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Chapter 1: Back to Basics
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The tags were still on them.

Fiona pulled the sports bra from the tissue paper, snipped the plastic thread with her nail scissors, and held it up in the light of her bathroom. Pale sage green. Buttery soft. Forty-two dollars she absolutely did not need to spend, and yet here she was, spending it, because Dr. Renee—her therapist, her overpriced Wednesday morning lifeline—had said treat yourself like someone worth treating, and Fiona had decided that counted as a prescription.

She put it on.

The leggings were next. High-waisted, charcoal grey, with a subtle seam detail down the outer thigh that she'd told herself was purely functional. It wasn't. She knew it wasn't. They made her legs look like they went on forever, and she had paid a completely unreasonable amount of money for that specific effect.

She stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom. The same one Derek had never liked. He said it made the room feel smaller, though he always said a lot of things she'd just nodded along to. Not anymore. That was a past life. She looked at herself, inspecting.

Thirty-four. Tanned white skin, beautiful blue eyes, and a mouth that her mother always said was too expressive for her own good. Five foot six on a good day. And after four weeks of punishing herself on the elliptical, the rowing machine, and whatever sadistic contraption her gym kept in the corner that she'd only recently stopped being afraid of, she was different now. Not dramatically. Not yet. But she could feel it in the way her shoulders sat, the way she stood a little straighter without thinking about it.

A revenge body, her friend Shanice had called it, laughing over wine last Saturday.

Fiona hadn't laughed. She'd taken a long sip and said, call it whatever you want, because the truth was messier than that. It wasn't entirely about Derek. It wasn't entirely about the fact that he'd left her for a twenty-six-year-old named Brittany who taught aerial yoga and presumably had never once asked him when they were going to set a wedding date. It wasn't entirely about the four plus years she'd spent being patient and understanding and flexible, bending herself into shapes that suited him, waiting for a future he was quietly constructing somewhere else.

It was about her. Getting back to herself. Back to basics.

That's what she'd written in her journal the morning after he'd moved the last of his things out of her apartment. Back to basics. Figure out who Fiona is without the asterisk.

Or maybe it was more like basic training.

She tied her sneakers, white with a single orange stripe, new enough that they still squeaked slightly on her hardwood floor.

From the hook by her front door, she grabbed her duffel bag. It was dark canvas, already packed: padlock, resistance band, the good headphones, a change of clothes for after. Her water bottle sat on the kitchen counter where she'd filled it before her first coffee, cold and sweating faintly against the granite. She grabbed that too, tucked it against her side.

She paused at the door.

The apartment was quiet behind her. Tidy. Hers. Just hers.

The throw blanket folded over the arm of the couch was the one she'd picked out herself, the art on the walls chosen without compromise, the kitchen smelling faintly of the candle she'd burned last night, amber and cedar, by the way. Because she liked it, and no one was going to tell her it was too strong.

Houston's morning heat hit her the second she stepped outside, thick and immediate, the sun already working hard at nine-fifteen in the morning. She let the door lock behind her with a clean, solid click.

She had a lot of work to do.

But for the first time in a long time, she was looking forward to it.
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Chapter 2: Working Out Revenge
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The treadmill beeped twice when she punched in her speed, and Fiona settled into her stride.

Five-point-five to start. Just enough to feel it in her calves, warm up the joints, remind her body what they were doing here. She plugged in her headphones, found her playlist, and let the bass settle into her chest like a second heartbeat.

The gym was busy for a Wednesday morning. Not packed, but populated with the particular demographic of people who had the luxury of being here at ten a.m. on a weekday: retirees moving at a careful, dignified pace on the machines by the window, a handful of women in a loose cluster near the free weights doing something with resistance bands that looked deceptively easy, two or three men who clearly worked from home or worked for themselves, moving through their routines with the unhurried confidence of people with nowhere more important to be.

Fiona increased her speed to six-point-five.

She'd started running almost exactly a month ago, the week after Derek took his record collection and his good cast iron pan and left. The first session had been humbling. Eleven minutes before her lungs staged a formal protest, shins aching, face a color she was fairly certain wasn't supposed to appear on a human being. She'd stood over the water fountain afterward feeling simultaneously proud and destroyed, and had told herself she would come back tomorrow.

She had come back tomorrow, surprising even herself.

She pushed to seven now, the rhythm of it settling in. Feet, breath, the quiet mechanical hum of the belt underneath her. Her playlist moved into something with a heavy beat and she let herself stop thinking for a little while, which was the actual point. The gym, she'd figured out, was the one place where her brain would agree to be quiet. There was too much to focus on, too much physical information coming in, for it to simultaneously run its usual loop of why didn't you see it coming and what does she have that you don't and four years, Fiona, four years.

Seven-point-five.

Her breathing deepened. She fixed her gaze on the middle distance, past the row of treadmills, past the mirrored wall, past her own reflection working hard in the glass.

Twenty minutes in, she let herself look around. It was a habit she'd developed without meaning to, a small reward for getting through the first stretch. People-watching while her legs did their thing.

The man two treadmills down was probably sixty, silver-haired, running with the practiced ease of someone who'd been doing it since before she was born. Good form. She appreciated good form. At least, she thought she did. She was pretty sure.

By the free weights, a younger guy was doing bicep curls in front of the mirror with the specific expression of a man who was very aware he was doing bicep curls in front of a mirror. Nice arms, she thought, objectively. Also, no.

She bumped her speed to eight and focused on her breathing for another stretch, letting the music carry her through. Her thighs were starting to talk to her now, a low steady burn that she'd learned to read as this is working rather than stop immediately, which had taken more mental recalibration than she expected.

Eight-point-five for the last five minutes.

Her lungs made their feelings known. She ignored them.

When the treadmill finally beeped down to cool-off pace, she felt the particular satisfaction of having done something that cost her something. She walked it out for three minutes, breathing steadily, rolling her shoulders. The playlist shuffled into something slower and she pulled one earbud out, coming back to the real world.

She refilled her water bottle at the fountain by the entrance to the weight floor, took a long drink, and headed for the leg press.

—
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LEG DAY WAS A RELATIVELY new addition to her routine. For the first two weeks, she'd stuck mostly to cardio, which was familiar and required no instruction. Weights had felt intimidating in a way she hadn't wanted to admit, all that equipment with its levers and pins and the unspoken etiquette she didn't fully know yet. But she'd watched enough videos, asked the front desk one carefully worded question, and eventually just started.

She loaded the leg press conservatively, the way she'd been taught to. Feet shoulder-width apart, high on the platform. She pushed out her first set, slow and controlled, feeling the quad engagement she was already starting to recognize and chase.

Fifteen reps. Rest. Fifteen reps. Rest.

She added a plate.

The thing about weights, she was discovering, was that they were honest in a way that running wasn't quite. Running let her zone out, let her disappear into her music and her thoughts. The leg press required her full attention, requiring her to be present in her body in a way that felt both uncomfortable and oddly grounding. This weight either moves or it doesn't. You either have it or you don't. There is no pretending.

She liked that more than she'd expected.

Third set, she pushed through the burn in her quads, jaw set, counting under her breath. Twelve. Thirteen. Come on. Fourteen. Her thighs were shaking very slightly by the end. She sat with it for a moment, breathing, before standing up.

The hack squat machine was next, which she had come to have complicated feelings about. It was effective. It was also, at its core, deeply unglamorous. There was no dignified way to be on the hack squat. You simply had to accept that and get on with it.

She loaded it, positioned herself, and got on with it.

Three sets. The burn moved from her quads into her glutes and she thought, good. That's the whole point. She thought about the leggings she'd put on this morning, the seam detail down the outer thigh, and she thought about how she wanted to look in them in three months, and she used that as fuel through the last four reps when everything in her was suggesting she stop.

She didn't stop.

The cable kickback station was occupied, so she moved to the seated leg curl machine instead, the one that always made her feel like her hamstrings were being politely informed they had been taking it easy for too long. She adjusted the pad, selected her weight, and settled in.

It was on her second set that she noticed him.

He'd come in while she was on the hack squat, or maybe before that, she wasn't sure. He was over by the functional training area, working through what looked like a dumbbell complex, moving from Romanian deadlifts to lateral raises to something she didn't have a name for but that involved a slow, controlled rotation that suggested a level of body awareness that wasn't accidental. He was tall. Not just gym-tall, where the mirrors and the low ceilings made everyone seem larger, but actually tall, the kind that registered even across a room. Built, but not in the overdone way of the bicep-curl mirror guy from earlier. More like someone who had been training seriously for a long time and whose body simply reflected that, matter-of-factly.

He was Black, dark-skinned, with close-cut hair and the kind of jaw that looked like it had been drawn with intent.

Fiona completed her set on autopilot.

She was aware, in a somewhat detached way, that she was staring. She redirected her gaze to the middle distance, which happened to be adjacent to where he was standing, which was not quite the same thing as not looking but was at least deniable. He moved through his complex with a focus that suggested he was not thinking about anyone watching him, which she found both refreshing and, against her better judgment, interesting.

She'd never been with a Black man. The thought arrived without particular fanfare, the way thoughts sometimes did when you were tired from exercise and your defenses were low. It wasn't a thought she examined at length. She just noticed it, the way you noticed a door you'd never opened before, and then she let it pass, because she was at the gym and she was working, and this was exactly the kind of nonsense she did not have time for.

She stood up, stretched her hamstrings, and took her water bottle to the fountain.

The cold water helped.

She stood there for a moment longer than necessary, one hand on the cool metal of the fountain, and gave herself a quiet, honest talking-to. She was one month out of a four-year relationship. She was in the middle of a workout. She was sweaty and her legs were burning and she had two more sets on the cable kickback and then a stretch routine that she was not going to skip again like she had on Monday.

She was not ready. She knew she wasn't ready. And beyond the not-ready of the emotional situation, she simply wasn't where she wanted to be yet. Not for anyone else. She was doing this for herself, to get back to herself, and that work wasn't finished. It wasn't even close to finished.

She'd know when it was. She trusted that.

She capped her water bottle, rolled her neck once, and walked back to finish her workout.

The cable kickback was free now. She clipped in, adjusted the weight, and got to work, eyes forward, music up, focused on nothing except the burn in her glutes and the count in her head.

One. Two. Three.

The rest of the room fell away.
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Chapter 3: The Machine
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Friday evenings at the gym had their own particular energy. The after-work crowd moved differently from the Wednesday morning retirees and the work-from-home regulars. There was more urgency here, more bass in the air, more people arriving still half-dressed in the remnants of their workday, blazers traded for tank tops, the particular relief of people who had been sitting at desks for eight hours and needed to do something physical before they could feel like themselves again.

Fiona was one of them.

She'd changed in the locker room, laced up, and walked onto the floor with the specific focus of someone who had a plan and intended to execute it. It had been a good week, all things considered. She'd hit the gym three times, slept reasonably well, eaten like a person who respected herself on most of the days, and had only looked at Derek's Instagram once, which she was counting as a victory. It was an improvement, at least.

Tonight was upper body, with a little core at the end if she had anything left. She'd mapped it out on her phone during lunch. She liked having a plan. It kept her from drifting, from spending twenty minutes deciding what to do next while standing in the middle of the floor looking lost.

She started on the cable machine, working through her lat pulldowns, then moved to the assisted pull-up station for three sets that humbled her only slightly. By the time she got to the chest press, she was properly warm, properly in it, the music doing its job, the rest of the gym reduced to a pleasant blur of movement and noise beyond the edges of her focus.

This was the zone. She'd read about it, heard people describe it, and had not entirely believed it existed until she'd stumbled into it herself somewhere around week two. It was not a mystical thing. It was just the feeling of being completely and usefully inside your own body, where everything else dropped away and there was only the work in front of you. She chased it every session now.

By the third rotation she was on full autopilot, moving from station to station on instinct, barely consulting her phone, her body just knowing where it was going next.

The cable row machine was free. She was already walking toward it.

So was someone else.

She noticed him at the same moment he noticed her, both of them arriving at the machine from slightly different angles, both reaching for the handle with the same approximate level of confidence, both stopping abruptly when it became clear what was happening. There was a beat of pure mutual recognition.

It was the man from last week. The hot Black guy she’d noticed.

He was wearing a grey training shirt and dark shorts, earbuds in, a small towel over one shoulder. Up close he was even taller than she'd clocked from across the room, and the jaw was, if anything, more architectural than she remembered.

He started to say something, but Fiona still had her music going and caught approximately none of it. She could tell from his expression it was something easy and good-humored, which somehow made it worse that she'd missed it. She held up one finger, as if to say one second, and then pulled both earbuds out.

"Sorry," she said. "What was that?"

"I said, great minds." He smiled. It was an unhurried smile, the kind that arrived without any apparent effort. "You were here first. It's yours."

"I really wasn't. We got here at the same time."

"I'll defer to your version of events."

She laughed before she could decide whether to. "That's very diplomatic of you."

"I try." He reached out his hand. "Uriah."

She shook it. His grip was warm and straightforward, no performance to it. "Fiona."

"You're here a lot," he said. Not in a way that felt like surveillance, more like simple observation, the way you noted a familiar face at a coffee shop you both frequented.

"Started just over a month ago," she said. "Trying to be consistent."

"It shows. Your form is good."

She wasn't sure if she believed that entirely, but she also wasn't sure he was wrong, and the honesty in the way he said it made it land differently than a line would have. "I've been watching a lot of videos," she said. "Apparently that counts as research."

"It’s the best kind," he said. "Nobody's correcting you in real time."

The conversation had a quality she wasn't used to, the ease of it, the absence of any particular agenda she could detect. He wasn't performing. He wasn't angling. He was just talking to her the way a person talked to another person they'd found themselves next to, and she'd apparently forgotten that was a thing that could happen.

She was already thinking about putting her earbuds back in, already composing the natural exit in her head, when he said it.

"Can I get your number?"

Fiona felt the blush arrive before she had a chance to do anything about it. She was aware of it moving up her neck, which she found slightly mortifying, and she looked down at the cable handle for a moment, as if it had something useful to offer.

The sensible answer was no. She was not ready. She had said this to herself explicitly, at the water fountain, one week ago, in this exact building. She had a plan and the plan did not involve handing her number to strangers at the gym, however architecturally blessed their jawlines happened to be.

She said nothing for long enough that she saw something shift slightly in his expression. A quiet recalibration. He was starting to expect a no, she could tell. He wasn't going to push. He was already preparing to take it graciously.

And something about that, the patience of it, the absence of pressure, made her think: it doesn't have to go anywhere. A number is just a number. Adults exchange numbers all the time and then absolutely nothing happens and everyone survives.

"Yeah," she said. "Okay."

Something in his face settled warmly, though he kept it understated. He pulled out his phone and handed it to her, unlocked, a new contact open. She typed in her name and number and handed it back. Her fingers were only very slightly unsteady, which she decided not to acknowledge.

He looked at the screen, then tucked his phone away. Then he stepped back from the cable row machine and gestured toward it, a clean and unhurried handover.

"Have a great rest of your workout," he said.

Fiona sat down at the machine, reached for the handle, and looked up at him.

"Yeah," she said, and smiled. "You too."

He nodded once, and walked away.

She sat there for exactly three seconds, doing nothing, before she remembered where she was, put her earbuds back in, selected her weight, and got to work.
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Chapter 4: A Date?
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She did not expect to hear from him the next morning.

She was on her second coffee, still in her pajamas, working through a Saturday crossword she'd already cheated on twice, when her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter. Unknown number. Houston area code.

She knew who it must have been immediately.



Uriah: Hope the rest of that workout was worth it. I had to use a different machine. It wasn't the same.

She read it twice. Then she set her phone face-down on the counter, picked up her coffee, and took a long sip. Then she picked the phone back up.

Fiona: The workout was excellent, thank you! Very focused. No distractions.

Uriah: Glad to hear it. I'll try not to be offended.

Fiona: I didn't say you were a distraction.

Uriah: You didn't say I was, either.

She bit the inside of her cheek.

Fiona: I didn’t know you’d want to be a nuisance ;)

Uriah: What can I say? I don’t mind attention sometimes ;)

She put the phone down again and finished her coffee standing at the counter, looking out the kitchen window at the Saturday morning street below. A neighbor was walking a very small dog with very large ears. A kid was doing something inadvisable on a bicycle. The sky was the pale washed-out blue that Houston did in the morning before the heat fully arrived.

Her phone buzzed again.

Uriah: What are you doing today?

Fiona: Crossword. Laundry. Very glamorous life.

Uriah: Sounds competitive. What's a six-letter word for someone who steals gym equipment?

Fiona: Bold of you to reopen that case. I thought we were past that.

Uriah: I'm just looking for closure.

Fiona: The word is "crafty." Six letters.

Uriah: I was going to say "Uriah" but that's only five.

She laughed out just a single chuckle at that, alone in her kitchen, which she immediately felt slightly ridiculous about. She saved his number. She wasn't sure what that meant. Probably nothing. Probably just practical.

The texts slowed after that, spacing out over the afternoon in a way that felt intentional, unhurried, like he understood the value of not being too much. She found herself checking her phone more than she'd have liked to admit, in between the laundry and a half-hearted attempt at tidying the bathroom.

It was early evening when he sent the one that made her stop.

Uriah: I'd like to see you again, Fiona. Not at the gym.

She sat down on the edge of her bed.

She read it again. Then she set the phone in her lap and looked at the wall for a moment, just breathing, just letting the words exist in the room with her. Outside, she could hear the distant sound of a lawnmower, someone's sprinkler system cycling on.

She knew what the sensible answer was. She had a whole internal monologue prepared for exactly this scenario, well-rehearsed and reasonable, centered around the words not ready and not the right time and doing this for myself.

But he was really, genuinely cute. That jaw. The unhurried smile. The way he'd taken the no he'd expected to get and been completely prepared to be gracious about it.

She thought: it's probably just coffee. People go for coffee. Coffee is nothing. Coffee is barely even a commitment, it's just a hot drink in a public place with another adult human, and then you go home and that's the end of it.

Fiona picked up her phone.

Fiona: Sure, we could do that. Did you have a place or anything in mind?

She watched the three dots appear.

Uriah: Perfect. I'll take you to dinner. I know a great restaurant.

Fiona stared at her screen.

Dinner was not coffee. Dinner was a whole different category of thing. Dinner had courses and implications and required a different kind of outfit. She opened her mouth slightly, as if she were about to say something to her empty bedroom, then closed it again.

She could say actually, coffee is fine, let's keep it casual. She could absolutely say that. It was a completely reasonable thing to say. He would understand.

Her thumbs moved before she finished the thought.

Fiona: That sounds great! I'm looking forward to it.

She put the phone face-down on the duvet and lay back and stared at the ceiling for a moment.

Well. Okay then.

—
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THE RESTAURANT WAS in the Heights, which meant she'd be Ubering, which was fine, expected, the only sensible option given Houston's complete indifference to the concept of walkability. She had four days to figure out what to wear, which was simultaneously too much time and not nearly enough.

She stood in front of her wardrobe on Wednesday evening and made a series of executive decisions.

Not a dress. A dress was too much, too obvious, too much like she was trying. She was not trying. She was simply a woman going to dinner, which people did all the time, casually, without reading anything into it.

Nice jeans. Dark wash, high-waisted, the ones that fit well enough that she'd almost returned them out of suspicion that nothing that comfortable had any right to look that good. Those.

A top. Something with a little something to it, but tasteful. She pulled out a deep navy blouse with a neckline that was low enough to be interesting without being a statement. She held it up in the mirror. It said I put in some effort without saying I have been thinking about this dinner since Saturday, which was the precise calibration she was going for.

Small gold earrings. The delicate ones, not the dramatic ones. A little mascara, a little lip color, something warm-toned. Light on the foundation, heavier on the concealer under her eyes because the last two nights had been restless and she was not going to pretend otherwise, at least not to herself.

She did her hair down. It fell just past her shoulders and she'd washed it that morning, which meant it was doing something close to what she intended, which felt like a small blessing.

She stepped back and looked at herself.

Good. Not overdone. She looked like a woman who had chosen her outfit thoughtfully without it consuming her entire day, which was exactly what had happened, and no one needed to know the difference.

She did one last check in the mirror, picked up her bag, and opened her Uber app. Three minutes away. She grabbed her keys out of habit, even though she wouldn't need them, and stood by the window watching the street below while she waited.

Her stomach was doing something it hadn't done in a long time. Not quite nerves. Not quite excitement. Something that lived in the small, uncertain space between the two.

The app pinged. Her driver was outside.

Fiona took a breath, picked up her bag, and headed out the door.
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Chapter 5: Out
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The restaurant was the kind of place that knew what it was and committed to it fully. Dark wood, warm lighting, the pleasant density of a room where most of the tables were full and the noise level sat at exactly the right pitch. Loud enough that conversations felt private, quiet enough that you didn't have to lean in to be heard. Fiona stood just inside the entrance and felt, against her better judgment, impressed.

Uriah was already there.

He was standing near the host station, not sitting, not on his phone, just standing, which she noted because Derek had always been on his phone. He was wearing dark trousers and a fitted black shirt, sleeves rolled to the forearms, and he looked, she thought with a kind of resigned clarity, extremely good.

He saw her before she reached him and smiled, and it was the same smile from the gym, unhurried, unforced, the kind that didn't ask anything of you.

"Fiona." He said her name like it was a complete sentence.

"Uriah." She matched his energy. "Nice place."

"I know the owner. He owes me a favor."

"That's either impressive or suspicious."

"Little of both," he said, and held out his arm toward the host, who was already moving to lead them to their table.

They were seated in a corner booth, which Fiona appreciated more than she let on. She always preferred a booth.

The menus were the kind with actual heft to them, which she always took as a good sign. She opened hers and made a reasonable attempt to actually read it rather than just holding it as a prop while she composed herself.

"You look great, by the way," Uriah said, from behind his own menu.

"Thank you. You clean up well yourself."

"I wasn't sure about the shirt."

"The shirt works."

"Good to know." He set the menu down. "I already know what I'm getting. I've been here before."

"Show-off."

"I prefer prepared."

"Those are sometimes the same thing."

He grinned. "What are you thinking?"

She looked back at the menu. "The salmon. Maybe the risotto. I can't decide if I want something substantial or something that makes me feel like I have my life together."

"The risotto says you have your life together. The salmon says you know what you want."

She looked up. "That's a lot of analysis for a fish."

"I contain multitudes," Uriah laughed.

Fiona laughed back and closed her menu. "I’ve decided. The salmon it is."

The waiter came. They ordered. The wine Uriah chose was good enough that she said so, and he looked genuinely pleased rather than smug about it, which she appreciated.

The conversation moved the way good conversation did, without a discernible map, one thing leading naturally to another. He was from Houston originally, had left for six years for college and then stayed away for work, and finally came back two years ago. She asked what he did and he said construction project management, which explained the physicality without being the whole story. She told him she worked in pharmaceutical sales, which explained the car she'd mentioned in passing and the reason she'd been at the gym on a Wednesday morning three weeks ago when she'd first noticed him.

"First noticed me," he repeated.

"Don't."

"I'm just saying. You noticed me first."

"I was people-watching. You were in the field of view."

"Uh huh."

"It was observational. It wasn't personal."

"And now?" he asked.

She took a sip of wine. "Now I'm having dinner with you, so I suppose it got slightly more personal. But who’s the one who asked me here?"

“Fair point.” He smiled and let it go, which was exactly the right move.

She found herself relaxing in increments, like a muscle releasing tension it had been holding for so long it had forgotten it was holding it. He was easy to talk to in a way she hadn't anticipated and couldn't entirely account for. There was no performance to him, no obvious effort to impress, just a person sitting across from her being genuinely interested in what she said and occasionally saying something that made her laugh without warning.

She laughed more than she'd planned to. She noted this.

The food was excellent. She told him so. He said told you in a way that managed not to be completely irritating. They split an appetizer without discussing it, it just happened, one of them sliding it to the middle of the table and the other reaching for it, and it was easy in a way that felt significant and that she was not going to examine too closely tonight.

—
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EVENTUALLY, THE PLATES had to be cleared. The candle between them had burned lower. The restaurant had thinned out slightly around them and neither of them had moved to leave.

At some point, without either of them apparently deciding it, his hand had settled on the table between them, and hers had moved to meet it. She wasn't entirely sure of the sequence of events. It had just happened, the way the appetizer had happened, naturally, without a meeting being called about it.

His thumb moved slightly against the back of her hand. She didn't move hers away.

The waiter appeared. "Can I interest you in dessert this evening?" The pair told him they’d need a moment, as they hadn’t even glanced at the dessert menu yet, and he remarked that he’d be back shortly to take their order.

Fiona glanced at the dessert menu the waiter produced, then looked at Uriah with a slight smile. "You know, I actually thought this was going to be a coffee date, initially."

“Is that so?” Uriah asked with a smirk.

“Yeah! I thought that was much more standard for a first date. Way less pressure!”

“Well, sorry about that, then. Have I overwhelmed you tonight?”

“No, not at all. It’s been... quite the pleasant surprise!”

“Good. Glad to hear it. And good to know you like coffee. I love it, too.”

Soon, the waiter returned. Uriah looked at him with complete composure. "She'll have a coffee. And bring us the chocolate torte to share." He looked back at Fiona. "If that works."

"That works."

"And I'll have a coffee as well," he said to the waiter. "Since apparently that's what the evening called for."

The waiter left. Fiona shook her head slowly.

"You did that very smoothly."

"I have no idea what you mean."

"You ordered dessert and made it seem like my idea."

"You said coffee. I merely completed the sentence."

"That is genuinely impressive," she said, partly meaning it and partly teasing him.

He turned her hand over slightly in his, not holding it exactly, just the warmth of his palm against hers. "I'm glad you came tonight, Fiona."

She looked at him across the candlelight and thought about the water fountain at the gym, and the ceiling of her bedroom, and the small uncertain space between nerves and excitement she'd been living in all week.

"Yeah," she said. "Me too."

The coffee arrived. The torte arrived, one plate, two forks. Outside, Houston hummed its usual indifferent hum, the city moving on around them while they stayed still.

She picked up her fork.

He picked up his.

Neither of them was in any hurry to leave.
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Chapter 6: Take Away
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The coffees were, as it turned out, excellent.

She said so, and Uriah looked quietly vindicated, cradling his own cup with the satisfaction of a man whose restaurant recommendation had fully delivered. The torte was rich and not too sweet, and they worked through it unhurriedly, passing the fork back and forth without making a thing of it, which by this point felt entirely natural.

The restaurant was nearly empty now. A few staff moved at the edges of the room, resetting tables, dimming things down incrementally. Fiona was aware, in a distant way, that they had significantly overstayed any reasonable dinner timeline. She could not bring herself to care.

"So you've lived in Houston your whole life except for the six years," she said.

"Except for the six years. You?"

"Born and raised. Never left for more than a vacation." She turned her coffee cup slightly on its saucer. "I used to think that was embarrassing."

"And now?"

"Now I think Houston is underrated and everyone else is wrong."

He smiled. "There it is."

"What?"

"The city loyalty. It takes people a while to say it out loud."

"I just think it’s a great city. Very fun," she said, and watched him laugh, a real one, head tilting back slightly, and she felt something loosen further in her chest, something she hadn't known was still wound tight.

They talked for another twenty minutes without noticing it was twenty minutes. At some point the candle between them burned itself out and neither of them acknowledged it. Outside the window, Houston's nighttime version of itself hummed on, streetlights and passing headlights and the particular amber glow the city had after dark.

The waiter came by with the kind of patient, professional presence that communicated we're not rushing you while also communicating we do eventually close. Uriah settled the bill before Fiona had fully registered it was happening, and when she raised an eyebrow he said simply, "I asked you to dinner," as if that resolved the matter entirely, which she supposed it did.

They stood outside on the pavement and the Houston night settled around them, warm and thick, the air carrying the faint smell of rain that hadn't arrived yet. Fiona looked up the street and thought about her Uber app and then, without entirely planning to, said it.

"Do you want to come back to mine for a bit?"

The words were out before she'd approved them. She felt the blush arrive immediately, which was becoming a pattern around this man, and she looked at him with an expression that was attempting composure and probably landing somewhere in the vicinity of it.

Uriah looked at her for a moment. Not in a way that made her feel studied, just in a way that suggested he was taking the question seriously, which she appreciated.

"Yeah," he said. "I'd like that."

"I have wine."

"Even better."

"I can drive," he said, as they started walking, and she said "okay" because it seemed simpler than the Uber and because she was already walking beside him and it felt like the natural continuation of the evening. His hand found hers again without announcement, fingers easy between hers, and she matched her pace to his as he led her down the street to where he'd parked.

His car was a dark grey SUV, clean inside, which she noted approvingly. He opened her door, which she had not expected, and she got in without making a comment about it because some things were better received in silence.

The drive to her apartment took twelve minutes. They talked the whole way.
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HER APARTMENT LOOKED like herself, which she was glad about. She'd tidied on Wednesday before the date, enough that it looked lived-in without looking chaotic, and the candle she'd burned that morning had left the air smelling faintly of amber and cedar, which now felt less like a personal preference and more like a very accidental masterstroke.

"Nice place," Uriah said, turning slowly in her living room, taking it in.

"It's alright, but it’s mine," she said, which was still her favorite thing about it.

She gave him the approximate tour. Kitchen, living area, the small balcony she never used as much as she intended to. He asked about a print on the wall above the bookshelf and she told him where she'd found it, a market in the French Quarter on a trip four years ago, and he looked at it for a moment and said it suited the room, and she thought he was probably right.

She opened a bottle of red, a good one she'd been saving without quite knowing what for, and poured two glasses and brought them to the couch. He'd settled at one end, relaxed, one arm along the back of it, and she sat at an angle toward him, close enough that the space between them was deliberate rather than incidental.

They talked. The wine was good. The lamp in the corner threw warm light across the room and somewhere outside a car passed and then it was quiet again.

At some point the talking slowed, the way it did when words started feeling like more effort than they were worth, and the silences became something different, less like gaps and more like their own kind of conversation. She was aware of how close they were sitting. She was aware of him being aware of it too.

He reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, gently, and she went very still for a moment, just looking at him, and then he kissed her.

It was unhurried, the way everything about him seemed to be, and warm, and she kissed him back and felt the last of the evening's residual self-consciousness simply dissolve. His hand moved to her jaw, tilting her face slightly toward his, and she shifted closer without thinking about it, one hand finding the front of his shirt.

They stayed like that for a while. The wine sat untouched on the coffee table.

The kissing deepened gradually, naturally, the way the whole evening had moved, one thing leading to the next without a seam. His fingers moved into her hair and she made a small sound that she didn't plan and didn't regret, and his other hand found the curve of her waist and settled there with a warmth that travelled through the fabric of her blouse like it wasn't there at all.

She pulled back just enough to breathe, forehead almost against his, eyes still closed for a moment. His thumb traced a slow line along her jaw. She could feel his breath, steady, warm.

She opened her eyes.

He was looking at her with an expression she didn't have a word for, something patient and present and very focused, and her heart did something inconvenient in response to it.

She held his gaze for a moment.

Then she said it.

"Wanna see my room?" Fiona asked, heart beginning to race.

A quiet moment passed.

"Sure," Uriah replied.

It landed slightly sideways, the word, too simple for what it meant, and they both knew it, and there was a half-second of something almost awkward in the air between them, the particular charge of two people standing at the edge of something and both knowing they're about to step off.

She stood. He stood.

She led the way down the hall, and he followed, and neither of them said anything else.
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Chapter 7: The Heat
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Her bedroom was bathed in the soft glow of a single lamp on her nightstand, casting long shadows and making the space feel intimate, like a world separate from the rest of the apartment. The bed was made, the duvet a soft grey, the pillows fluffed. It looked inviting, and it looked like hers.

Fiona turned to face him as he entered, closing the distance between them until they were standing just a foot apart. The air felt thick with unspoken words, with the weight of the evening leading them here. He didn't wait for her to make the next move. Uriah’s hands came up to cup her face, his thumbs stroking her cheekbones, and he lowered his head to kiss her again.

This kiss was different from the one on the couch. It was deeper, more deliberate. His lips moved against hers with a certainty that made her knees feel weak, and when his tongue swept along her lower lip, she parted her lips with a soft sigh. The kiss ignited instantly, hot and spicy, just as she’d hoped. His tongue met hers, and the slow, sensual exploration made a moan build in her throat. His hands slid from her jaw into her hair, his fingers tangling in the brunette strands, holding her gently but firmly as he tilted her head to deepen the kiss even further. Her own hands roamed up the hard planes of his chest, feeling the solid muscle beneath his shirt before her fingers curled into his shoulders, pulling him closer.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged, his dark eyes locked on hers. "Fiona," he murmured, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through her.

She couldn't form words, so she just nodded, her blue eyes wide and trusting. He led her the two steps to the edge of the bed, and she sat down, looking up at him. He was so tall, so powerfully built, and the sight of him standing over her, his chest rising and falling with each breath, sent a fresh wave of desire through her.

He knelt before her, his hands finding the hem of her blouse. He looked at her, a silent question in his eyes, and she gave another small nod. Lifting the fabric slowly, he drew it over her head, tossing it aside. His gaze roamed over her skin, over the simple lace of her bra, and the appreciation in his eyes was a heady thing. He leaned in, pressing a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the hollow of her throat, then another to the curve of her shoulder. His hands moved around her back to the clasp of her bra, and with a practiced flick, it was loose. He slid the straps down her arms, his eyes never leaving hers as he bared her to him.

A soft gasp escaped her as his hands covered her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her nipples, which hardened instantly at his touch. He lowered his head, taking one into his mouth, and the wet heat of his tongue swirling around the sensitive peak made her arch her back, a moan tearing from her lips. "Uriah," she breathed quietly, her hands finding their way back into his short, close-cropped hair, holding him to her.

He lavished attention on her, his mouth and hands working in tandem to drive her higher, until she was trembling with need. Pulling back, he stood and quickly stripped off his own shirt, revealing the sculpted expanse of his chest and abs. The sight of him, all lean muscle and dark skin, made her mouth go dry. He undid his belt and jeans, letting them fall to the floor, and her breath caught. He was magnificent.

From his wallet, he retrieved a small foil packet. A Magnum. He tore it open with his teeth and sheathed himself, his movements efficient and sure. Then he was kneeling again, his hands hooking into the waistband of her jeans and panties, drawing them both down her legs and tossing them aside.

He settled over her on the bed, his body covering hers, his weight a delicious pressure that grounded her. He kissed her again, a slow, deep, drugging kiss that stole the air from her lungs. She could feel him, hot and hard, pressed against her entrance. He shifted his hips, and then he was pushing into her, slowly, inch by incredible inch.

Fiona cried out, a mix of pleasure and the exquisite stretch of accommodating him. He filled her completely, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. He groaned her name, his face buried in the crook of her neck. “Mmmm, Fiona! You feel so good!”

He began to move, setting a rhythm that was both powerful and unhurried. Each thrust was deep and deliberate, hitting a spot inside her that made stars burst behind her eyes.

She sighed and gasped, breathing deeply and struggling to make a sentence. All she could do was take him, kissing him occasionally.

“Ever been with a Black man before?” Uriah teased, grinning.

Fiona could only respond by shaking her head, no. This seemed to please Uriah, making him smile even more.

“Well, I’ll have to make sure to give it to you good, then,” he said, pulling away from their close hold, up on his knees, spreading her legs, and forcing himself even deeper.

“Ah! Fuck!” Fiona cried out.

“That’s it. Take it!” Uriah called back, smacking at the side of her ass while continuing to fuck her. “Mmm, you’re so hot! You’re such a MILF,” he laughed, giddy with pleasure.

Fiona laughed as well. “I’m not married, and I don’t have kids!” Fiona protested.

“Doesn’t matter, you’re still so fucking hot! I don’t care,” Uriah said, grinning back at her.

Uriah started to kiss and nibble on her calves, focusing on driving himself deeper once again.

The room was filled with the sounds of their pleasure—the slick slide of their bodies, the creak of the bed, their mingled moans and gasps. His hands were in her hair again, his grip tightening as his pace increased. "Look at me," he commanded softly, and she forced her eyes open to meet his. The intensity she saw there, the raw desire and something more, something tender, sent her right to the edge.

"Uriah," she moaned, his name a prayer on her lips as the tension coiled tighter and tighter in her belly. "Oh God, don't stop."

"I won't," he promised, his voice strained. "I've got you. Now be a good girl and take it all."

He shifted slightly, changing the angle, and that was all it took. Something shifted deep inside Fiona, a pressure building to an impossible point.

“Fuckkkk! Faster! Yes!” Fiona cried, as the coil forming inside her snapped, and her orgasm washed over her in a powerful wave, making her cry out as her body convulsed around him. He thrust into her a few more times, his own release following hers, a deep, guttural moan escaping his lips as he found his own peak. Uriah continued thrusting, until he’d completely filled the condom, still inside her.

They collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and heaving breaths. He rolled to the side, taking her with him, keeping them connected as they came down from the high. He pressed soft kisses to her forehead, her temple, her lips. She lay her head on his chest, listening to the steady, reassuring beat of his heart, a feeling of profound contentment settling over her. The space between them was gone.

“Wow, you really are a good girl,” Uriah said, smirking even more.

Fiona didn’t respond. She simply enjoyed the praise.
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Chapter 8: More Passion
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They lay tangled together, the air in the room thick and heavy with the scent of their exertion. Fiona’s head rested on the solid expanse of Uriah’s chest, his heartbeat a steady, calming rhythm against her ear. She could feel the lingering tremors in her own body, the deep, satisfying ache that was a testament to the pleasure he’d just given her. For a long while, the only sounds were their slowing breaths and the distant hum of the city outside her window.

But the contentment was a fleeting thing. Beneath it, a new heat was already beginning to stir. She shifted slightly, the movement causing a fresh wave of sensation to ripple through her. She was a little sore, yes, but it was a delicious soreness, one that didn't quell her desire but instead fanned it, making her crave more. She lifted her head, her blue eyes finding his in the dim lamplight. He was watching her, a lazy, satisfied smirk on his lips, but his eyes were sharp, aware.

"I want you again," she whispered, the words barely audible but holding the weight of a conviction that surprised even her.

Uriah’s smirk widened into a full-blown, predatory grin. He let out a low, appreciative chuckle, the sound vibrating through his chest and into hers. "Again?" he murmured, his voice a deep, raspy thing that sent a shiver down her spine. "Greedy girl." He rolled, pinning her beneath him in one smooth, powerful motion. His body covered hers, his weight a welcome, demanding pressure. "You sure you can handle it?"

Instead of answering, she surged up and captured his mouth in a searing kiss. It was all the confirmation he needed. He kissed her back, rough and hungry, his tongue claiming hers with a new, aggressive edge. His hands were not gentle now; they roamed her body with purpose, gripping her hips, her thighs, squeezing the flesh of her ass. He broke the kiss, pushing himself up and off the bed.

"Stay right there," he commanded, his tone leaving no room for argument. She watched, her breath catching, as he dealt with the condom, cleaning up quickly before reaching for his wallet. He tore open another foil packet with his teeth, his eyes locked on her the entire time. He rolled the new Magnum on, his hand stroking his length once, twice, a gesture that was both practical and deeply erotic.

He was back on the bed in an instant, but this time he didn't settle over her. He flipped her over with surprising ease, maneuvering her onto her stomach. "On your knees," he ordered, his voice low and demanding. Fiona complied, pushing herself up, presenting herself to him. She felt vulnerable and exposed, and more turned on than she had ever been in her life.

"Look at this perfect ass," he growled, his hands coming to rest on her cheeks, spreading them. "So fucking pretty." And then his hand came down. Smack! The sound echoed in the quiet room, followed immediately by the sharp, stinging heat that spread across her skin. 

Fiona cried out, a mix of shock and pleasure. Smack! Another one, on the other cheek, just as hard.

"You like that?" he asked, his voice rough. "You like me spanking this perfect white ass?"

"Yes," she gasped, pushing back against him. "God, yes!"

"Good girl," he praised, and then he was inside her, thrusting into her in one hard, deep stroke that stole her breath. The angle was intense, and the lingering soreness amplified every sensation. He set a brutal pace, his hips slamming against her, the sound of flesh meeting flesh filling the room. His hands gripped her hips, holding her in place as he took what he wanted.

"Fuck, you're so tight," he groaned, his rhythm never faltering. "Taking my cock so good. You were made for this, weren't you? Made to be fucked like this."

His words were filthy, and they drove her wild. She could only moan in response, her fingers clutching at the duvet beneath her. “Mmmph!”

He reached forward, his fingers tangling in her hair, and pulled her head back gently. "I asked you a question," he said, his voice a low growl next to her ear. "Weren't you?"

"Yes!" she cried out. "Yes, I was!"

Smack! Another sharp spank, right on her tender flesh. "That's what I thought."

He released her hair and pushed her down flat onto the bed, covering her body with his own, never ceasing his relentless rhythm. The weight of him, the force of his thrusts, it was overwhelming in the best possible way. The pressure was building inside her again, faster this time, more intense. It was a coiling, tightening knot of pure need.

"Come on," he urged, his voice strained with his own exertion. "Cum for me again, Fiona. I want to feel you. Squeeze my cock. I want to feel you cum while I’m inside you. I want us both to make a big fucking mess!" he called out to her as he spanked her one more time.

His dirty talk was the final push. The knot inside her snapped, and her orgasm tore through her once more, violent and all-consuming. She screamed his name, her body convulsing beneath him as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her. It was almost too much, an exquisite agony that left her shaking and breathless.

He rode her through it, his thrusts becoming erratic, his own groans growing louder. "Fuck, yes! Take it! Take it all!" he roared, and with one final, powerful thrust, he buried himself deep inside her, his own release pulsing into the condom as he collapsed on top of her.

They lay there for what felt like an eternity, a panting, sweaty heap. He was heavy, but she didn't want him to move. Finally, he rolled off her, disposing of the second condom before pulling her into his arms. She was boneless, utterly spent. Every muscle ached. She was deliciously, thoroughly, completely sore.

Uriah pressed a soft kiss to her damp forehead. "You okay?" he asked, his voice now gentle, a stark contrast to the demanding tone from moments before.

Fiona managed a weak nod, a contented sigh escaping her lips. She snuggled closer, her body molding against his. "Better than okay," she murmured, her eyes already drifting closed. The space between them wasn't just gone; it had been obliterated, replaced by something raw, and real, and utterly satisfying.
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Chapter 9: Sleeping In
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The first thing Fiona registered was the light, a pale, insistent gray filtering through her blinds, painting stripes across the opposite wall. It was early morning. The second thing was the bone-deep exhaustion that had settled in her limbs, a heavy, leaden weight that seemed to anchor her to the mattress. Her eyes felt like they were glued shut, and when she finally pried them open, the world came into a blurry, unfocused focus.

A low groan escaped her lips. She was so, so tired. It wasn't just a normal morning-after tiredness; this was a profound, cellular-level fatigue. She tried to parse the cause. Was it the sex? The memory of Uriah’s body over hers, his demanding voice, the sheer intensity of it all, sent a faint, warm echo through her. That was certainly part of it. Or maybe it was her workouts. She’d been pushing herself at the gym lately, adding more weight, more reps. Maybe this was just the cumulative effect catching up with her. Or perhaps, she thought with a flicker of annoyance, she’d just woken up in the absolute worst part of her sleep cycle, snatched from a dream and thrown unceremoniously back into the world.

Whatever the reason, the conclusion was the same: she had no intention of getting out of this bed.

She shifted slightly, and the movement brought the solid, warm presence behind her into sharp clarity. Uriah. He was still here, asleep, his breathing a deep, even rhythm against her shoulder blade. The reality of it settled over her, and a small, incredulous smile touched her lips. She hadn't expected to get here. Not in a million years. When she’d agreed to this date, she’d hoped for a nice dinner, maybe a goodnight kiss if the chemistry was right. She had not expected to end her night wrapped around a man who made her feel more alive, more seen, and more thoroughly satisfied than she ever had before.

They didn't know where this was going. Tomorrow wasn't a conversation they'd had, and frankly, she didn't have the mental energy for it even if she wanted to. The future was a vast, uncertain map, but right here, right now, was a single, perfect point on that map. And right now, all she knew was that she wanted him close.

Wriggling carefully, so as not to wake him, she snuggled deeper into the mattress, pressing her back flush against his chest. The heat radiating from his body was a comforting anchor in the fog of her exhaustion. She reached down, found his arm where it rested on the bed, and pulled it across her body, draping it over her waist like a heavy, living blanket. His hand rested limply on her stomach. Perfect. She closed her eyes, ready to surrender to the pull of sleep, to sink back into oblivion for a few more precious hours.

Just as she felt herself drifting, felt the edges of her consciousness begin to soften and blur, his arm moved. Her heart gave a tiny, sleepy lurch of disappointment, thinking she might have woken him. But he wasn't pulling away. In his sleep, his arm tightened around her, his hand splaying possessively across her stomach, pulling her back even more securely against him. He let out a soft, contented sigh, his face nuzzling into her hair.

A wave of pure, unabashed warmth washed over her, chasing away the last of the morning chill. It wasn't a conscious gesture on his part, but an instinctual one, and that made it all the more meaningful. He wanted her close, too.

A final, happy sigh escaped her own lips. The future was still unwritten, a story yet to be told. But in the quiet gray light of a Houston morning, held tight in the arms of a man she hadn't expected to meet, Fiona fell back asleep, knowing that whatever came next, this was a damn good place to start.

––––––––
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If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or the platform you purchased this book from! It really helps small artists and creators like me to better understand my readers. I sincerely appreciate your time reading this book, and humbly ask you for an honest review. Thank you <3

-Ms Naughtee
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