms on your own.”

“Neither do you.”

He pulled her in and his mouth came down hard.

This kiss had nothing to do with City Hall. Nothing to do with the slow, careful kisses of the night before. It was a claim and a fight at once. His lips were hard, demanding. He tasted of beer and frustration and the want he had been trying to bury. Naya met him with the same force, hands fisting in his t-shirt, dragging him closer. A low sound vibrated in his chest.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “This is a bad idea.”

“Probably.” She leaned in and caught his lower lip between her teeth, not hard, just enough to make him suck in a sharp breath.

He swore, the word rough and low. In one motion he stood, hauling her up with him. Her laptop hit the floor. He walked her backward toward the bedroom, mouth finding hers again, hands sliding under the oversized t-shirt, palms hot against bare skin.

They crossed into the bedroom. The bed was still unmade from that morning, from them. The sight of it sent a fresh rush of heat through her, slick and urgent between her thighs.

He stripped the shirt up and off, tossing it aside. Her breasts were bare. His eyes darkened as his gaze moved over her. “No bra.”

“I was working from home,” she said, voice unsteady.

“Convenient.” He yanked his own shirt off. The lean, corded muscle of his torso showed, the faint scars, the tan lines from years in the field. He was beautiful in the way a weapon is beautiful—nothing soft, everything earned.

He kissed her again, deeper, tongue sweeping into her mouth. His hands went to the button of her jeans, popped it open, dragged the zipper down. He shoved denim and cotton panties down her hips in one rough motion. She stepped out of them, kicking them away.

He walked her backward until her knees hit the edge of the mattress. She fell back onto the sheets and he came over her, braced on his forearms. He was still in his jeans. The rough denim scraped her inner thighs. The hard ridge of his cock pressed against the fly.

“Tell me you want this,” he said, face inches from hers. His eyes were wild, untethered. “Not for the contract. Not for the inspection. For you.”

“I want this,” she gasped, arching up. “I want you. Eitan.”

His name seemed to break something open in him. He kissed her, a searing, devouring kiss, while his hand slid down between their bodies. He found her pussy, already wet and hot. He stroked her, fingers sliding through her folds, circling her clit with ruthless, knowing pressure.

“You’re already so ready,” he murmured against her lips, voice thick. “For me.”

“Yes.” The word came out a moan. She rocked against his hand, chasing more friction, more of him.

He pushed two fingers inside her and curled them. She cried out, hips bucking. He worked her with his hand, thumb pressing tight circles on her clit, eyes on her face as she came apart. The orgasm tore through her, sharp and sudden, leaving her trembling, inner muscles clenching around his fingers.

Before the waves fully ebbed, he was moving. He shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down just enough to free his cock. Thick, hard, the head flushed and leaking. He positioned himself at her entrance.

“Eyes open,” he said, voice stripped raw.

She forced them open and met his fierce gaze.

He pushed inside her in one slow, inexorable thrust. They both groaned, a low, raw sound of relief. He filled her completely, stretching her, the fit tight and overwhelming. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, body trembling with the effort of holding still.

“This changes everything,” he gritted out.

“I know.”

He began to move.

This was not the slow, building rhythm of the night before. This was a furious, driving pace. He fucked her with focused intensity, each thrust hitting deep, the head of his cock dragging against the spot that made her vision spark. The headboard knocked the wall in a steady, frantic beat. The sounds he made—grunts, her name, curses—filled the room.

Naya wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper. She raked her nails down his back and earned a sharp hiss and a harder thrust. She was already climbing again, the coil tightening low in her belly, sparked by the sheer carnal force of him, by the look on his face—like he was losing something and wanted to.

“Come for me again,” he demanded, breath hot on her neck. “I want to feel it.”

She shattered. The climax rolled through her in powerful, endless waves, her body pulling at him in deep, shuddering grips. She screamed, the sound muffled against his shoulder.

That was all it took. With a ragged shout he drove into her one last, deep time and came, body jerking, release pulsing hot inside her. He collapsed on top of her, full weight pinning her to the mattress, to the scent of their shared sleep, their shared fear, their shared need.

They lay tangled, sweaty, breathing in gasps. The room was quiet except for their panting and the distant hum of Brooklyn traffic.

Slowly he rolled to his side, taking her with him, keeping them joined. His hand came up to her face, thumb brushing her kiss-swollen lips. His expression was unguarded, full of a wary wonder that made her chest ache.

The buzzer from the building’s front door rang, sharp and intrusive.

They both froze.

It rang again, insistent.

Eitan’s face closed off, the shutters coming down. He withdrew from her body, the loss immediate and physical. He sat up on the edge of the bed, running a hand through his hair.

“That’ll be the joint bank account papers,” he said, voice flat, all traces of the wonder gone. “The courier. I have to sign for them.”

He stood, pulling his jeans up, fastening them.

Naya lay in the wreckage of the bed, of him, of whatever had just happened, feeling the heat of him and his come slowly cooling between her thighs. The buzzer rang a third time, a demanding, bureaucratic shriek.

Eitan walked out of the bedroom, buttoning his jeans.

He didn’t look back at her.

She stayed there, listening. The sound of him crossing the living room. The click of the intercom. His voice, low and curt: “Yeah.” The distant buzz of the lobby door unlocking. Then silence.

She pushed herself up, body feeling used and heavy. The sheets were tangled, damp. She smelled of sex and sweat and him. She pulled the oversized t-shirt from the floor and put it on, not bothering with underwear. It was his shirt, one of the soft, faded ones from his time in Jordan. It swallowed her.

When she walked into the living room, he was standing by the door, holding a thick manila envelope. He was reading a single sheet of paper clipped to the front, brow furrowed.

“Joint account agreement,” he said, without looking up. “They need both signatures. And a notary.”

Naya walked to the kitchen island and leaned against it. The cool laminate pressed against her palms. “When?”

“Tomorrow. Ten a.m.” He finally looked at her. His eyes were guarded, professional. The man who had just fucked her into the mattress was gone, replaced by the strategist. “We’ll go together. It’s another piece of evidence. Shared financial responsibility.”

She nodded. The words felt like ash in her mouth. Shared financial responsibility. Not shared orgasm. Not shared breath. Not shared, desperate need.

He set the envelope on the coffee table beside her laptop where it had fallen.

“I’ll shower.”

The bathroom door clicked shut. Water hissed through the pipes.

Naya picked up the laptop. The screen lit without a crack. She set it back on the table and studied the envelope instead—plain, government-issue, the color of manila folders in every federal office. It held the scaffolding of their arrangement. They had just torn through it with their bodies.

She went to the sink, filled a glass, and drank the water slowly, watching the light shift from gold to gray across the floorboards. The inspection was done. The sex was done. The rest of the day waited, empty and too quiet.

Eitan came out fifteen minutes later in clean jeans and a black henley, hair dark at the temples. Soap clung to his skin. He lifted the envelope again. “I’ll go through these tonight. You should, too.”

“Okay.”

He hesitated. “Are you… all right?”

The question landed like a form to be filled. “I’m fine. Just… processing.”

“Right.” He nodded as if the word were a measurable stage on a chart. “I’m heading to the studio. Negatives to prep for the exhibit.”

“Okay.”

He shouldered his camera bag and left. The door shut with a soft, final click.

The apartment settled into a silence so complete she could hear the refrigerator cycling on. Naya stood in the middle of the room they had performed as a home. The paired books on the shelf, the postcard pinned to the corkboard, the magnets on the fridge—they looked like props now, arranged for an audience that had already gone.

She cleaned.

She stripped the bed, balled the sheets tight against her chest, and carried them to the washer in the closet. The machine rumbled to life. She wiped the counters, sorted the mail into two stacks—his, hers—leaving the manila envelope untouched. When she finished, the apartment gleamed. It smelled of lemon and bleach. Sterile.

She showered with her own soap this time. The water ran cooler than his had. She dressed in leggings and an old sweatshirt, then opened her dissertation file. The paragraph on trauma curation sat on the screen, every sentence flat. She read the same lines for an hour without adding a word.

At seven her phone buzzed.

Studio running late. Don’t wait for dinner.

She typed back: Okay.

She ordered from the Thai place down the block and ate on the couch while a documentary about migratory birds played. She fell asleep there, the television still flickering.

The key in the lock woke her at midnight. Eitan stepped inside, bag heavier on his shoulder, movements slower. He saw her on the couch, the empty container on the floor, the screen now showing a silent white expanse of tundra.

He didn’t speak. He went to the kitchen, filled a glass, drank it down. Then he looked at her. “You didn’t have to sleep out here.”

“I fell asleep.”

He nodded. At the bedroom door he paused. “The sheets.”

“In the washer. They’re clean. I didn’t put them back on.”

A beat. “I’ll take the couch.”

“No.” The word came out sharper than she meant. “Don’t. That’s… stupid. The bed is fine.”

He studied her face in the blue light from the screen. “Is it?”

She stood, gathering the container. “It’s a bed. We’ve slept in it for weeks. One… incident doesn’t change that.”

“Incident,” he repeated, voice low.

She walked past him to the kitchen. When she turned, he was still by the bedroom door, watching.

“We need to talk about the incident,” he said.

“We already did. You said it couldn’t happen again. You said it clouded judgment.” She crossed her arms. “So let’s not cloud it. Let’s just sleep.”

He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Right.” He turned and went into the bedroom.

Naya followed.

The room was dark. The clean sheets lay folded on the chair. The bare mattress looked stripped, like something had been removed in the middle of the night.

Eitan took the sheets and unfolded them with quick, precise movements. He tucked the fitted sheet tight, snapped the flat sheet over it, then the duvet. He did not look at her.

Naya went to her side of the bed and pulled out her pajamas—soft cotton shorts and a tank top. She changed with her back to him, the fabric whispering against her skin.

When she turned, he was already under the covers, on his side, facing away. Only his boxer briefs remained. The scar across his shoulder blade caught the moonlight, a pale line against warmer skin.

She climbed in and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. The space between them felt wider than it had the first night, when they were still strangers reading a contract aloud. Now they were strangers who knew the exact sound each other made at the edge of coming.

Minutes passed. The refrigerator hummed in the other room.

“Naya.” His voice came quiet from the dark.

“Yes.”

“What are you thinking?”

She swallowed. “That you’re right. It complicates things. That I don’t know how to un-complicate them. And that the inspection felt like a test we passed, but this feels like one we’re failing.”

The mattress shifted as he moved. “It’s not a test. It’s a boundary.”

“Boundaries can move.”

“They shouldn’t.” He rolled onto his back, eyes on the ceiling now too. “The contract is clear. Cohabitation. Shared life evidence. Mutual benefit. Sex isn’t a benefit. It’s a variable.”

“It felt like a benefit,” she whispered.

He was quiet for a long time. Then: “It did.”

The words sat between them, delicate and dangerous.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“We do nothing. We maintain. We get you your green card. We get me my clearance. We succeed.” His voice stayed level, final. “That’s the mission.”

“The mission,” she echoed. The word tasted like metal.

“Yes.”

Silence settled again, heavier this time.

Naya closed her eyes and tried to match her breathing to the sound of the refrigerator. Eventually sleep took her.

She woke later to heat. Eitan had shifted closer in sleep, not touching, but near enough that the warmth of his body reached her along one side. The canyon had narrowed. She stayed still, eyes closed, until real sleep came back.



The notary’s office sat in a beige building in Downtown Brooklyn. They filled out forms side by side in plastic chairs. The joint account would be at a local credit union. Both of them had to deposit funds to open it. Eitan wrote a check for two thousand dollars. Naya wrote one for five hundred. Her savings were thinner.

The notary, hair pulled into a tight bun, smiled at them over the counter. “Newlyweds?”

“Yes,” Eitan said, voice warm. He reached over and took Naya’s hand, squeezing once. “Just getting the paperwork sorted.”

“It’s a lot,” the notary said. “But worth it. Building a life together.”

Naya felt her smile pull tight at the edges. Eitan’s hand stayed firm around hers. The performance had layers now—the one for the notary, the one for each other, the one they kept trying to believe themselves.

They stepped out into crisp spring air. Eitan let go of her hand the moment the door closed behind them.

“Next is the lease amendment,” he said, checking his phone. “Management needs both names on the renewal. Friday.”

“Okay.”

They walked toward the subway. The sidewalk was crowded. He moved through the flow with steady purpose, his body cutting a path for her without comment. Husbandly. She wondered if he noticed he was doing it.

On the train they sat together. He read an article on his phone. She stared at the map across from them. Her mind kept circling back to the bed, to the way he had looked at her afterward—unguarded, almost wondering. Like an image she couldn’t delete.

At their stop they walked the few blocks home in silence.

Inside the apartment the quiet held. Weekday. Work to do.

Eitan opened his laptop at the desk. Naya opened hers.

They worked for hours. Keys clicked. Someone sighed. Paper rustled.

At one point Naya stood to make tea. She chose chamomile, waited for the kettle. While the water heated she watched Eitan bent over a large print, magnifying glass in hand, studying a single detail. His focus didn’t waver.

She made two cups and set one beside his elbow on a coaster.

He looked up, surprised. “Thanks.”

“You looked like you needed it.”

He nodded, took a sip, and met her eyes over the rim. “You’re good at that. Noticing.”

“It’s part of the job. Art history. You learn to see what other people miss.”

“What detail are you seeing now?” he asked, voice low.

She held her own cup. “A man working very hard to stay inside the frame he drew for himself.”

He set the cup down. “The frame is necessary.”

“Maybe.” She turned back toward the kitchen. “But sometimes the work improves when the frame breaks.”

She returned to her desk. He did not answer.

The afternoon slid into evening. Naya finished a section of her chapter. Eitan edited a sequence of photographs. The domestic rhythm had returned, but it carried a charge now. Every small exchange—her handing him a dropped pen, him refilling her water glass—carried the memory of his hands on her skin.

At six he stood. “I’m going to the gym.”

She nodded. “I’ll probably order in again.”

“Alright.”

He changed and left.

Naya ordered. She ate. She worked a little longer and tried not to picture him sweating under fluorescent lights, pushing his body in front of mirrors.

When he came back he had already showered. Sweatpants, a soft t-shirt, the clean smell of exertion still on him.

“We should rehearse,” he said from the living room doorway.

Naya looked up. “Rehearse?”

“The lease amendment meeting. It’s another interview. They’ll ask why we’re renewing. Future plans. We need to stay consistent.”

She closed her laptop. “Okay.”

He sat on the couch across from her, notepad in hand. “Start with the easy ones. Why are we renewing the lease?”

“Because we like the neighborhood. Close to campus and your studio. The rent is reasonable for the space.”

“Good. Future plans?”

“We’re staying in New York. I’ll be looking for curator work after the doctorate. You’ll keep freelancing but aim for a more stable agency affiliation.”

He wrote it down. “They might ask about children.”

Naya felt the word land. “Children?”

“It’s standard. They want to know if you’ll outgrow the apartment.”

“We… haven’t discussed children.”

“So we say exactly that. ‘We haven’t discussed it yet. We’re focused on our careers.’ Honest. Doesn’t commit us to anything we can’t back up.”

Honest. The word felt off-kilter here. “All right.”

He looked at her. “They might ask how we met. How we decided to marry.”

“We have that one. Madrid. The press dinner. The letters. The decision was… pragmatic but emotional.”

“Pragmatic but emotional,” he repeated, writing. “Good phrase.”

“It’s true,” she said softly.

He stopped writing. He looked at her. “Is it?”

She met his gaze. “The decision was pragmatic. The marriage has become emotional.”

He didn’t blink. “Define emotional.”

“It means I care about whether you get your clearance. It means I notice when you need tea. It means I think about the way you look at me when you’re not performing. It means I can’t forget how you feel inside me.”

His jaw tightened. He set the notepad aside. “That’s a complication.”

“I know.”

“It’s a risk.”

“I know.”

He stood and crossed to the window, the notepad abandoned on the table. Outside, the street sat dark and empty under the streetlights. “My clearance depends on stability. On a predictable, secure home life. Emotional complications are unpredictable.”

“So we pretend they don’t exist?” She rose too, the chair legs scraping the floor. “We pretend that after what happened, we’re just roommates with a contract?”

He turned. “Yes. That’s exactly what we do.”

“That’s impossible.”

“It’s necessary.” His voice came out hard, final. “You need your green card. I need my clearance. We both need this to work. So we compartmentalize. We put the… incident… in a box. We lock it. We focus on the goal.”

“You think I can just lock it away?” She stepped closer, close enough to see the muscle working in his cheek. “You think you can?”

His eyes flashed. “I have locked away far worse things than a good fuck, Naya.”

The crudeness landed like a slap. She felt it in her chest, but she didn’t step back. “Is that what it was? A good fuck?”

He moved toward her, each step deliberate. “It was an exceptional fuck. It was also a mistake. One we cannot repeat.”

They stood inches apart now. She could see the anger in his eyes, but beneath it the heat still burned—the same heat that had driven him into her the night before. “Why can’t we repeat it?”

“Because it leads to this.” He gestured between them. “To arguments. To emotional entanglement. To risk.”

“It also leads to release,” she said, her voice dropping low. “To connection. To something real in all this fake.”

“Real is dangerous.” His hand came up, hovering near her face without touching. “Real means you could get hurt. Real means I could fail.”

“You’re already hurting me,” she whispered. “By denying it.”

His hand faltered. He closed his eyes for a second, a brief surrender. When he opened them, the anger had burned away, leaving only weary frustration. “Naya…”

“Tell me you don’t want to repeat it,” she challenged, pulse hammering at her throat. “Tell me you can lock it away. Tell me you won’t think about it every night when we’re lying in that bed.”

He didn’t answer. He stared at her, breath coming faster, chest rising and falling beneath his shirt.

She reached out and pressed her palm to his chest, over his heart. The rapid beat thudded against her skin. “You can’t.”

A low sound tore from him, half groan, half curse. He grabbed her wrist—not to pull her hand away, but to hold it there, fingers tight around her pulse. “This is a terrible idea.”

“I know.”

He pulled her in. His mouth found hers.

This kiss was nothing like the angry, conquering one from the day before. This was desperate. Surrender. His lips moved over hers, soft and searching, tasting. His hands came up to cradle her face, holding her like something he might break. She melted into him, body aligning with his, arms sliding around his neck, fingers finding the short hair at his nape.

He broke the kiss, breathing hard. “We can’t do this in the living room.”

“Why?”

“Because the living room is for the performance. The bedroom is…”

“The bedroom is for us?”

He didn’t answer. He simply took her hand and led her down the short hallway.

This time there was no fury, no frantic pace. He closed the bedroom door behind them with a soft click and turned to her, eyes scanning her face. “If we do this… we have to be clear. It’s not a continuation of the contract. It’s a… sidebar.”

“A sidebar,” she repeated, nodding. “A private agreement.”

“Yes.” He stepped closer, hands going to the hem of her t-shirt. He pulled it up slowly, the cotton dragging over her skin inch by inch until he lifted it over her head and let it fall. She stood in only her cotton shorts, breasts bare. He cupped one, thumb brushing over her nipple. It tightened instantly under his touch, a sharp point of sensation. “This is for us. Only for us. No one else gets to see it. No one else gets to know.”

“Okay,” she breathed.

He bent his head and took her nipple into his mouth, sucking softly at first, then with more pressure. She gasped, hands flying to his hair. He moved to the other breast, suckling, tongue flicking, while his hand slid down her stomach and beneath the waistband of her shorts.

He pushed both shorts and panties down in one motion. They pooled at her feet. He knelt before her, hands on her hips, and looked up, eyes dark. “I want to taste you.”

Her legs trembled. She nodded.

He guided her to sit on the edge of the bed, then spread her thighs wider with his palms. He looked at her pussy, already wet and open for him, and leaned in to inhale deeply, breathing her in. Then he lowered his mouth.

His tongue was soft at first, a slow exploration of her folds. He licked up the full length of her, then circled her clit with deliberate, unhurried strokes, learning her. She cried out, hands fisting in the duvet. He increased the pressure, tongue flicking faster against the sensitive bud. One hand came up to cup her breast again, kneading, thumb rolling her nipple. The other slid lower, parting her further, thumb pressing firm against her perineum. The combination made her buck against his mouth, hips chasing more.

He gave her more. He sucked her clit into his mouth, applying firm, rhythmic pressure, and slid two fingers inside her, curling them upward until he found the spot that made her scream. Her body convulsed around him.

“Eitan…” she moaned, head falling back.

He worked her relentlessly with mouth and fingers. The orgasm built fast, a tight coil low in her belly that snapped without warning. She came hard, thighs shaking, juices flooding over his fingers and tongue. He drank her down, movements slowing but not stopping, drawing every last pulse from her until she was spent and panting.

When she sagged back, he rose. He kissed her stomach, her breasts, her mouth. She tasted herself on his tongue.

He stripped off his sweatpants and t-shirt. His cock stood thick and hard against his stomach, the head already slick. He guided her back onto the bed, laying her down, and positioned himself over her, cock nudging at her entrance.

“Look at me,” he said, voice gentler now.

She looked. His face was open, vulnerable, the scar on his eyebrow stark in the low light. His eyes held hers.

He pushed inside slowly, filling her inch by inch, letting her feel every thick inch of him. When he was fully seated, he paused, body trembling with the effort of holding still.

“This is for us,” he whispered, forehead touching hers.

“Yes.”

He began to move. The pace was steady, deep. Each thrust was a deliberate claiming, a conscious connection. He held her gaze, eyes never leaving hers. She felt seen—utterly seen—in a way she never had before. It was more intimate than any frantic coupling.

She touched his face, fingers tracing his jaw, his lips. He kissed her fingers, then her mouth. The rhythm built gradually, a slow burn that became a roaring fire. Another orgasm approached, not sharp and sudden like the first, but a deep, rolling wave.

He felt it too. His thrusts grew more urgent, breath ragged. “Come with me,” he pleaded, voice breaking.

She nodded, already convulsing around him. The wave broke, crashing over her, pulling her under. She cried out, nails digging into his shoulders.

He followed, driving deep and holding there as his release flooded her. He groaned, a long, low sound of pure release, body collapsing onto hers before he rolled to the side, keeping them joined.

They lay together, breathing heavily, sweat slick between them. He didn’t speak. He simply held her, arms wrapped around her, face buried in her neck.

After a long time, he shifted, pulling out. He went to the bathroom and returned with a warm, wet cloth. He cleaned her gently, wiping between her legs and over her stomach, then cleaned himself.

He came back to bed and pulled the duvet over them both. He spooned her from behind, body curving around hers, arm draped over her waist, hand resting on her stomach.

“Sidebar,” he whispered into the darkness.

“Sidebar,” she agreed, her hand finding his over her stomach.

They slept.

The lease amendment meeting was on Friday, in the management office—a small, windowless room lit by a single fluorescent tube that hummed overhead. Dave, the manager, had a kind face and asked exactly the questions Eitan had predicted.

They answered smoothly, hands linked. They spoke about the neighborhood, their careers, their future. They said they hadn’t discussed children yet. They were focused on their careers.

Dave smiled. “Sounds like you two have a solid plan. I’ll process the renewal with both names. Congratulations.”

They walked out still holding hands. In the hallway, they let go.

They went home. They did not speak of the sidebar. They did not repeat it that night. They slept in the same bed, closer than before, but without touching.

The days passed. The routine re-established itself—work, meals, rehearsal for the next bureaucratic step. But beneath the routine, the sidebar existed. A secret chamber in their shared life.

It happened again on a Tuesday night, after a particularly grueling rehearsal for a hypothetical USCIS interview about their “future plans.” They’d argued over the exact wording—his version too clipped, hers too careful—and the frustration had built in increments until he looked at her, eyes burning, and said, “Enough.”

He walked her to the bedroom with one hand around her wrist, not rough, just certain. That time it was fast and furious against the wall, her back against the cool plaster, his fingers white-knuckling her hips while he drove into her with a focused, angry precision that made her bite down on his shoulder hard enough to leave a mark. She came with a muffled cry, her whole body clenching around him. He followed seconds later, his groan muffled in her hair, body shuddering against her. They stood there breathing hard, still joined, the argument dissolved completely.

They cleaned up. They returned to the living room. They finished the rehearsal within fifteen minutes, calmly, as if nothing had happened. As if the mark on his shoulder wasn’t already darkening.

It happened again on a Sunday morning when light came in low and yellow through the blinds. He woke before her and spent a long, unhurried time learning her awake—his mouth on her collarbone, her shoulders, the tender skin behind her knee. By the time she was conscious she was already shaking. They moved together in the loose warmth of early morning, her leg hooked over his hip, the pace unhurried and deep, the kind of sex that felt like breathing. They fell asleep again afterward with her cunt still slick and his hand curved over the round of her hip, holding on.

Each time, it was the sidebar. A private country inside the public one. Nobody else knew its borders or spoke its language. It was theirs.

The green card process continued. They received notice of another interview, this one more comprehensive. They rehearsed for it nightly.

One night, a week after the lease amendment, they were rehearsing in the living room. Eitan was asking her questions about his family, about his work.

“What’s my brother’s name?” he asked.

“Mateo,” she answered.

“What does he do?”

“He’s a civil engineer in Miami.”

“Where did I go to college?”

“NYU. Tisch School of the Arts.”

“What’s my favorite film?”

She paused. That wasn’t on the script. He hadn’t told her. She looked at him. “I don’t know.”

He smiled—a real smile, the kind that reached his eyes. “The Third Man. Orson Welles.”

She nodded, committing it to memory. “Why?”

“Because it’s about a man who becomes someone else to survive. And about the friend who uncovers him.”

The answer felt weighted. She didn’t reply.

He moved on. “What’s my scar from?”

“Aleppo. 2019. A piece of ceramic tile, not shrapnel.”

He touched his eyebrow. “Yes.”

They continued. The questions stayed on script, but the air between them thickened, each answer landing closer to skin.

“Which thing about you is my favorite?” he asked. His voice had dropped, no longer the clean rehearsal tone.

She froze. That line wasn’t on any page they’d practiced. She lifted her eyes to his. He was watching her, gaze steady and unblinking, waiting.

“That’s not a rehearsal question,” she said.

“It is.” He didn’t look away. “They might ask something like that. To see how deep the connection runs.”

She swallowed. The sound felt loud in the quiet room. “What do you like best about me?”

He leaned back against the couch cushions, taking his time. One ankle crossed over the other. “Your hands. You have your grandmother’s hands. Steady. Capable. The kind that look like they could hold a man together or pull him apart, depending on what he needs.”

Her breath hitched. The answer felt real. Too real. A sidebar answer.

“What do you think my favorite thing about you is?” he asked again, softer this time.

She let the silence stretch while she searched for the right words. She thought of the way his face changed when he edited photos, the small crease between his brows, the way the rest of the world disappeared for him. She thought of the mug of tea that appeared beside her elbow without her asking, steam still rising. She thought of his fingers on her in the dark, tracing her like he was memorizing a map he never wanted to fold away.

“Your silence,” she said. “Not the angry kind. The kind you wear when you’re watching. When you’re taking everything in. It feels full. Like there’s more happening inside it than most people manage with words.”

He stared at her. The room held its breath.

Then he stood. Crossed the space between them in three strides. He dropped to his knees in front of her, took both her hands, and pressed his mouth to each palm in turn. His lips were warm. She felt the faint scrape of stubble against the heel of her hand.

“Sidebar,” he whispered against her skin.

“Sidebar,” she answered, voice low.

He led her to the bedroom without hurry. They undressed each other in the low light, one layer at a time. Her sweater over his head. His shirt unbuttoned and slid from his shoulders. Her jeans pushed down her hips. His belt unbuckled with a soft clink. Every piece of clothing dropped to the floor until nothing remained between them.

He laid her on the bed and followed her down. His mouth moved over her slowly, deliberately. He kissed the inside of her ankle, the tender skin behind her knee, the soft inside of her thigh. He lingered there, breathing her in, tongue tracing the crease where thigh met hip. Then higher, across the plane of her stomach, the undersides of her breasts, the tight peaks of her nipples. He sucked one into his mouth, rolled it gently with his tongue until she arched. He kissed the hollow of her throat, the line of her jaw, and finally her mouth, deep and unhurried.

When he pushed inside her, he did it inch by inch, letting her feel every ridge and stretch. She was already slick and ready for him. He filled her completely, hips flush against hers, and stayed there for a long moment, forehead pressed to hers, breathing the same air. They moved together in a slow, grinding rhythm, her legs wrapped around his waist, his hand braced beside her head. Their eyes stayed locked. Every shift of his cock inside her sent a fresh wave of heat through her belly. She felt the drag of him on every withdrawal, the blunt press when he sank back in. Neither of them spoke. The only sounds were the wet slide of their bodies and the rough catch of their breathing.

Afterward he stayed inside her until he softened, then eased out and shifted lower. His head rested on her stomach, ear over the place where her pulse still hammered. Her fingers moved through his hair, slow and absent, nails lightly scratching his scalp. They stayed like that, the sheets tangled around their legs, the room cooling around them.

The next morning the notification arrived. The comprehensive interview had been scheduled. Two weeks from now.

They had a deadline. They had a goal.

The sidebar would have to wait.


Chapter 6 — The Sound of a Plan Changing

Eitan stood at the counter in the kitchen, shirtless, grey sweatpants slung low on his hips. Morning light from the east window sliced across the tile and caught the scar on his shoulder, the pale ridge of it pulled tight where shrapnel had once torn through. He didn’t turn when her footsteps crossed the threshold. He only listened, the same way he always did.

“Interview’s in fourteen days,” Naya said. Sleep still roughened her voice. She tugged the robe tighter around her ribs. The email notification sat in her phone like a live wire. “Federal Plaza. Nine a.m.”

“I know.” He poured coffee into her mug—the blue one with the chipped handle she’d carried from the old place—and set it on the counter between them. Then he leaned back against the sink, arms folded. The look he gave her was the one he used behind a camera. “We need a new strategy.”

“What’s wrong with the old strategy? Flashcards. Drills. Sidebars.” The word landed differently now, heavier, threaded with everything that had happened the night before. His mouth on her palms. The slow, deliberate drag of his cock inside her, nothing rehearsed about it. Her skin still carried the echo.

“The old strategy got us to the comprehensive interview,” he said. “That’s the final one. They’ll have the first interview transcript, the home visit notes. They’ll be hunting for cracks. We can’t just memorize each other’s facts. We have to move like we’ve already been married for years.”

She lifted the mug. The coffee was exactly right—two sugars, splash of milk. He’d learned that in the first week. “And how do we do that?”

“We stop rehearsing,” he said, voice level. “We live it. For the next two weeks, no more quiz cards. No more scheduled ‘shared activities’ for the paperwork. We wake up, we go to bed, we exist in this apartment the way people do when they’ve been doing it for years.”

Her stomach pulled tight. Rehearsal had been something she could control. This felt like stepping off a ledge. “That sounds like a fast way to fail.”

“It’s the only way to pass.” He pushed away from the sink and crossed the small space. Close enough now that she felt the warmth coming off his bare chest, caught the clean trace of soap still clinging to his skin from the night before. “They’ll split us up. They’ll ask me what you told them six weeks ago and check whether my answer lines up with yours. They’ll want to know how we fight. How we make up. They’ll ask about our sex life, Naya. In detail. They can and they will.”

A thin chill moved down her spine. “Detail?”

“Preferred frequency. Birth control. Who sleeps on which side. What we consider private.” His eyes stayed steady on hers. “They don’t need porn. They need the kind of unthinking familiarity real couples have when someone in a fluorescent room is asking invasive questions. If we hesitate, if we blush, if we hand them the kind of answers people write in romance novels, they’ll know we’ve never had the conversations married people have because they actually share a life.”

Her mouth dried. The machinery of it settled over her skin—the state prying into the smallest corners of a marriage to prove it wasn’t real. He was right. They could recite each other’s childhood pets and mothers’ maiden names, but they had never talked about the ordinary, daily mechanics of sex. They had only just started having it.

“So your solution is to… have those conversations? To fuck on the bathroom floor?”

“My solution is to let it happen. Stop treating the apartment like a set and start treating it like a home. If we fight, we fight. If we want each other, we take each other. No discussion about whether it goes in the file. We just live.” He reached out and tucked a loose braid behind her ear, thumb brushing the line of her cheek. “The last six weeks were building something. The next two weeks are about forgetting we built it on purpose.”

It landed like a clean hit. The most honest thing he’d said since Madrid. “This is your security clearance talking.”

“Maybe.” He didn’t argue the point. “But it’s your green card on the line. We’re in the red zone, Naya. Time to act like it.”

She took another long pull of coffee, letting the heat settle in her chest. “Okay. No more rehearsal. We just… are.”

“We just are,” he echoed.

The day moved with a different kind of quiet. He went for a run. She sat at the small desk in the corner of the living room, dissertation notes on diaspora aesthetics spread across the surface like armor. He came back sweat-slicked and breathing hard, then disappeared into the bathroom. Water hammered the tile. The curtain rings scraped the rod. She caught herself picturing him under the spray—water tracking down the long line of his back, over the scar, lower—and this time she didn’t make herself stop. That was the new regime. Letting the thoughts exist.

He made lunch—a simple omelette with the leftover spinach. They ate at the small table, knees almost touching underneath. He told her about an email from his editor, the Lebanon embed still pending, hinging on the clearance. She told him about her advisor’s latest obtuse comment on her chapter draft. It was the kind of mundane exchange real couples had. It felt both alien and comfortable.

The tension lived between them anyway. Every time his knee brushed hers under the table, every time their eyes met over the rim of a glass, the memory of the night before pressed in. The apartment’s six hundred square feet seemed smaller than it had that morning.

That night, after takeout Thai eaten on the couch while a documentary droned on, the silence thickened. She was curled at one end, he at the other, his feet near her thigh. The television threw a cold blue light across the room.

“They’ll ask about birth control,” he said suddenly, eyes still on the screen where a glacier calved into the sea.

Naya’s stomach tightened. “What?”

“At the interview. They’ll ask. Standard question for couples of childbearing age. They’re checking for narrative consistency. If we say we’re not planning kids, they’ll want to know how we prevent them.”

She swallowed. “I have an IUD. Got it two years ago.”

He nodded, still not looking at her. “I use condoms. When I’m active.” He turned his head then. The blue light cut across the scar through his brow. “We haven’t used one. Yet.”

The word hung between them. They hadn’t used one last night. He’d pulled out in the dark, a frantic, mutual decision. It had felt raw and real and dangerous.

“Is that a problem?” she asked.

“It’s a data point. We need to align. Do we use them or not? If we say we do, and they find a box in the trash during a surprise inspection, that’s a point for us. If we say we don’t, because you’re on long-term birth control, that’s also a point. But we have to agree. And the answer has to be true by the time we sit in that room.”

His voice had dropped, gone rough. He was talking about the next time they had sex. Which, according to the new rules, could be whenever the tension snapped.

“I’m protected,” she said. “Very protected. The IUD is over ninety-nine percent effective.”

He held her gaze. “So condoms would be redundant.”

“Medically, yes.”

“But maybe not otherwise.” He shifted on the couch, turning his body toward her. “Maybe we like the feeling. Or maybe we don’t. That’s what we have to know.”

She drew her legs up, resting her chin on her knees. “What do you like, Eitan?”

He breathed out slowly. “I like skin. I like coming inside a woman. Feeling her clench around me when she comes. It’s primal. It feels like the most honest thing in the world.” He said it without embarrassment, a simple statement that made her thighs press together. “But that’s a preference, not a requirement. Safety is a requirement. Your peace of mind is a requirement.”

“I have peace of mind. Medically.” She echoed his tone, but heat was already moving through her. “And I like the same thing. The honesty of it.”

A slow, dark smile touched his lips. “Good. That’s one question down. A few hundred to go.”

“We’re not rehearsing,” she reminded him, her voice barely above a whisper.

“We’re not,” he agreed. “We’re just talking in our living room.”

He reached out then, his hand landing on her bare foot. His thumb stroked the arch, a slow, deliberate caress. It wasn’t a prelude. It was just a touch. A married man touching his wife’s foot while they watched television. The simplicity of it made her breath catch.

She didn’t pull away. She let her foot relax into his hand, let her head fall back against the couch cushion. On screen, the ocean swallowed the ice. The apartment was quiet except for the narrator’s voice. Eitan’s thumb kept moving, tracing circles on her skin, a silent, persistent claim.

They went to bed at the same time, another unspoken rule of the new regime. The queen bed felt smaller than ever. He washed up in the bathroom first, and she heard the familiar sounds: water running, toothpaste, the slap of his hands on his face. When she went in after, the mirror was still fogged, and his toothbrush stood in the cup next to hers, bristles damp. The intimacy of it was no longer a prop. It was a fact.

She climbed into bed wearing an old Columbia t-shirt and cotton shorts. He was on his side, facing her, reading something on his phone. Shirtless, the sheet pooled at his waist. She turned off her lamp, plunging her side of the bed into darkness, and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling.

“What’s the worst thing about living with me?” he asked into the dark.

She turned her head. The light from his phone lit his profile in a cool glow. “You leave the cabinet doors open in the kitchen. All of them. It’s like a poltergeist who only cares about cabinetry.”

He snorted, a genuine laugh. “I do that. Okay. What’s the worst thing about living with me that isn’t a household quirk?”

She thought. She thought about his silence, which she loved, but which could also feel like a wall. She thought about the way he sometimes looked at her when he didn’t know she was watching, an expression of such stark, unguarded hunger it made her stomach flip. That wasn’t the worst, though. That was terrifying for other reasons.

“You hide when you’re in pain,” she said quietly. “Not physical pain. The other kind. You retreat. You go so quiet it’s like you’ve left the apartment. And I don’t know if I’m supposed to follow you or wait for you to come back.”

The light from his phone went out. The room was pitch black. She heard him set the phone on his nightstand, the soft click. For a long moment, there was only the sound of their breathing.

“I don’t know how to do that part yet,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the dark. “Letting someone follow.”

“What’s the worst thing about living with me?” she asked, turning the question back, giving him an out.

He didn’t take it. “You think out loud. When you’re working on your dissertation, you mutter. In Igbo, I think. And English. It’s like being in a room with a beautiful, frantic ghost. And I want to ask what you’re saying, but I’m afraid if I interrupt, you’ll realize I’m here and you’ll stop.”

Her breath caught. In the absolute darkness, the confession felt monumental. “I didn’t know I did that.”

“You do.” He moved then. She felt the shift of the mattress, the heat of his body as he turned onto his side to face her. She could barely see the outline of him. “I like it. It makes the apartment feel alive.”

She rolled onto her side, mirroring him. They were inches apart. She could smell his toothpaste, the clean scent of his skin. “So it’s not the worst thing.”

“It’s the thing that makes it hardest to remember this is a contract,” he whispered.

The words hung between them. She didn’t know who moved first. Maybe they both did. One moment they were facing each other in the dark, and the next, his mouth was on hers.

This kiss was different from the courthouse kiss, different from the desperate kisses they’d shared the night before. This was slow and deep and searching. His tongue swept into her mouth, and she met it with hers, a wet glide that sent a shock of heat straight between her legs. She moaned into him, her hands coming up to frame his face, her thumbs brushing over the scratchy stubble on his cheeks.

He kissed her like he was memorizing her. One of his hands slid into her hair, cradling the back of her head, while the other found her hip under the sheet, fingers digging into the flesh there, pulling her closer until their bodies aligned from chest to thigh.

She could feel his cock, hard and hot against her stomach through the thin fabric of his boxer briefs. The sheer size of it, the urgency of it, made her ache. She broke the kiss, gasping.

“Eitan,” she breathed.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, voice ragged. His lips moved to her jaw, her throat, sucking at the sensitive skin there. “Right now. No strategy. What do you want?”

“I want you inside me,” she said, the words blunt and true. “I want to feel you come. I want to come with you. I want it to be so real that if they ask me about it in two weeks, I’ll blush because I’ll remember how it felt, not because I’m lying.”

A low groan vibrated against her neck. “Fuck, Naya.” He kissed her again, harder, all pretense of gentleness gone. He yanked the sheet away. His hands found the hem of her t-shirt and pulled it up and over her head in one motion. Her shorts and his boxer briefs followed, kicked to the foot of the bed.

Then they were naked, skin to skin in the dark. Last night had been a revelation, a slow burn. This was something else. He covered her body with his, the lean weight of him pressing her into the mattress. His cock, thick and heavy, slid against her belly, leaving a damp trail. She reached between them, wrapping her fingers around him. Velvet over steel, pulsing in her grip. He hissed, hips jerking forward.

“Guide me,” he commanded, voice tight.

She did, shifting her hips, positioning him at her entrance. She was already soaked, her pussy clenching around nothing, aching to be filled. The head of his cock nudged against her, blunt and real.

He pushed in.

It was slower than last night, but deeper, because they weren’t discovering—they were claiming. He filled her inch by inch, stretching her, completing her. When he was fully sheathed, he went still, buried to the hilt, his forehead pressed against hers. Their breaths mingled, ragged and synchronized.

“Tell me this is just for the interview,” he whispered, the words a challenge, a plea.

She couldn’t. She shook her head, a tiny movement in the dark. “It’s not.”

He began to move.

It was a deep, rolling rhythm, each thrust a deliberate conquest. He braced himself on his forearms, eyes open, locked on hers even in the near darkness. She could see the intense concentration there, the same look he had when he was editing photos, but now it was focused entirely on her, on the way her body took him. She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper with each stroke.

The friction built fast. He adjusted his angle slightly, and on the next thrust he brushed directly over her clit. She cried out, back arching off the bed.

“There?” he gritted out.

“Yes. God, yes.” He did it again, and again, rubbing that swollen spot with every inward stroke. The coil of pleasure tightened, merciless. She could feel her own wetness coating them both, the slick sounds of their joining filling the quiet room. Raw. Explicit. Everything.

“I’m close,” she gasped, fingers clutching at his shoulders. “Eitan, I’m so close.”

“I want to see you,” he demanded. “Don’t look away.”

The words tore the last restraint from her. The orgasm ripped through her, a wave of blinding pleasure that clenched her entire body. Her pussy convulsed around his cock, milking him, and the sensation tore a ragged shout from his throat. He drove into her once, twice more, deep and hard, and then he was coming, his release flooding her in hot pulses as he groaned her name into the crook of her neck, his body shuddering against hers.

For a long time, they didn’t move. He collapsed onto her, his weight a welcome anchor as they both fought for breath. He was still inside her, softening, but she didn’t want him to leave. The intimacy of it, the sticky, shared heat, was more binding than any contract.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, pulling her with him so she was tucked against his chest, her head on his shoulder. His heart hammered under her ear. He traced idle patterns on her back with his fingertips.

The silence was comfortable, full. She was drifting, sated and boneless, when he spoke, his voice a quiet rumble in his chest.

“We should go to the bank tomorrow. Add funds to the joint account—do it in person. A real deposit, not just the hundred each we put in online. It’ll look better in the file.”

It was such a mundane, bureaucratic statement after what they’d just done. She laughed, a soft, exhausted sound. “Romantic.”

“It’s a data point,” he said, but his arm tightened around her. “A strong one. We’ll go tomorrow.”

“Okay,” she murmured, already half-asleep.

She felt him press a kiss to the top of her head. “We’ll go tomorrow,” he repeated, and it sounded like a promise.

Naya woke to an empty bed and the smell of bacon. Sunlight streamed into the room. She stretched, her body pleasantly sore in places that reminded her, vividly, of the night. She pulled on her robe and padded out to the kitchen.

Eitan was at the stove, fully dressed in jeans and a henley. He glanced over his shoulder. “Morning. I’m making breakfast. Then we’re going to the bank.”

It was so domestic, so ordinary. The bacon sizzled. Her blue coffee mug was already on the counter, full. She walked up behind him, slipped her arms around his waist, and rested her cheek against his back. He went still for a second, then relaxed into her hold, one of his hands coming down to cover hers where they rested on his stomach.

“Okay,” she said.

They ate breakfast. They washed the dishes together, him washing, her drying. They put on their coats. As they stood in the tiny hallway, ready to leave, he turned to her.

“We need a story,” he said. “For the bank. Why we’re opening a joint account now, after being married for almost two months.”

She thought. “We’ve been using separate accounts for convenience, but we’re finally getting around to merging our finances. We’re planning a trip. A honeymoon. Something to look forward to after my defense.”

His lips curved in a faint smile. “A honeymoon. Where?”

“Somewhere we can both be offline. No press trips, no dissertations. Maybe a cabin. In the woods.”

“That sounds good,” he said. He reached out and straightened the collar of her coat, his fingers brushing her neck. “We’ll tell them that.”

They took the train to a branch of his bank in Park Slope. The process was numbingly bureaucratic: pulling up the online account they’d opened weeks ago, adding their formal IDs, social security cards, their marriage certificate, upgrading it to a full-service account with in-branch access. The account officer, a friendly woman in her fifties named Linda, made small talk.

“Oh, newlyweds! How lovely. And what brought you in today to upgrade the account?”

Eitan’s hand found Naya’s on the cold Formica desk. His thumb stroked her knuckles. It felt less like a performance and more like a grounding touch.

“We’re planning our honeymoon,” Naya said, smiling at Linda. She could feel Eitan’s gaze on her profile. “Finally getting around to the fun part after all the paperwork.”

“Wonderful!” Linda said, typing. “Anywhere exciting?”

“A cabin,” Eitan said, his voice easy. “Upstate. Somewhere quiet.”

His thumb kept moving on her hand, tracing the same slow circles he had drawn on her foot the night before. A private language. A reminder pressed into skin. This is us. This is real.

Linda handed them a new set of checks and a deposit confirmation. “All set. You’re now fully set up. Congratulations.”

They stepped out onto the sunny street. The air carried the last bite of winter, sharp against the Brooklyn breeze. He kept her hand in his as they walked toward the subway.

“That went well,” he said.

“It did.” She hesitated. “We should probably put some money in it. To make it look real.”

“I’ll transfer five thousand tomorrow,” he said, as if the number meant nothing. “You can put in whatever you’re comfortable with. It’s for shared expenses. Groceries. Rent. Whatever.”

The amount landed between them like a weight. Five thousand dollars in a joint account with a woman he had married for a visa. The leverage was mutual, yet this felt different. This felt like a bridge they were choosing to walk.

They were a block from the apartment when his phone buzzed. He released her hand to pull it out. She watched his face shift, the professional mask settling into place, but something raw flickered underneath. Dread. Anticipation. Both.

“It’s my editor,” he said, stopping on the sidewalk. “The embed. They’ve moved up the timeline. They need a preliminary clearance check by the end of next week.”

Next week. The same week as their final interview. Her stomach tightened. “What does that mean?”

“It means they’re running the background check now. Address. Marital status. Financials.” He met her eyes, gaze sharp. “The joint account was good timing. It’ll register as a fresh data point. A positive one.”

“And if we fail the interview?” The question came out blunt, cold.

His jaw tightened. “Then my marital status becomes ‘under investigation for fraud,’ the clearance disappears, and the embed goes to someone else.”

The stakes had teeth now. Her visa. His career. Both balanced on the next fourteen days and the performance they had stopped rehearsing.

He pocketed the phone. “We should get back. We have… things to do.”

His tone stayed neutral, but his eyes did not. They had gone dark, focused. The same look he had given her last night before he kissed her. The look that ended the sidebar and started the main event.

He took her hand again, grip firm, and led her the rest of the way home. They rode the elevator in silence. The air between them crackled. He unlocked the apartment door and held it open. She stepped inside, into the cramped space that was supposed to be a stage and was becoming something else.

He closed the door. The lock clicked, final.

He left the lights off. Afternoon gloom filled the apartment. He leaned back against the door, watching her.

“The home inspection report,” he said, voice calm, conversational. “I requested a copy from our lawyer. It came this morning while you were sleeping.”

She turned to face him, pulse kicking harder. “And?”

“They noted the separate toothbrushes in the same cup. My shaving cream next to your moisturizer. The two used coffee mugs in the sink. All good.” He pushed off the door and took a step toward her. “But they also made a note. A question, really.”

He was closer now. She could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes. “What question?”

“They noted the bed. The queen bed. It appeared ‘sufficiently shared.’ No signs of separate sleeping.” Another step. “The officer wondered about the pillows, though. Most married couples, over time, end up with a mix. His words: ‘a mélange of pillows.’ His and hers get confused. He noted ours were still distinctly separate. His two on his side, hers two on hers. He didn’t mark it as a discrepancy. Just an observation.”

Naya’s breath caught. She remembered making the bed yesterday morning, placing each pillow exactly where it belonged. A lifetime habit of keeping her space her own.

“It’s a tiny thing,” Eitan murmured, reaching out to unwind the scarf from her neck. He let it fall. “A meaningless thing. But it’s a thread. And they’re looking for threads to pull.”

He unbuttoned her coat, pushed it off her shoulders. It joined the scarf on the floor.

“So we need to mix the pillows,” she said, voice unsteady.

“We need to do more than that.” He cradled her face in his hands, touch possessive. “We need to make it impossible for anyone to tell where I end and you begin. Starting now.”

He kissed her, deep and consuming, right there in the middle of the living room. A kiss of intent, of erasure. When he pulled back, his eyes burned.

“Take off your clothes,” he said, the command soft but absolute. “Every stitch. Then go into the bedroom. Take all the pillows off the bed—his, hers, all of them—and throw them on the floor.”

She stared at him, heat flooding her veins. “And then?”

A slow, wicked smile touched his lips. “And then I’m going to fuck you in that nest of pillows until neither of us remembers which side of the bed is his.”

He didn’t wait for her to obey. He started on his own clothes, pulling the henley over his head, eyes never leaving hers. The challenge in them was a live wire. This wasn’t just sex. It was deliberate, defiant creation. They were going to build a shared life, one undeniable, carnal fact at a time.

Her fingers trembled only slightly as she unbuttoned her blouse and shrugged it off. She released the clasp and let the bra drop. She stepped out of her jeans and panties, kicking them aside until she stood naked in the cool afternoon air, dust motes drifting through the slatted light from the blinds. Exposed, but not ashamed. Seen. By him. That was the point.

She turned and walked to the bedroom, aware of his gaze on her back, the weight of it like a hand. The bed was neatly made, the four pillows in their stupid, telling pairs. She grabbed them one after another, cases crisp and cool, and threw them to the floor in a heap. They landed soft and soundless.

She turned back to the doorway. He was there, naked, leaning against the frame. His cock was already hard, curving up against his stomach, flushed and heavy. The sight of him, fully aroused and utterly focused on her, stole her breath.

“Good,” he said, voice a low thrum. “Now get on your hands and knees in the middle of them.”

A shiver raced through her, part anticipation, part raw awe at his audacity. She knelt on the carpet, rough texture against her skin, then lowered herself onto her hands and knees in the center of the scattered pillows. The position arched her back, presented her to him. Cool air touched her exposed pussy. She felt herself grow wetter, hotter, at the sheer vulnerability of it.

She heard him move behind her. Felt his knees bracket hers on the floor. His hands landed on her hips, thumbs pressing into the dimples at the base of her spine. He leaned over her, chest a warm wall against her back, lips at her ear.

“They want to know the details?” he whispered, words hot against her skin. “Let’s give them details. Let’s give them so many fucking details they drown in them.”

One hand slid around her hip, fingers moving through her curls, finding her soaked folds. He stroked her, a slow, maddening pass from clit to entrance and back. She whimpered, pushing back against his hand.

“Tell me,” he commanded, fingers circling her clit, pressure just enough to make her jerk. “Tell me what we’re doing right now. For the record.”

“You’re— you’re touching me,” she gasped, words torn from her.

“Where?” He pushed a finger inside her, just to the first knuckle, then pulled it out, slick and shining.

“My pussy. You’re fingering my pussy.”

“And?” He added a second finger, stretching her, curling them inward. She cried out, arms buckling, forehead pressing into the carpet. The pillows beneath her smelled like them, like sleep and shampoo and sex.

“And I’m wet. So wet for you.”

“Why?” He scissored his fingers, the delicious burn making her clench around him.

“Because I want you. Because I need your cock inside me.” The profanity, spoken aloud in the quiet room, was its own kind of liberation.

He withdrew his fingers. She groaned at the loss. She heard the rip of a foil packet—he’d grabbed a condom from the nightstand. The sound was clinical, but then he tore it open with his teeth, the crinkle of foil, the soft snap of latex. A moment later, the broad, blunt head of his cock pressed against her entrance, nudging through her slickness.

“Last chance for a sidebar,” he murmured, voice strained with restraint. “Is this what we do? On the floor? In the afternoon?”

“Yes,” she moaned, pushing back against him, desperate for that first filling stretch. “This is exactly what we do.”

He sheathed himself in one long, relentless thrust.

The fullness was breathtaking. He was so deep, angled perfectly, stretching her to a sweet, burning limit. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, body trembling with the effort of staying still. His hands tightened on her hips.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “You feel… Naya.”

He began to move. Slow at first, deep pulls almost all the way out before driving back in. The pace was deliberate, punishing in its control. Each thrust rubbed the hard length of him against the spot inside her that made stars burst behind her eyelids. The wet, rhythmic slap of their bodies joining filled the room, a brutally honest soundtrack.

“Tell me,” he gritted out, rhythm speeding up, becoming harder, less controlled. “Tell me what you feel.”

“I feel you,” she panted, voice shaking with each impact. “I feel your cock. So deep. I feel… owned.”

A guttural sound escaped him. He leaned over her again, one hand braced on the floor beside her head, the other slipping around to find her clit. His fingers were rough, calloused, perfect as they strummed the swollen bud in time with his thrusts. The dual assault was too much, too good. Pleasure coiled, tight and white-hot, at the base of her spine.

“Eitan, I’m gonna—”

“Come,” he snarled, breath hot on her neck. “Come all over my cock. Let me feel it.”

It was the permission, the raw command in his voice, that shattered her. The orgasm exploded through her, a convulsive, racking wave that clenched her pussy around him in relentless pulses. She screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound, body bowing as the pleasure tore through her.

Feeling her climax, his control snapped. His thrusts became frantic, pounding, driving her forward into the pillows with each slam. He was chasing his own release, grunting with effort, fingers digging into her hip hard enough to bruise.

“Where do I come?” he gasped, voice ragged, desperate. “Tell me where, Naya. For the file.”

“Inside me,” she sobbed, still shaking from the last ripples of her orgasm. Her thighs clenched around him. “Come inside me. Please.”

He drove in hard, one last thrust that pinned her to the floor, and locked there. A raw sound ripped out of him as he came, his cock jerking deep inside the thin latex, pulse after pulse. His body jerked against hers. His forehead dropped between her shoulder blades. The full weight of him pressed her down, hot and heavy, for one long suspended moment while his breath tore in and out against her spine.

They stayed joined, breathing hard, skin sliding on skin. The carpet smelled of old wool and sex and the faint metallic trace of the radiator. Sweat cooled between her breasts. Slowly his cock softened and eased out. He rolled onto his back beside her, one arm flung across his eyes, the used condom still clinging to him.

Naya turned onto her side, facing him. Her cunt still throbbed, slick and tender. She watched the rapid lift and fall of his chest ease into something steadier. After a minute he lifted his arm. His face was open, nothing held back—just the slack of satisfaction and something rawer underneath, something that made her throat tighten.

He reached out and brushed a damp strand of braid off her cheek. “That should mix the pillows.”

A laugh scraped out of her, rough and surprised. “I think it mixed everything.”

He smiled, the real one that pulled at the corners of his eyes and took years off his face. He sat up with a wince, stripped the condom, tied it off, and dropped it. Then he lay back and pulled her in so her head rested on his chest, her leg hooked over his thigh. They were a knot of limbs on the floor, surrounded by the pillows they had scattered on purpose. Nothing about it felt staged anymore.

“We should shower,” he said into her hair. “We have that thing tonight.”

She had forgotten. The dinner at Leo and Clara’s. Another performance for the file. The thought of clothes and small talk and keeping her face right made her stomach pull tight.

“Do we have to go?” she mumbled against his skin.

“Yes. It’s a data point. Friends can vouch for us.” His hand moved up and down her back, slow and steady. “We’ll go. We’ll be charming. We’ll be a couple.”

“We are a couple,” she said. The words used to catch in her chest. Now they sat there, plain and solid.

He went still. His palm stopped. He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “Yeah,” he said, voice low and thick. “We are.”

They showered together because it saved water, but the spray turned the air thick and the touches slower. He worked shampoo through her braids, fingertips circling her scalp until her eyes half-closed. She soaped the long muscles of his back, following the raised line of the scar on his shoulder with her thumb. Neither of them spoke. The only sounds were the water hitting tile and the quiet hitch of breath when her fingers found a new place.

They dressed in the bedroom without the lights on. He pulled on dark jeans and a grey sweater that clung to his shoulders. She chose the wrap dress in deep green that tied at the waist. In the bathroom she was smoothing lip balm across her mouth when he stepped in behind her. Their eyes met in the mirror.

“Leo’s wife is named Clara,” he said, buckling his watch. “She’s a landscape architect. She’ll ask about your dissertation. Be ready.”

“And Leo?”

“Leo will ask me about Lebanon. He’ll try to get me drunk. He thinks my getting married is the funniest thing that’s ever happened.”

“Is it?”

Eitan’s gaze held hers in the glass. “Not even close,” he said quietly.

The brownstone in Boerum Hill smelled like roasting chicken and old books. Leo filled the doorway, big and bearded, already laughing. Clara stood beside him, small and sharp-eyed, her pixie cut catching the light. She took their coats with clever, ink-stained hands.

“So, the mysterious wife!” Leo boomed, pressing a beer into Eitan’s hand and a glass of red into Naya’s. “He said he met you in Madrid. I called bullshit. Figured he’d ordered you from a catalogue.”

“Leo,” Clara said, but she was smiling.

“It’s true,” Naya answered, and felt Eitan’s palm settle at the small of her back, warm through the dress. “Press dinner. He was the only one in the room not talking.”

“That tracks,” Leo said. “He’s shit at small talk. How’d you get him to propose? Threaten him?”

“Tax benefits,” Eitan said without missing a beat.

Leo howled. Naya felt the quick stab of nerves at how close the joke landed, but Clara only shook her head, amused. “Ignore him. Come help me with the salad.”

In the kitchen Clara handed her a bowl and a jar of vinaigrette. “So, art history,” she said, genuinely curious. “Eitan mentioned contemporary African diaspora artists. Who are you looking at?”

They moved through artists and buildings and the ridiculousness of living with men who treated every apartment like a temporary camp between flights. Naya laughed without forcing it. Through the doorway she could see Eitan and Leo by the bookshelves, heads bent close. Eitan’s eyes flicked to her once, a quick check. She gave him the smallest nod. He answered with the barest tilt of his chin and turned back to Leo.

At the table Leo asked, “So you two are crammed into that little place in Crown Heights? How’s that going? Eitan’s used to single beds and room service.”

“It’s working,” Naya said. Under the table Eitan’s hand found her knee and squeezed once, steady. “We’re figuring it out.”

“She hates that I leave the cabinets open,” Eitan added.

Clara laughed. “A man of hidden talents.”

When they were pulling on coats to leave, Leo gripped Eitan’s shoulder. “Good to see you like this, man. Settled.”

Eitan only nodded, but his fingers found Naya’s and laced tight. “Thanks for dinner.”

On the subway the train rocked and the lights stuttered. Naya leaned into Eitan’s chest, the wine warm in her blood. His arm stayed braced above her head, body angled to take the jolts. His coat smelled like cold air and the faint trace of her own shampoo.

Back in the apartment the quiet felt different. No longer the careful space of two people pretending. Just the easy hush of two people who were tired in the same way. They brushed teeth side by side. When Naya reached to put her toothbrush in the cup, his was already there, angled across hers like it belonged.

He was in bed when she came out, the pillows shoved into one messy pile in the center. No sides anymore. She climbed in and he drew her back against him, his arm heavy across her waist, his breath warm at the nape of her neck.

“You were good tonight,” he murmured.

“So were you. You didn’t even glare at Leo when he gave you shit.”

“I was saving my energy.”

“For what?”

His hand slid down her stomach and under the waistband of her underwear. His fingers found her, still swollen and sensitive from the afternoon. She sucked in air.

“For the follow-up questions,” he said against her ear. His fingers started a slow, deliberate circle. “The inspector’s note said we lacked spontaneity. We should fix that.”

She turned in his arms, already wet, already reaching for his mouth. This time they moved slower, the kind of pace that let every slide register. He pushed into her in one long stroke and stayed there, breathing with her. They rocked together, the rhythm deep and unhurried, skin catching and releasing. When she came it rolled through her in a long, quiet wave, her mouth open against his. He followed with her name on his tongue, low and rough against her throat.

Afterward she lay half on top of him, one leg thrown over his hip, her face tucked into the curve of his neck. His fingers traced idle lines on her back.

“I transferred the money,” he said into the dark. “To the joint account.”

“Mmm.”

“And I put my name on the lease. The management company sent the addendum. I signed it. It’s in my bag. You need to sign it tomorrow.”

The words landed in the same space as the sweat cooling on their skin. Practical. Binding. Real.

“Okay,” she mumbled.

“Naya.”

“Yeah?”

He was quiet so long she thought he had fallen asleep. Then his voice came, barely above a whisper. “I don’t want to go to Lebanon.”

The words landed like a drop of cold water. She lifted her head. “What?”

“I mean, I do. It’s the assignment. It’s what I do.” He drew a slow breath. “But the thought of leaving this bed. This apartment. You. It feels like the wrong choice.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs. She could feel the fear he usually kept locked down. “The embed might not even happen,” she said. “The clearance…”

“The clearance will come through,” he said, and the certainty in it made her stomach drop. “Because we’re going to pass that interview. We’re going to be the most convincingly married couple that ever walked into Federal Plaza. I know it.”

“Then you’ll go,” she said. The words sat bitter on her tongue.

“Then I’ll go,” he agreed. His arms tightened around her. “But not yet. We have twelve more days.”

Twelve days of this. Twelve days of building something they would have to take apart. The green card and the clearance were no longer just boxes to check. They were clocks.

She pushed up on one elbow and found his mouth in the dark. The kiss was all heat and no map. He kissed her back, his hand cradling her jaw, thumb stroking the bone beneath her eye.

When they broke apart he rested his forehead against hers. “Sign the lease in the morning,” he whispered.

“I will.”

“And call your advisor. Set a date for your defense.”

“Why?”

“Because when I’m in Lebanon,” he said, voice rough now, “I want to know exactly what day I need to be back for.”

The promise hung there between them, new and thin. She didn’t look at it too hard. She just nodded, her nose brushing his.

They fell asleep tangled in the middle of the bed, the pillows shoved into a single messy nest. The last thing Naya registered was the steady beat of his heart under her ear and the faint metallic smell of his camera bag in the corner, a reminder of the world already reaching for him.

She dreamed of forms stacked in bright rooms, of questions that never stopped, and of his hands—always his hands—mixing everything until the lines between what was real and what was required blurred into nothing she could separate.


Chapter 7 — Twelve More Days

The lease signing was a quiet affair on a Tuesday morning, just after the USCIS officer’s scheduled call to confirm their address. They sat at the kitchen table—the same table where they’d quizzed each other on childhood pets and favorite brands of toothpaste—and signed the papers with a shared pen. Naya’s signature was neat, academic. Eitan’s was a hurried scrawl. The landlord, a man named Mr. Rosen who smelled of mothballs and seemed perpetually skeptical, watched them with the same expression the immigration officer had worn: a look that searched for seams.

“Joint and several liability,” Mr. Rosen said, tapping the clause. “You both are responsible for the whole rent. No splitting it.”

“We understand,” Eitan said, his voice easy, his hand resting on Naya’s back. It was a rehearsed gesture, but the warmth of his palm through her cotton shirt wasn’t rehearsed. It was just there.

After Mr. Rosen left, the apartment felt different. It was officially theirs. For ninety days, and then… something else. The contract said ninety days. The lease said twelve months. Naya stared at the keys on the table, two copies, both identical.

“We should celebrate,” Eitan said, leaning against the counter. He was making coffee, the ritual they’d established: he boiled the water, she ground the beans. Their mugs sat side-by-side in the dishwasher, a fact that would have made the USCIS officer nod approvingly.

“Celebrate how?” she asked.

He looked at her, the scar through his eyebrow catching the morning light. “We have a home.”

The word hung in the air. Home. It wasn’t a word Naya used lightly. Home was Lagos, her mother’s kitchen, the smell of frying plantain and the sound of her father’s radio. Home was not a Crown Heights one-bedroom with a photojournalist who was leaving in twelve days.

But it was, now. For now.

She called her advisor, Dr. Chen, and set her dissertation defense for May 15th. She marked it on the calendar they’d hung on the fridge—a cheap, magnetic calendar from the corner store where they also bought their eggs. Eitan watched her write it in blue pen. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t move away either. His presence was a solid, quiet thing beside her.

That night, they didn’t rehearse. They’d passed the second interview. The home inspection was done. There were no more quizzes, no more flashcards about his middle school nickname or her first crush. The performance was over. What remained was the space between performances, and it was filled with a tension that was entirely their own.

Naya was washing dishes. Eitan was drying. The sink was small, and their elbows brushed. The smell of soap and wet ceramic mixed with the scent of him—clean sweat, the faint trace of his shampoo, something darker underneath, like ink or gunpowder from his camera gear.

“Your hands,” he said suddenly.

She paused, a plate suspended in the suds. “What?”

“Your grandmother’s hands. You told the officer that. I remember.”

She looked at her own hands, submerged in the water. Long fingers, knuckles pronounced, the skin darker at the nails. “Yes.”

He took the plate from her, dried it with a towel that was already damp from their shared use. “They’re beautiful.”

It wasn’t a line from a script. It wasn’t designed to convince anyone. It was just a statement, delivered in his low, matter-of-fact voice. It landed in her chest with a soft, undeniable weight.

She finished washing the last fork, and he dried it. They stood there, in the silence of the kitchen, the overhead light casting a yellow glow on everything: the counters, the stove, the small space between their bodies.

He put the towel down. He turned to her. He didn’t touch her yet. He just looked at her, his eyes traveling from her face to her shoulders, down to her hands again, then back up. It was the studying-each-other-as-foreplay the brief had mentioned, but it wasn’t studied. It was hungry.

“Naya,” he said.

She knew what was coming. She’d known since the night before, when they’d slept entangled in the middle of the bed. She’d known since the lease signing, since the calendar marking. She’d known since Madrid, maybe, across a table at a press dinner, when she’d looked at him first.

“Yes,” she said. It wasn’t a question. It was permission. It was invitation.

He stepped into her space, his body aligning with hers. He cupped her face, his thumb on her cheekbone, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. His touch was deliberate, almost clinical in its precision, but his breath was ragged. He kissed her.

This kiss was not the courthouse kiss for the officiant. It was not the kiss in the dark last night, full of promise but restrained by hope. This kiss was open. His mouth was hot, his tongue seeking hers immediately. She met him, her hands coming up to grip his shoulders, the fabric of his t-shirt rough under her palms. She could taste the coffee they’d shared, and something else, something uniquely him—a sharp, clean taste like mint and salt.

He broke the kiss only to move his mouth to her neck, his lips pressing against the pulse there. She gasped, her head tilting back, giving him access. His hands slid down her back, over the curve of her hips, and then he lifted her. He lifted her onto the kitchen counter.

The action was sudden, decisive. The dishes rattled in the drying rack beside her. Her legs dangled for a moment before he stepped between them, bringing her thighs around his waist. She was perched on the edge of the counter, the cold marble against her jeans, his body warm and solid against her inner thighs.

“Here?” she whispered, though her body was already answering, her hips arching toward him.

“Yes,” he said, his voice dark. “Here.”

He kissed her again, deeper, his hands now under her shirt, skimming up her ribs. His palms were calloused, the roughness a thrilling contrast against her skin. He found her bra, a simple cotton one, and he didn’t hesitate. He unhooked it through her shirt, a feat of dexterity that made her laugh, a short, breathy sound.

“You’re good at that,” she said.

“Practice,” he replied, his mouth against her collarbone. Then he corrected, “No. Not for this. Not for you.”

He pulled her shirt up, over her head, tossed it somewhere behind him. Her bra followed. She was bare from the waist up, sitting on the counter in their kitchen, the fridge humming beside them. The air was cool on her skin, but his gaze was hot. He looked at her breasts, her nipples already hard, pebbled in the chill and the anticipation.

He didn’t speak. He just touched. He traced the outline of one breast with a single finger, then cupped it fully, his thumb brushing over the nipple. She shivered, a full-body tremor that started in her spine and radiated out. He bent his head and took her nipple into his mouth.

The sensation was electric. His mouth was wet, warm, his tongue circling, then sucking. He bit down gently, and she cried out, her hands flying to his hair, gripping the dark, messy strands. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same attention, a meticulous, consuming attention that left her panting.

She could feel his cock through his jeans, hard and pressing against her inner thigh. She rocked against it, seeking pressure. He groaned, the sound vibrating against her skin.

“I need you naked,” he said, pulling back. His eyes were black with want.

“You first,” she said, her voice shaky but bold.

He stripped his t-shirt off, revealing his torso. Lean, taut muscle, the tan skin she remembered from Madrid, a few scars—one long, thin one along his rib cage, another, smaller, on his shoulder. She touched them, tracing the raised flesh. He watched her do it, his breath catching.

“Aleppo?” she asked, about the rib cage scar.

“No. Bullet graze.” The same answer he’d given her the first time, in the dark, but easier now, stripped of its old deflection.

She kissed the scar anyway. The ridge was small and tough under her lips, like cooled wax. She kissed the one on his shoulder too, then the flat skin between them, and felt the shiver that moved through his whole frame.

Then he unbuckled his jeans, pushed them down, along with his boxers. His cock sprang free, fully erect, curving slightly upward. She stared at it, at the smooth, flushed head, the vein running along the length. It was beautiful in its urgency. He stepped closer, letting her look, letting her take her time.

She reached out and touched it, her fingers wrapping around the base. He was hot, almost feverish, the skin silky under her grasp. She stroked him, once, twice, learning the weight of him, the response of him—a jerk, a pulse.

“Naya,” he warned, his hands coming to her jeans. He unbuttoned them, yanked them down her legs, along with her panties. They fell to the floor, a pile of denim and cotton at their feet. He lifted her again, just enough to clear the counter edge, and then she was fully bare, her back against the cold marble, her legs around his waist, her pussy exposed to him, to the room, to the inevitability of this.

He looked at her there, at the spread of her thighs, at the dark, neat curls, at the glistening wetness already gathering. He touched her clit first, a direct, unhesitating touch with his thumb. She arched, a sharp cry escaping her.

“You’re so ready,” he murmured, his thumb circling, pressing.

“You knew I would be,” she gasped.

“I hoped.”

He replaced his thumb with his mouth.

He knelt, between her legs, his hands gripping her thighs, holding her open. He didn’t ask. He just leaned in and licked her, a long, slow stroke from her entrance to her clit. The sensation was so intense, so sudden, that she shouted, her head thumping back against the cabinet behind her. He did it again, and again, his tongue firm and knowing, exploring her folds, dipping inside her, then returning to her clit to suck and circle.

She was dissolving. The kitchen—the mundane, ordinary kitchen where they made coffee and argued about dish towels—was transformed into a place of sheer, blinding pleasure. She gripped his hair, her hips moving against his face, seeking more, deeper. He gave it to her. He fucked her with his tongue, shallow thrusts that made her moan, then deep ones that made her sob. He found a rhythm, a relentless rhythm that focused on her clit, the pressure building and building until her thighs began to shake.

“Eitan, I’m going to—” she choked out.

He didn’t stop. He sucked her clit hard, his tongue flicking, and she came. The orgasm ripped through her, a white-hot wave that clenched her entire body. She screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound that echoed in the small room. He held her through it, his mouth gentle now, soothing, as she pulsed against his lips.

When she could breathe again, she looked down at him. He was watching her, his face wet with her, his eyes blazing with triumph and desire. He stood up, his cock jutting toward her, gleaming.

“Inside,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Now.”

He didn’t need direction. He positioned himself, the head of his cock pressing against her entrance. She was slick, open, still trembling from the climax. He pushed in.

The penetration was slow, deliberate. He filled her inch by inch, a stretching, claiming sensation that made her gasp. He was thick, and she felt every ridge, every pulse of him as he sank deeper. When he was fully inside, he stopped, his body flush against hers, his forehead dropped to her shoulder.

“God,” he whispered. “Naya.”

She wrapped her arms around him, her legs tightening around his waist. He began to move.

His thrusts started deep and measured, then drove harder, faster. The counter trembled beneath them. Her back met the cold marble, her breasts crushed to his chest. Every sound hit her—his low grunts, her own moans, the slick slap of skin meeting skin, the fridge humming steady, traffic humming far below. Their bodies made the music.

He shifted the angle, tilting her hips higher, and his cock struck a spot inside her that blurred her vision. She cried out, short sharp sounds that matched each thrust.

“Touch yourself,” he said, voice rough. “I want to see you come again.”

She obeyed. Her hand slid between them, fingers finding her clit, still sensitive, still swollen. She rubbed it while he fucked her, the dual sensation building fast. Her second orgasm gathered low and tight.

“I’m close,” he growled, pace turning frantic, breath ragged.

“Come with me,” she said.

He drove into her, body slamming against hers, the counter edge biting into her thighs. She worked her clit harder, pressure perfect, devastating. The orgasm broke, clenching around his cock, milking him. He shouted, raw and guttural, thrusts turning erratic before he buried himself deep, body shuddering as he came inside her.

They collapsed together, sweat-slick and breathing hard on the kitchen counter. He stayed inside her, softening slowly. Their breaths mingled, heavy and satisfied. The room smelled of sex, of their bodies, of soap from the dishes.

He pulled out at last, careful, and helped her down. Her legs shook. She leaned into him, head on his chest. He held her, arms solid around her, hands stroking her back.

They stayed quiet a long time. Just stood in the aftermath, in the quiet of their apartment, in the reality of what they’d just done.

Eventually he bent, gathered her clothes, and handed them to her. She dressed slowly, body still sensitive, new. He dressed too, movements just as slow.

He looked at her, expression open, soft. “That wasn’t rehearsal.”

“No,” she said.

He nodded, as if confirming something to himself. Then he stepped closer, cupped her face, and kissed her softly—a kiss nothing like the fierce ones from before. This one acknowledged. Something begun.

“Bed,” he said. “We should sleep.”

Sleep felt secondary. The air between them stayed charged, the energy shifted but not spent.

She followed him to the bedroom. The bed was still unmade from the night before, pillows tangled in the center. They ignored sides. Both climbed in, under the covers, and turned toward each other.

He reached for her, pulling her into his arms. She settled there, head on his shoulder, leg over his. Their bodies fit, a puzzle solved.

“Twelve days,” she whispered into the dark.

“Twelve days,” he echoed.

The count felt different now. A countdown to departure, not an end.

His fingers traced a slow path up her spine, over the bumps of vertebrae, then spread wide between her shoulder blades. The touch claimed nothing and everything. Naya closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of him—sex, clean sweat, that faint trace of distant places. The refrigerator hummed, the only sound for a long while, a baseline under the thrum of her own blood.

“Are you okay?” he asked at last, voice a low rumble under her ear.

She nodded, cheek moving against his skin. “Yes. Are you?”

He let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Better than okay.” His hand stilled, pressing her closer. “That was… unplanned.”

“Was it?” She tilted her head back to look at him. Streetlight from the window cut across his face, highlighting the scar, the stubble, the tired satisfied curve of his mouth.

His gaze stayed steady on hers. “The timing was. The wanting wasn’t.” He brushed a stray braid from her forehead. “I’ve wanted you since you looked at me in Madrid and I realized you were seeing the man, not the photographer with the access pass.”

The admission landed soft, a truth offered without barter. She thought of that dinner, the clink of wine glasses, the boring speech from a cultural attaché. She’d been bored too, until her eyes found his across the floral centerpiece. He’d been watching the speaker, but his body angled toward her, a subtle orientation she’d noted with a scholar’s detached interest. Until he’d caught her looking, and his mouth had quirked, not quite a smile, and the detachment had shattered.

“I thought you were judging the wine,” she whispered.

“I was judging the distance to your chair.”

She smiled in the dark. His hand resumed its path, sliding down to the small of her back, then curving over the swell of her ass. It wasn’t a prelude to more sex; it was a mapping. A quiet, domestic claiming after the frantic one on the counter. Her body responded anyway, a fresh pulse of heat low in her belly. She shifted against him and felt him stir in response.

“You’re insatiable,” he murmured, but he sounded pleased.

“You’re leaving in twelve days,” she said, and the words this time weren’t a lament. They were a fact that lit a fuse. The limited time wasn’t a constraint; it was a catalyst.

He rolled, pinning her gently beneath him, his weight a delicious anchor. “Then we shouldn’t waste any.”

This time moved slower. They had the whole night. The urgency had spent itself against the kitchen counter; what remained was a deep, curling need to learn. He kissed her for an eternity, his mouth exploring hers with lazy thoroughness that made her toes curl. He kissed her eyelids, the bridge of her nose, the pulse at her temple. He kissed down her neck, over her collarbones, and took his time with her breasts, licking and suckling until she writhed, hands fisted in the sheets.

He moved down her body, mouth blazing a trail over her ribs, her navel, the sharp dip of her hip bones. He nudged her thighs apart and knelt between them. In the dim light she could see him looking at her pussy, expression focused, reverent. He didn’t dive in. He traced her folds with his fingers first, parting her, watching as she grew wetter under his touch.

“So beautiful,” he said, more to himself than to her. Then he leaned in and blew a soft, cool stream of air over her clit.

She jerked, a gasp tearing from her throat. He smiled, a wicked flash of white in the shadows, and then his mouth was on her.

This was different from the kitchen. This was languid, indulgent. He licked her like a complex dish he was determined to savor, finding every hidden flavor. He circled her clit with the very tip of his tongue, then broadened the strokes. He slid two fingers inside her, crooking them, finding a rhythm that made her hips lift off the bed. He fucked her with his fingers while his mouth worshipped her clit, and the dual sensations built a slow, deep burn that was somehow more intense than the frantic climb before.

“Eitan… please…” she begged, voice fractured.

He added a third finger, stretching her exquisitely. His mouth closed over her clit and sucked, hard, and the orgasm rolled through her like a deep seismic wave, drawing a long low moan from her very core. He gentled his mouth, riding her through the pulses, fingers still working inside her until she pushed his hand away, oversensitive and spent.

He moved up her body, kissing her stomach, her sternum, her throat. His cock, heavy and hard, pressed against her thigh. She reached for him, wrapping her hand around him, stroking from root to tip. He groaned, forehead falling against hers.

“I need to be inside you again,” he said, words gritted out.

“Then be inside me.”

He reached for the nightstand, fumbling in the drawer. The sound of a foil packet tearing was loud in the quiet room. He’d thought of this, prepared for it. The realization sent a new thrill through her. He rolled the condom on, movements quick, eyes never leaving hers.

He positioned himself, the head of his cock nudging her entrance. She was so sensitized, so open, that the initial stretch was a sharp sweet ache. He pushed in slowly, so slowly, letting her feel every millimeter.

“Look at me,” he whispered.

She did. Their eyes locked as he filled her completely. The intimacy of it was staggering—more intimate than anything they’d done. The sex on the counter had been about claiming and release. This was about connection. He began to move, a deep rolling rhythm that felt less like fucking and more like a conversation. Their bodies spoke in the push and pull, the slide of skin on skin, the syncopated beat of their breathing.

He braced himself on one elbow, his other hand tangling in her braids. He kissed her as he moved, deep drugging kisses that tasted of her and him and them. She wrapped her legs high around his waist, taking him deeper, meeting each thrust with a lift of her hips. The friction was exquisite, a building fire in her belly.

“Touch yourself,” he urged again, voice thick. “I want to feel you come around me.”

Her hand slipped between them. Her clit was swollen, hypersensitive. A few circles of her fingers, coupled with the deep perfect thrust of his cock, and she was there. Her orgasm this time was a slow unspooling, a warm golden flood that made her cry out into his mouth. Her internal muscles clenched rhythmically around him, and with a broken shout he followed her, thrusts stuttering, then going deep and still as he emptied himself.

He collapsed beside her, pulling her with him so she lay half on top of him. He disposed of the condom, then returned to wrap her in his arms. They were both slick with sweat, breathing heavily. The room smelled of sex and warm bodies, a scent that was now theirs, embedded in the sheets, in the air.

“We should shower,” she mumbled after a while, limbs leaden.

“In a minute.”

They lay in silence, listening to the city night—a siren in the distance, the murmur of a television through the wall, the creak of their own bed as they shifted.

“The lease,” she said, the practical part of her brain flickering back online. “Twelve months.”

“I know.”

“What happens after Lebanon?” She hadn’t meant to ask, but the question was there, floating in the dark with their mingled scents.

He was quiet for so long she thought he’d fallen asleep. Then his arm tightened around her. “I come back. The embed is six weeks. Maybe eight. Then I come back.” He paused. “To this apartment. To you. If you’ll have me.”

It wasn’t a declaration of love. It was a statement of intent, clearer than any clause in their contract. If you’ll have me.

She didn’t answer with words. She turned her head and kissed the hollow of his throat, where his pulse beat strong and steady. It was answer enough.

They finally dragged themselves to the shower. Steam already fogged the narrow stall, tiles cool and slick beneath their feet. Barely wide enough for one, it forced them close, shoulders and hips brushing as the hot water hammered down. He washed her back, palms soapy and deliberate, thumbs working the knots at the base of her spine. She washed his chest, fingers tracing the raised map of old scars, learning the ridges and dips where shrapnel had once torn through. The quiet felt heavier than anything they had done in the dark—intimate in a different register, the kind that settled deep in the bones.

Back in bed, clean and warm, they faced each other on the rumpled sheets.

“My defense is May fifteenth,” she said.

“I’ll be there,” he answered, no pause. “Even if I have to hitch a ride on a cargo plane.”

She believed him.

He fell asleep first. His breathing lengthened, the lines around his eyes easing. Naya stayed awake longer, watching the slow rise and fall of his chest. The contract still sat in the drawer. The green card was still coming. His flight was still booked. Yet something fundamental had shifted beneath them. What had started as a necessary performance had turned solid and irreversible.

The next morning, sunlight slanted across the bed. Late. A rare luxury. Naya opened her eyes to find Eitan already awake, propped on one elbow, studying her face.

“Morning,” he said, voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.” She stretched, muscles pulling with a pleasant, used ache.

He leaned down and kissed her—soft, closed, lingering just long enough. “Coffee?”

“Please.”

He rose naked and padded to the kitchen. She heard the kettle fill, the cabinet door click open, the grinder start its low burr. She lay still, listening to the ordinary sounds of their shared morning. Week six. Twelve days until he left. And now this.

She pulled on his discarded t-shirt and followed. He stood at the counter grinding beans, and when he glanced over his shoulder his gaze moved over her slowly, the hem brushing her thighs. A slow, possessive smile curved his mouth.

She stepped beside him and hip-checked him lightly. “Move over. You always grind it too fine.”

He surrendered the grinder, one hand sliding around her waist to pull her back against him. His face pressed into the side of her neck while she worked. “I like it fine.”

“You have terrible taste in coffee grind,” she said, but she leaned into the solid line of his chest.

They moved around each other in the small kitchen, a wordless rhythm. He reached for the mugs; she poured the water. They stood at the counter to drink, looking out at the brick wall of the next building. Not much of a view. Still theirs.

“What do you have today?” he asked.

“Archives. All day. You?”

“Editing. Then a call with my fixer in Beirut at five.” He sipped. “I’ll make dinner. Something that doesn’t come from a container.”

“Ambitious.”

He shrugged, but his eyes stayed warm on her. “It’s our first real day.”

The day moved in a new kind of normal. Naya sat in the library, but her attention kept fracturing. The cold edge of the kitchen counter against her thighs. The wet heat of his mouth. The way his eyes had locked on hers as he pushed inside her. The memories slid between lines of theory until she caught herself smiling at her notes, heat rising in her cheeks.

When she returned that evening the apartment smelled of garlic and ginger. Eitan stood at the stove, stirring a pan, two plates already set on the small table, two glasses of water poured. The sight was so ordinary it made her throat tight. It was everything.

They ate slowly, talking about her research, his upcoming trip, nothing urgent and everything that mattered. After, they did the dishes side by side. He washed; she dried. Their elbows brushed again and again.

Later, in bed, they didn’t have sex. They simply held each other. He told her about Kabul—not the scar this time, but the way the light broke over the mountains at dawn. She told him about Lagos, about the sharp, metallic smell of rain on hot asphalt. They fell asleep sharing the same pillow, breathing the same air.

The days took on a quality that surprised her: they were good. Not performed-good, not documented-for-the-inspector good, but simply the texture of a life being lived alongside another person and finding it unexpectedly worth living.

They still fucked like there was a clock on it, because there was. In the shower one morning, the curtain half-off its rings from the force of them, water sloshing cold over the tile. On the living room rug one afternoon when they’d both come home for lunch within minutes of each other and hadn’t made it as far as the bedroom before his hands were under her shirt and she was already pulling at his belt. At three in the morning once, a quiet, desperate coupling, mouths pressed to each other’s skin to muffle the sounds, the darkness making it feel confessional, as if both of them were admitting something they still couldn’t quite say in daylight. The urgency felt less like performance and more like a refusal to waste what time they had.

The rehearsals were finished, yet they still studied each other like new terrain. Naya learned that Eitan made a small, unconscious humming sound when he concentrated on his edits. He learned that she tapped her pen against her teeth when she read—click, click, click—a rhythm he now found oddly comforting. He knew which drawer held her socks. She knew exactly how much milk he took in his coffee. The bureaucratic claims—the joint account, the tax forms—felt less like paperwork and more like threads being pulled tight, one by one.

On the tenth day, the manila envelope arrived.

It waited in the mailbox when they returned from a walk. USCIS OFFICE OF IMMIGRATION SERVICES was printed in the upper left corner. Naya’s heart knocked hard once. She carried it upstairs with fingers that had gone numb.

They sat at the kitchen table—the same table—and she slit the flap with a knife. Eitan’s hand rested on her shoulder, steady and warm.

She pulled out the letter and the plastic card. Her Permanent Resident Card. Her name. Her photo. The classification printed clearly: “CR1 — Conditional Resident.”

She was holding her green card. The goal. The entire reason they had done any of this.

She looked at Eitan. His face had gone unreadable. He took the card from her, turned it over once, then set it on the table. “Congratulations,” he said, voice flat.

The contract was fulfilled. Her visa was secure. His clearance, by extension, was assured. Every term of their agreement had just been met.

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Naya had ever heard. It pressed against her eardrums, thick with the question neither of them had spoken: What now?

He stood abruptly and walked to the window, shoulders tight. She stared at the rigid line of his back, at the plastic card gleaming on the worn wood.

“Eitan?”

He didn’t turn. “I fly out in forty-eight hours.”

“I know.”

He faced her then, his expression the careful blank she hadn’t seen since their first USCIS interview. “The contract is complete. You have what you need. I’ll have what I need. The apartment is leased for a year. You should stay. I’ll… figure out my half of the rent from wherever I am.”

It was a withdrawal. A deliberate retreat. She watched it happen in real time—watched him rebuild the walls that had come down over the past twelve days. The intimacy, the realness, was being reclassified as a risk.

Naya stood. She walked around the table until she stood directly in front of him. She didn’t touch him. “Is that what you want?”

His jaw flexed. “It’s what the contract says.”

“Fuck the contract,” she said, low and fierce. “I asked what you want.”

His control fractured. Just a hairline crack, but she saw the raw edge beneath it. “I want to stop being something you have to perform for,” he said, the words torn out of him. “I want to stop being the reason you get to stay in this country. I want to walk out that door to my job and know you’re here because you choose to be, not because you have to be.”

She reached up, cupped his face, and made him meet her eyes. “You are not a performance. You haven’t been for weeks. And this,” she gestured between them, “this is my choice. The green card is a piece of plastic. This apartment is four walls. You…” Her voice caught. “You are the first real thing I’ve chosen for myself in years.”

He stared at her, chest rising and falling fast. The mask had dropped away completely, leaving only the tired, unguarded man beneath. He pulled her hard against him, arms locking around her back, face buried in her hair. “I’m scared,” he whispered, the admission bare.

“I know,” she whispered back, holding him just as tightly. “So am I.”

They stayed like that for a long time, standing in the middle of the kitchen with her green card on the table and his duffel already half-packed in the bedroom. The countdown had changed. It was no longer racing toward a bureaucratic finish line. It was racing toward goodbye, and the terrifying, open-ended question of what might come after.

That night they made love with a slow, aching tenderness that felt like both a promise and a plea. Afterward, tangled in the dark, he said, “May fifteenth. I’ll be back.”

“You’d better be.”

On the morning of his flight he zipped his duffel closed. He wore his photographer’s vest, passport tucked in the chest pocket. He already looked halfway gone, already halfway to whatever conflict zone waited for him.

At the door he paused. He didn’t kiss her goodbye. He simply looked at her, gaze moving over her face, her braids, her grandmother’s hands clenched at her sides.

“Hold down the fort,” he said, voice rough.

“Just come back in one piece,” she answered, refusing to let the tremor show.

He nodded once. Then he turned and walked out.

The latch clicked. The apartment went suddenly, completely silent. Naya stood alone in the home they had built together. She looked at the kitchen counter, the bed, the calendar on the fridge with May 15th circled in blue. The green card lay on her desk beside her dissertation notes.

The performance was finished. The real thing had begun. And she had no script for any of it—how to wait, how to hope, how to trust that a man who lived in temporary assignments would find his way back to something that lasted.

She walked to the window. His taxi was already gone. All that remained was the empty street and the long stretch of days until May.


Chapter 8 — The Sound of the Dial Tone

The silence he left behind had a texture.

It wasn’t empty. It pressed against her skin like damp wool, thick enough to muffle the hum of the refrigerator and the distant traffic on Bedford. For the first few hours, Naya cleaned. She stripped the sheets from the bed, his scent still embedded in the cotton, and shoved them into the washing machine. The machine rattled as it filled. She wiped down the kitchen counter, the ghost of his hips pressing hers into the edge still vivid against her skin, the cool laminate under her palms. She rearranged the toothbrush cup, putting his brush back on the left side, where he’d left it. The domestic choreography of their fraud had become instinct.

Her dissertation defense was in forty-seven days. The green card, a plastic rectangle the color of money, sat propped against her monitor like a paperweight. It was supposed to be the trophy, the proof of her successful navigation of a labyrinthine system. It felt like a placeholder.

A week passed. The apartment held its breath.

Naya fell into a rhythm of her own making: library by nine, home by six, dinner for one at the small table that felt too large. She called her mother in Lagos on Sundays, the time difference a convenient excuse for brevity. She did not mention Eitan’s departure. She mentioned the green card, and her mother’s effusive praise—My brilliant daughter, you did it—felt like it was meant for someone else.

At night, the bed was a continent. She slept on her side, the right side, her side. She kept to the edge, a habit formed from weeks of careful distance, but now the emptiness beside her yawned. She woke sometimes in the dark, her hand flung out across the cool sheets, seeking a warmth that wasn’t there.

He emailed. The first one arrived three days after he left.

Subject: Landed.

Naya—

In Beirut. Heat here is dry, smells like diesel and jasmine. The embed paperwork is a knot. Slower than USCIS, if you can believe it. Staying at a hotel that has more sand in the carpets than the beach. Thought of you this morning. The inspector’s visit. 7:42 a.m. You were wearing that gray t-shirt, the one with the stretched neck. You looked like you’d been properly fucked. We hadn’t even touched each other yet.

—E

She read it in the library carrel, the clinical fluorescent light buzzing overhead. Her face heated. The email was professional, almost curt, save for that last line. It was a dart thrown from seven thousand miles away, and it landed squarely between her legs. She pressed her thighs together, a reflexive, private answer. She didn’t reply that day. She needed to craft something equally detached, equally devastating.

The next email came two days later.

Subject: Re: Landed.

Got your note about the dissertation revisions. Tell Professor Hendricks his theory on post-colonial curation is interesting but he’s missing the entire point of the Dakar ’96 biennale. I’ve got the catalog in my bag. Page 42 proves it. Attached a scan.

The clearance interview is tomorrow. They ask about stability. Domestic ties. I showed them our lease. The joint account statement. The photo from City Hall. The officer had your face on his desk. He asked me what you take in your coffee. I said, “She doesn’t drink coffee. She drinks Earl Grey tea, steeped for four minutes, with a teaspoon of honey. And she pretends she doesn’t like the honey, but she always uses it.” He made a note.

It felt like cheating.

—E

Naya read that one at the kitchen counter, her own cup of tea cooling beside her. Four minutes. A teaspoon of honey. He’d noticed. Of course he’d noticed. He was a photographer; his currency was observation. But this was different. This was cataloging for survival, and then weaponizing the catalog for a different kind of survival. It was cheating. They had gotten too good at the game.

She wrote back, her fingers clumsy on the keys.

Eitan—

Hendricks is a fossil. Thank you for the scan. I’ll use it.

My coffee order is correct. Did he ask which side of the bed I sleep on?

N.

His reply was instantaneous, sent in the dead of his night.

He did. I said the right. I said you steal the covers in a precise, systematic way, starting at the feet. I said you talk in your sleep. In Igbo. I don’t know what you say.

I lied. I know what you say. You say my name.

The clearance is approved.

Naya closed her laptop. She stood up and walked to the window, looking out at the Brooklyn street, the same view she’d stared at the morning he left. Her reflection in the glass was pale, her braids a dark cascade over her shoulders. She saw the woman he described: a cover-thief, a sleep-talker, a honey-lipped fraud.

She was performing competence again. Performing life-as-usual. But the audience was gone, and the performance had curdled into something hollow.



The second week, the phone rang.

It was a Thursday evening. Naya was annotating a dense passage on material culture when the landline—a cheap burner phone they’d gotten for the USCIS paperwork, listed as their home number—bleated from its cradle on the kitchen wall.

Her heart seized. Only government agencies and telemarketers used the landline. And Eitan.

She picked up on the fourth ring. “Hello?”

Static, a delay, then a voice, frayed by distance. “Naya.”

“Eitan.” She sagged against the wall, the cold plaster against her back. “You’re calling.”

“Satellite phone. Connection’s shit. Can you hear me?”

“Yes.” She heard the exhaustion in his single syllable. “Where are you?”

“South. Near the border. It’s… loud here.” In the background, she could hear the distant, percussive thump of something that wasn’t thunder. “Just needed to hear your voice.”

The confession, bald and unadorned, unraveled her. She slid down the wall to sit on the linoleum floor, the phone cord stretching taut. “My voice is right here.”

“Tell me something. Something real. Not for an interview.”

She closed her eyes. The apartment was so quiet she could hear the hum of the refrigerator. “I miss the sound of your camera shutter. That soft click in the morning when you’d test the light by the window.”

A crackle on the line. She thought she heard him breathe out. “Yeah.”

“I finished chapter four. The curator in Accra finally emailed back. She’s sending slides.”

“Good.” Another thump, closer this time. He muttered something she didn’t catch, then his voice came back, sharper. “Naya.”

“I’m here.”

“The manila envelope. In my desk. The bottom drawer, under the maps.”

She knew the one. A locked drawer. He’d given her the key weeks ago, a small brass thing on the same ring as her apartment key. “What about it?”

“If I don’t come back, you open it. It’s for you.”

The floor seemed to tilt. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s just procedure. In my line of work, you… you leave instructions.”

“Your line of work is taking pictures.”

“My line of work is standing close enough to the fire to get the shot,” he said, his voice grim. “Just promise me you’ll open it.”

“No. You’re going to come back and open it yourself.” She heard the tremor in her voice now, the one she’d suppressed at the door. “You have a dissertation defense to miss, remember? You promised.”

A low, rough sound that might have been a laugh. “I remember. Fuck, I remember.” There was a shuffling noise, like he was moving, ducking. The background noise changed, muffled. “I have to go.”

“Eitan—”

“The left side of the bed, Naya. It’s too empty. Sleep in the middle.”

The line went dead.

She held the buzzing receiver to her ear for a full minute before hanging it up. The silence rushed back in, louder than before. She pulled her knees to her chest, resting her forehead on them. She didn’t cry. She just sat there in the pooling twilight, feeling the weight of the envelope in the other room, and the heavier weight of his request.

Procedure.

She got up. She walked to his desk—a solid, scarred oak thing he’d found on the curb and refinished. She fit the brass key into the lock of the bottom drawer. It turned with a soft click. Inside were topographic maps, rolls of undeveloped film in sealed canisters, a box of .44 Magnum cartridges (empty, she checked). And there, at the very back, a standard letter-sized manila envelope. Her name was written on the front in his tight, slanted script.

She didn’t open it. She couldn’t. She placed it on top of the desk, a silent rebuttal. He would come back. He would open it himself.

That night, she did as he’d said. She slept in the middle of the bed. She spread out, her limbs claiming territory, and the sheets smelled like both of them, like laundry detergent and his faded sandalwood soap and her coconut oil. It was a poor imitation of presence, but it was something.



The emails became sporadic. A sentence. A photo attachment that took hours to download.

A picture of a scarred concrete wall, vibrant with a graffiti mural of a phoenix. Thought you’d appreciate the composition, his email read. She did. The colors were breathtaking.

Another, of a stray cat sleeping on a stack of tires. Local critic. Hated my lens.

She lived for them. She hated that she lived for them.

Three weeks after he left, the dream came. It was not a memory, but a brutal, vivid conflation. She was in the Madrid hotel from their first meeting, but the room was their Brooklyn kitchen. Eitan was there, his hands on her hips, pressing her into the counter. But his camera was around his neck, and the flash kept going off, blinding white bursts that illuminated not lust, but the stark fear in his eyes. The inspector from USCIS was there too, taking notes, asking, And which side of the bed does he sleep on? And she couldn’t answer because Eitan was kissing her, his mouth desperate, and she could taste diesel and jasmine.

She woke with a gasp, her skin slick with sweat, her heart hammering against her ribs. The digital clock read 3:17 a.m. The apartment was a tomb. The envelope on the desk was a pale rectangle in the dark.

She couldn’t breathe.

She got up, pacing the short length of the living room, her bare feet cold on the floorboards. She needed a sound, a voice, something that wasn’t the echo of that dream or the deafening silence.

On impulse, she went to his desk. Not for the envelope. For the old, rugged laptop he’d left behind. He’d shown her the password once, a string of numbers that was the date of the Madrid press dinner. She powered it on. The desktop was a clutter of raw image files. She opened his email client. It was still logged in.

She shouldn’t. It was a violation of a privacy they’d never formally established. But the contract was over. The rules were gone. And he had left her with an envelope and a request that felt like a goodbye.

She scanned the sent folder. Most were to editors, to fixers. Then she saw a draft, saved but never sent. The subject line was blank. The date was the day before he left.

The body of the email contained only a list.

— The way she twists her pen between her fingers when she’s thinking. Three full rotations, then a tap. — The small, satisfied sigh she makes when the tea is right. Almost inaudible. — The scar on her left knee, from a bicycle fall at age nine. She told me the story while we were folding laundry. — She is afraid of silence. She fills it with music, or NPR, or the tap-tap of her keyboard. But she is learning to let the silence be. With me. — Her integrity is a physical thing. It’s in her spine. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. — I do not know how to come back from this. I do not know how to be a man who has a home. — I want to learn.

Naya read it once. Then again. The words swam. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes until the pressure bloomed behind her lids.

He had been studying her. Not for the interview. For himself. And he had been just as terrified as she was.

She closed the laptop. She walked back to the bedroom, but she didn’t lie down. She went to the window. Dawn was still hours away, the streetlamps casting pools of jaundiced light on the empty sidewalk. The glass was cool against her palm.

The performance was over. The real thing was this: standing in the dark, armed with the secrets he’d left behind, waiting for a man who might have forgotten how to come home.

She needed to do something. She needed to reach out and close the distance he had created. Not with an email. Not with a memory.

She went to the phone. She picked up the receiver and dialed the long, complicated satellite number he’d emailed her once, for emergencies only. It rang. And rang.

Just as she was about to give up, it connected.

The noise was immediate—chaotic, roaring. Yelling in Arabic, the revving of engines, the sharp, unmistakable crack of a gunshot, not distant this time, but close. The sound punched through the receiver and into her ear.

Her fingers went cold around the plastic. “Eitan?”

No answer. Just rustling, heavy breathing.

“Eitan, it’s Naya! Can you hear me?”

More static. Then his voice, strained and urgent, cutting through the din. “Naya? Fuck. You shouldn’t—”

Another crack, louder. He cursed, the phone muffled, the sound of scrambling boots on gravel.

“Eitan!” she screamed into the receiver.

His voice came back, a harsh whisper. “I’m here. I’m okay. Get off this line. It’s not safe.”

“Where are you? What’s happening?”

“A patrol. We’re moving. I have to go.” His breath was ragged. “Naya, listen to me. Go to the desk. Open the envelope. Now.”

“No, I—”

“Do it. Please.” The word please, torn from him, was more frightening than the gunshots. “There’s a key. Go to the storage unit. 4B. It’s all for you.”

“What is? Eitan, just tell me you’re safe!”

“Open the envelope,” he repeated, his voice fading, breaking up. “And know that every answer on that form was true.”

The line dissolved into a roar of white noise, then a flat, dead dial tone.

She stood frozen, the receiver clutched in her hand so tightly the plastic creaked. The sound of the dial tone was a tiny, relentless scream in the silent apartment.

Slowly, she hung up.

She turned. She looked at the manila envelope on the desk, pale and innocent in the dark.

He had given an order. Open the envelope.

And for the first time since they’d met, Naya knew she would obey.

She crossed the room. Her hand was steady as she picked up the envelope. The paper was smooth, cool. She slid a finger under the sealed flap and tore it open in one rough motion. The tear sounded loud in the quiet.

Inside were two items.

The first was a single sheet of paper, folded in thirds. The second was a small, silver key on a plain ring.

She unfolded the paper. It was not a letter. It was a form. A USCIS Form I-130, Petition for Alien Relative. The petitioner: Eitan Reyes. The beneficiary: Naya Okonkwo. It was filled out in his handwriting, every box meticulous. At the bottom, his signature, notarized. The date was the day after their courthouse wedding.

Her eyes scanned the lines. His address, her address, their shared address. His parents’ names, their dates of birth. Her parents’ names, correctly spelled. His employment history. Her educational history. Page two, the questions about the relationship. How did you meet? Madrid, Spain. Press dinner for the Modern Art Today symposium. What is the basis of your petition? Marriage. Date of marriage. Listed. Is this marriage for immigration purposes only?

He had checked the box: No.

Her breath caught. He had filed this. He had filed this months ago, long before the green card interview, long before the inspector’s visit. This was the real petition, the one that actually started the clock. The one they’d submitted with their application had been a duplicate, a copy. This was the original. The one with the No checked.

And know that every answer on that form was true.

The words from the phone call echoed. He wasn’t just talking about her coffee. He was talking about this. The foundation. He had, from the beginning, petitioned for her as his real wife.

Tucked behind the form was another slip of paper, a receipt from a storage facility in Red Hook. Unit 4B. Monthly payment auto-drafted from their joint account. The one they’d opened for show.

Her legs gave out. She sank into his desk chair, the form trembling in her hands. The key bit into her palm, cold and real.

He had built a life for her. A real one. And he had hidden it in a drawer, a backup plan in case the fire he walked toward consumed him.

The sun was rising now, a faint gray light seeping around the edges of the window blinds. The dial tone still seemed to ring in her ears. She had to move. She had to see.

She dressed quickly in jeans and a sweater, shoved her feet into boots. She grabbed her bag, the key, the receipt. She didn’t think. If she thought, she would imagine what the gunshots meant, what the scrambling meant, why he had told her to open it now. Action was the only antidote to the terror coiling in her gut.

The storage facility was a hulking blue building near the waterfront, smelling of salt and industrial cleaner. The morning guard barely glanced at her ID, just waved her through to the interior corridors. The air was cool, echoing with the hum of ventilation. She found corridor 4. Unit B was a standard 5x5, a roll-up metal door with a heavy padlock.

Her hands were cold. The silver key fit perfectly. The lock clicked open. She grabbed the handle and pulled. The door rattled up on its tracks, metal shrieking against metal.

The unit was not full. It was a curated space. Neat, organized.

Against the back wall stood three large, hard-shell Pelican cases—the kind he used for his camera gear. A label on the top one read, in his writing: N.O. – 1 of 3. Do Not Sell.

Next to them was a single banker’s box. And leaning against the side wall was a painting, about three feet by four, wrapped in brown paper.

She stepped inside, the motion-activated light flickering on overhead. She went to the painting first. She untied the twine, peeled back the paper.

It was Untitled (Crimson Lake) by Adéwalé Ogunsi, the contemporary Nigerian painter who was the cornerstone of her dissertation’s third chapter. It was a painting she had written about, dreamed about, seen only in high-resolution scans. It was here. In a storage unit in Red Hook. The brushwork was furious, beautiful, a swirl of deep red and black and gold leaf that caught the overhead light in sharp glints. A small gallery tag was stuck to the back: Acquired by private sale, March 15. The week after he left for Lebanon.

He had bought her a piece of her own thesis.

She traced a finger over the textured paint, her throat tight. She turned to the banker’s box. Lifting the lid, she found files. Organized tabs: Tax Returns – Joint (Filed), Lease – Renewal Offer (Signed), Life Insurance – Beneficiary Designation, Will & Testament. She flipped open the will. His entire estate, such as it was—rights to his photographs, the apartment’s security deposit, a small savings account—was left to her. Executed and notarized. Dated the same day as the I-130 form.

He had tied himself to her, legally, irrevocably, in every way he could. Not for the contract. For after.

The Pelican cases. She opened the first one. Not cameras. Photographs. Hundreds of them, archivally sleeved, organized in portfolios. She lifted one out. The first print was of her. She was in the apartment, at the kitchen table, her head bent over her laptop, glasses slipping down her nose. The light from the window caught the flyaway hairs around her braids. She looked concentrated, beautiful, utterly unaware. The next: her laughing, a candid shot from the morning of the inspector’s visit, her gray t-shirt indeed stretched at the neck. Another: her sleeping, in the middle of the bed, the sheets tangled around her legs. He must have taken it the morning he left, before he woke her.

He had documented her. Not for evidence. For love.

The second case held more photos, but these were his professional work. The wall with the phoenix. The cat on the tires. Scenes of Beirut, of landscapes, of people whose faces told stories of resilience and wear. His life, before her.

The third case was heavier. She popped the latches.

Inside, nestled in foam, was a vintage Leica M6 film camera, along with a dozen rolls of unused black-and-white film. A note sat on top of the camera body.

N—

This was my first real camera. Bought it with my first freelance check in 2012. It sees the world the way I want to remember it. Not perfectly, but truly. Keep it for me. Or use it. The darkroom rental info is in the file box. I thought you might like to develop something of your own.

—E

She lifted the camera. It was solid, brassing at the edges, worn smooth from his hands. She brought the viewfinder to her eye, pointing it at the open door of the unit. The world framed itself, quiet and sharp.

He had given her his past, his present, and a fragile claim on a future.

She sat down on the cool concrete floor, the camera cradled in her lap, the painting glowing beside her, the files a testament of cold, hard intent. She didn’t cry. She was beyond tears. She was in a state of crystalline, devastating clarity.

He loved her. He had loved her for a long time. And he had gone into a war zone carrying that love like a secret, and left its blueprint for her to find.

She had to get back. She had to be near the phone.

She carefully re-wrapped the painting, closed the cases, replaced the files. She locked the unit, the key now a burning weight in her pocket. She took the I-130 form and the note with her.

The apartment felt different when she returned. It was no longer a stage. It was a repository. Every object held his intention. The bed where he’d learned her sleep patterns. The counter where he’d first truly touched her. The desk where he’d drafted a list of her beauty.

She made tea. Four minutes. A teaspoon of honey. She drank it at the counter, waiting.

The phone did not ring.

Days accumulated without much to distinguish them. She went to the library and sat in her usual carrel and stared at pages that rearranged themselves into formations she couldn’t parse. She read the same footnote four times on the same afternoon. She began to understand that grief was less dramatic than she’d supposed—not a collapse but a slow, persistent static, a frequency she couldn’t tune out. The green card sat on her desk, no longer a placeholder. It felt like a covenant she had made with a man she wasn’t sure was still in the world to keep it. She slept in the middle of the bed, his pillow pulled against her ribs, her body aching for the solid heat of him.

A week after the phone call, the email came.

Subject: Back at base.

Naya—

I’m in Cyprus. R&R for 72 hours. The patrol was a close one. I’m fine. A few bruises. The camera’s fine, which is what matters. Sorry about the call. You shouldn’t have heard that.

Did you open it?

—E

Her fingers hammered the keys. The careful distance she’d practiced for weeks cracked and fell away.

Yes.

And?

You bought me an Ogunsi.

Do you like it?

It’s the centerpiece of my third chapter. You know that.

I know.

She stared at the blinking cursor, pulse loud in her ears, then typed the question that had kept her awake for nights.

Why did you check “No”?

An hour passed before the reply arrived.

Because it was the truth. The only truth I had left to give.

The apartment around her stayed silent, but the air felt different now—live wires running between them across the distance.

The camera is beautiful. I don’t know how to use it.

I’ll teach you. When I get back.

When is that?

Soon. The embed is ending. The story’s filed. I’m coming home, Naya.

Home. The word landed low in her chest and stayed there.

What happens when you get here? she wrote.

We finish what we started.



He returned on a Tuesday. May fourteenth. A day early.

She sat in the middle of her dissertation committee meeting, Professor Hendricks’s voice a distant drone about methodological rigor, when the key scraped in the lock. Her spine locked. Sound narrowed to a single high whine in her ears.

The door opened.

Eitan stood in the doorway, duffel at his feet. Thinner. Face drawn tight. The tan had deepened into something weathered and tired. His stubble had grown into a full beard that changed the shape of his jaw. The scar through his eyebrow stood out whiter against the dust-darkened skin. He looked older. Solid. Real.

His eyes found hers across the room.

“I have to go,” she told the startled faces on her screen, and snapped the laptop shut.

They stared at each other. The air between them held every unsaid thing—the forms, the envelope, the crackle of gunfire on a bad connection.

“You’re early,” she said. Her voice came out thin.

“Couldn’t wait.” His voice had changed too—roughened by smoke and exhaustion.

He dropped the bag. Kicked the door shut. He didn’t come toward her. He leaned back against the wood as if he needed it, and simply looked. His gaze moved over her face, her throat, the line of her shoulders, slow and deliberate, like he was checking she was still whole.

“You opened the envelope,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“And you went to the unit.”

“Yes.”

He nodded once. “Good.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” The words tore out of her. “About the petition? The painting? Any of it?”

“Because I didn’t know how,” he said. “And I needed you to have it. In case. I needed you to know it existed even if I couldn’t say the rest.”

“Say what?”

He pushed off the door. Two steps. The distance halved. She smelled him—sweat, recycled plane air, the faint dry bite of desert dust still clinging to his clothes, and underneath it the soap he used. He lifted both hands and cupped her face. His palms were rough and warm. Thumbs brushed the high edges of her cheekbones.

“I love you, Naya Okonkwo. I am in love with you. It is the most terrifying and stable thing I have ever felt.”

The words cracked something open inside her. She made a small, broken sound and pushed forward, mouth finding his.

The kiss was a collision. Salt from her tears, the coarse scrape of his beard, the slick urgent press of tongue against tongue. He groaned into her mouth and hauled her hard against him. She felt the long, lean planes of his body, the new tension in muscle, the steady thud of his heart. Alive. Here.

Her hands fisted in his shirt, dragging him closer. He walked her backward until her hips met the kitchen counter. The same counter. Memory and present slammed together.

He pulled back just far enough to speak, forehead against hers, eyes dark and blown. “I need you. Right now. I need to be inside you. I need to know this is real.”

“Yes,” she breathed. “God, yes.”

His hands shoved her sweater up and off. The bra followed, clasp flicked open with one twist. Cool air hit her skin, then the wet heat of his mouth closed over her nipple. He sucked hard, tongue circling, teeth grazing just enough to make her jerk. The pull went straight between her legs. She cried out, back arching.

She clawed at his clothes, shoving the jacket off his shoulders, fingers fighting the buttons of his shirt. He helped, yanking it free. Her palms found his chest—new bruises dark under her hands, old scars, the heavy drum of his heart. She unbuckled his belt, dragged his jeans open. He kicked everything off, boots and all, until he stood in only black boxer briefs, cock thick and straining against the cotton.

She hooked her thumbs in the waistband and pulled. His cock sprang free, flushed dark at the head, already slick. She wrapped her hand around him, stroked once, felt him pulse in her grip. Hot. Silken. Alive.

“Fuck, Naya,” he rasped.

She looked up. “No more rehearsals.”

“No more,” he agreed, voice low and guttural.

He lifted her onto the counter. Cold Formica shocked against her bare ass. He stepped between her thighs and pushed them wider. He didn’t push inside. He looked down at her pussy, wet and open for him, and a visible shudder ran through his frame.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he whispered, and bent his head.

His mouth on her clit was not gentle. Broad, flat licks, then focused suction on the swollen bud, tongue working in tight circles. She screamed, fingers twisting in his hair. He ate her like he was starving, like he wanted to map every fold, every clench, every tremor. Her hips rolled against his face. Wet sounds filled the kitchen.

“Eitan, please,” she begged. “I need you. Now.”

He rose. His mouth shone. He lined the head of his cock at her entrance, eyes locked on hers. “Look at me.”

She did.

He pushed in.

The stretch stole her breath. She was soaked, ready, but he was thick and the slow, relentless slide filled her completely. Her inner walls fluttered around him. He sank to the hilt and held there, forehead pressed to hers, breathing her air.

“This is real,” he said.

“This is real,” she answered.

He began to move.

No rhythm. No control. Just deep, powerful thrusts that rocked her back against the cabinets with every stroke. The counter creaked. The wet slap of skin on skin echoed off the walls. His fingers dug into her hips, holding her exactly where he wanted her while he fucked her with raw, single-minded force.

“Harder,” she demanded, locking her ankles behind his back. “Don’t you dare hold back.”

A fierce, beautiful smile cut across his face. He drove into her harder, the force making her vision spark. Each thrust hit the spot deep inside that wound her tighter. Heat coiled at the base of her spine, spreading through her belly.

“Touch yourself,” he growled. “Let me watch you come.”

She slid her hand between them, fingers finding her clit, slick and swollen. She circled fast, the added friction pushing her straight to the edge.

“That’s it,” he breathed, thrusts turning ragged. “Come for me, Naya. Let go.”

Her orgasm hit hard and sudden. She cried out, body clamping around him in tight, rhythmic pulses. He watched her face the entire time, eyes hungry, and then he was coming too, a rough shout muffled against her neck as he emptied deep inside her, hips jerking with the force of it.

He stayed pressed against her through the aftershocks, weight heavy, face buried in the curve of her shoulder. Their skin stuck together, sweat-slick. She felt his heart hammering against her ribs, matching the frantic beat of her own.

Slowly he softened inside her. He didn’t pull out. He simply held her, breathing gradually easing.

After a long time he lifted his head and kissed her—slow, tasting of salt and sex and the two of them.

“I’m home,” he said.

She nodded, throat too tight for words, and wrapped her arms around him.

They disentangled eventually. He cleaned her with a damp towel in quiet, careful strokes. She watched his hands. He pulled on his boxers. She slipped into his discarded shirt, the fabric still warm from his body. They didn’t go to the bedroom. They moved to the couch and collapsed in a tangle of limbs. She rested her head on his chest, listening to the steady, solid beat beneath her ear.

“The defense is tomorrow,” she said into the quiet.

“I’ll be there.” His hand moved slowly up and down her back. “Front row.”

“You’ll be bored.”

“I’ll be proud.” He paused. “And then?”

She knew what he was asking. The contract was done. The green card was hers. The real petition sat filed somewhere. In the eyes of the state and in the locked unit across the river, they were husband and wife.

“And then we live our life,” she said. “The real one.”

His arm tightened around her. “I like the sound of that.”

Outside, the Brooklyn afternoon slid into evening. A car passed. A dog barked. Music drifted from the building across the street. They were no longer performers moving through a silent apartment. They were the source of the sound, the breath, the life inside it.

He shifted, turning so he could look down at her. His expression had gone serious. “There’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“The divorce papers. In my bag. I brought them back, signed on my side.”

Her stomach dropped. “Oh.”

“I brought them back so I could tear them up in front of you,” he said, gaze steady. “If that’s what you want.”

She reached up, traced the scar through his eyebrow with her fingertip. “Tear them up.”

He smiled then, a full, unguarded smile that transformed his tired face. “Okay.”

He kissed her again. It tasted like a beginning.

Later, as true dusk settled over the room, they finally moved to the bed. They made love again, slower this time, sweeter, a rediscovery of skin and breath and the quiet spaces between heartbeats. Afterward, lying in the dark, she realized she was on the left side. He was in the middle, an arm thrown over her waist, his face pressed against her braids, the scent of her hair filling his lungs with each slow exhale.

“You’re in my spot,” she murmured, her voice low in the stillness.

“Get used to it,” he mumbled, already half-asleep, the words blurring at the edges.

She smiled in the dark. She was. She finally was.

The contract was a piece of paper in a desk drawer. The visa was a card on her nightstand. The fake marriage had become, somewhere along the way, the realest thing in her life. And for the first time, Naya was not waiting for the other shoe to drop. She was listening, instead, for the sound of his breathing beside her, steady and slow, a rhythm she was learning by heart.


Also by Jenna Sahara

Thanks for reading. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few more you might like:

Hotwife Vacation

Read Hotwife Vacation on Amazon

Body Swap A Night We’ll Never Forget

Read Body Swap A Night We’ll Never Forget on Amazon

Mind Control Therapy: Brain Games

Read Mind Control Therapy: Brain Games on Amazon

cover.jpeg
FAKE DATING:
THE XISA

-
R @
R

l T R

JENNA SAHARA





