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Chapter 1

I met my boyfriend Daniel when I was twenty-six, which seems late enough that I should have known better, but early enough that I can forgive myself for not seeing it coming.
Daniel was the kind of man who inspired confidence in strangers, had good posture, a firm handshake, and the ability to remember names and ask follow-up questions about things you'd mentioned weeks earlier. He worked in financial consulting, whatever that meant, and he worked hard at it. Our spacious condo was in a new building with floor-to-ceiling windows with a pro-level gym where he listened to podcasts about productivity. I loved him..
It was a Tuesday in March when I first entered Nathan's place. Nathan is Daniel's older brother by three years, though you'd think it was three decades by the way Daniel talked about him. Nathan had dropped out of art school, worked sporadically as a carpenter, and lived in a dilapidated garage behind some rental house in a part of town where the streetlights were not quickly fixed. Daniel had mentioned him maybe five times in the two years we'd been together, always with a particular tightness around his mouth. His parents hardly mentioned him at all, in between their constant paeans to Daniel.
The only reason I went to it was because Nathan had left his jacket at their brunch, the one time Nathan was invited by his family in six months. Daniel had a conference call he couldn't miss, so I volunteered to drive the jacket over. I told myself I was being helpful; I told Daniel it would take all of twenty minutes.
“That’s what I thought last time too,” he said. “Just don’t judge me by him,” he added as I went out the door. He smirked, and I hid a creeping fear, having possibly recklessly volunteered for this mission.
Nathan’s “garage” was at the end of a long curving gravel driveway nearly choked off by low hanging boughs. Though bathed in sun when you emerged upon it, its paint was peeling, the windows were covered with what looked like tapestries from the inside, and the roof was more moss than shingle. I knocked, heard a bottle fall over, then footsteps.
Nathan opened the door in bare feet, paint-stained jeans, and no shirt, and for a moment I forgot why I came there. He looked like Daniel if Daniel had been left out in the rain and sun for years: same dark hair, same sharp jawline, but everything about him was looser, less contained. There was a smudge of blue paint across his collarbone, more on his shoulder.
"You must be Sarah," he said.
"Yeah, you left this," I said, holding up the jacket.
He took it, flipped it open, pulled out a twenty from the pocket and held it toward me. "For your trouble."
"I don't want money."
“Well come in if you want. Feels too weird making you drive all the way out here for nothing."
I should have said no. I had a meeting at two and I had emails piling up. But I was already looking past him into the space behind, the exposed beams, the canvases hung on and leaning against every wall, the sheer accumulated chaos of it. It was more montage than orderly life, a cup holding a toothbrush next to an old-fashioned wood planing tool, coffee filters mixed in with sketch books, clothes and paint rags intermixed.
“Well just for a minute," I said.
The inside smelled like turpentine and coffee. There was an old sagging couch, a mattress in one corner on milk crates, and a long worktable covered in paint tubes, brushes, and mason jars full of cloudy water. Three paintings dangling from wires near the far wall were blasted by a fan, all abstract violent swoops of color that made me feel something I couldn't label.
"You want something to drink?" he asked, moving toward a mini fridge that huddled loudly in the corner.
"What do you have?"
"Beer and coffee.”
"I guess beer." I was feeling a bit wild already, seconds from entering this wildlife safari this man inhabited.
He handed me a can and as we stood there, I realized I had no idea what to say to him. What does one say to a specimen from another time and place?
He opened his own beer and leaned against the worktable, watching me look around. I felt suddenly self-conscious in my work clothes, my pressed skirt, the blouse I'd ironed that morning, the leather bag that cost more than some cars. Everything about me felt like it was trying too hard.
"Daniel tells me you work in marketing," Nathan said.
"Brand strategy."
"What's the difference?”
"About forty thousand dollars a year."
He laughed, and it surprised me, how unexpected it was, how freely it came out. Daniel laughed politely, in appropriate amounts. This was different: unguarded, like he'd forgotten to measure it first. He laughed because he found it funny, in other words. There was no prior calculation to it.
"He tells me you went to Yale."
"He talks about me that much?”
"Sometimes he does. Usually when he's explaining how badly I've disappointed our parents." Nathan took a long drink. "That sounded more bitter than I meant it."
"Did it?"
"Maybe not." He laughed again at himself this time, and he pushed off the table and walked to one of the canvases. "You know anything about painting, all forty thousand brand strategy from Yale?”
I ignored his dig, but noted it. “I know what I like."
“More than some people,” he murmured. He tilted his head at the canvas he came to stand beside, now studying it from inches away. "I've been working on this one for three months. Can't figure out if it's done or if I'm just too tired of looking at it."
I moved closer. Up close, the painting resolved into layers, dark blues and grays underneath, bright reds and yellows breaking through. “It looks like something trying to escape from something else,” I said. "I think it's good.”
"You think, or you know?"
"I think. I don't know anything about art, professionally.” I checked my phone for the time.
"Neither do I, apparently.” He looked closely again at the image, ran his hand lightly over the texture of it. “That's what the grad school committee decided, anyway.” He moved to the next canvas. "You really have to go back so soon?”
It was one-fifteen. The meeting was at two, and traffic would be bad. "Soon."
"Five minutes won't kill you, hey.”
He was right, technically. Five more minutes wouldn't kill me, but it felt like something when he said it, an acknowledgment that I was choosing to stay, that this wasn't just politeness alone anymore.
"Tell me about those," I said, gesturing at the paintings he came to.
"What do you want to know?"
"Why do you make them."
He was quiet for a moment, rolling his beer can between his palms. "You ever feel like you're supposed to be doing something else? Like there's this other version of your life running parallel to you, and sometimes you can almost see it, almost smell it?” He turned sharply to me, nailed me with his eyes.
"Yes," I said, before I could stop myself. “Everybody does, of course,” I murmured to the floor covering up just how much I recognized what he said.
"That's what I'm trying to paint. The feeling of that." He set down his beer and picked up a brush, dry, turning it in his fingers. "Daniel thinks it's a waste of time. And financial analyst that he is, he’s probably right."
"He didn't say that."
"He doesn't have to say things directly. It's a gift he has.” Nathan looked at me directly again, and I felt it in my chest this time. "You're not what I expected."
"What did you expect?"
"Someone more like him, I guess. More . . . “ He gestured vaguely at the side of his head.
“Sure of herself?”
"Decided."
I didn't know what to say to that. I took a drink of beer to buy time, even though it was cheap and warm and I didn't really want it.
"I should go," I said.
"Yeah." But neither of us moved.
The space between us felt charged. I could hear a lawnmower in the distance, a dog barking, the hum of his refrigerator, all the sounds of the world continuing out there while I stood in there, in his garage that smelled like paint and coffee, holding a beer I didn't want, looking at a man I shouldn't be looking at.
"Thanks for bringing the jacket,” Nathan said finally.
"Thanks for the beer."
I walked to the door, and he followed. When I stepped outside, the afternoon light hi me too bright, too real. I heard the door creak closed behind me, and I walked to my car without looking back.
I made it to my meeting seven minutes late. I apologized, blamed traffic, and no one seemed to care. We talked about brand positioning for a new line of organic snacks, and I nodded in the right places and took notes I'd never look at again. The whole time, I kept thinking about those paintings, the way the colors fought each other, the feeling of something trying to escape from inside.
That night, Daniel asked how it went.
"Fine," I said. "I gave him the jacket.”
"Did he seem okay?"
"He seemed fine. Why?"
Daniel shrugged, cutting vegetables with the precision he brought to everything. "I worry about him sometimes. He's not getting any younger, and he's still living like he's twenty-three."
"Maybe he's happy."
"In a garage? With no health insurance and no retirement plan?" He scraped the vegetables into a pan. "That's not happiness. That's avoidance."
I wanted to argue, but I couldn't articulate why. Instead, I set the table and we ate dinner and watched half a documentary about climate change before Daniel's phone buzzed with a work emergency. He took it in the other room and I sat on our pristine couch in our pristine condo and thought about paint-stained jeans and wondered if I laughed anymore without measuring it first.
I told myself I wouldn't go back there. There was no reason to ever go back. I'd delivered the jacket, I'd done my good deed. Whatever I'd felt in that garage was just novelty, the appeal of something different from a daily routine. It meant nothing.
Then Daniel mentioned that Nathan had a gallery showing coming up, some shared group exhibit at a coffee shop on the east side of town. He said it with a mixture of pride and embarrassment, like he was happy for his brother, but wished the venue was more impressive. He wasn't planning to go, too busy with work, and anyway, Nathan probably wouldn't even notice.
"We should go," I said.
Daniel looked up from his laptop. "Really?"
"He's your brother. It's important to him.”
"Since when do you care about local art shows?" E sneered
"Since I care about you supporting your family." It came out sharper than I meant it, and Daniel's eyebrows rose.
"Okay," he said slowly. "We can go."
But when Friday came, Daniel had to fly to Chicago for a client presentation. Emergency, unavoidable, he was sorry, he said.
I told him it was fine and that I understood. And when he asked if I still wanted to go without him, I hesitated just long enough that we both knew my answer before I said it.
"Just to show support," I said with a shrug. "Since neither of us will be there otherwise, certainly not your parents.”
“It’s nice of you," Daniel said, and he meant it. That was the worst part, he actually thought it was being nice.
The coffee shop was in a neighborhood I'd driven through but never stopped in, old buildings with faded murals, vintage clothing stores next to vegan restaurants, the kind of place that was either gentrifying or dying, depending on who you asked. I parked two blocks away and sat in my car for five minutes, trying to decide if I was really doing this.
I'd changed clothes three times before leaving. The first outfit was too formal, like I was going to a business dinner. The second was too casual, like I was trying too hard to fit in. I'd finally settled on jeans and a sweater, then spent ten minutes wondering if the sweater was too nice, if it screamed "Yale graduate with a 401k," and if everything about me would announce exactly how out-of-place I was.
I got out of the car before I could change my mind again.




Chapter 2

The coffee shop was packed, which surprised me, all exposed brick walls covered with paintings, people holding plastic cups of wine, the buzz of conversation punctuated by bursts of cascading laughter. I didn't see Nathan immediately, and I felt a wave of relief followed by disappointment. Maybe I could look at the art for ten minutes and leave. Maybe this whole thing was stupid and I should just go home.
Then I saw him, standing in the corner talking to a woman with short purple hair and tattoos covering both arms. He was wearing a dark button-down shirt that looked like he'd owned it for years, sleeves rolled to his elbows. He hadn't seen me yet. I could still leave.
Instead, I walked over to the nearest painting and pretended to study it. It was abstract, all harsh angles and muddy colors. The little card next to it said the artist's name was Jessica Reeves and the title was "Inheritance." I had no idea what it meant.
"Not your style, I'm guessing."
I turned. Nathan was standing next to me, holding a beer.
"What makes you say that?"
"You looked at it for about five seconds before your eyes glazed over." He tilted his head at the painting. "Jessica's talented, but she's still figuring out when to stop. She keeps adding until there's nothing left to see."
"Which ones are yours?"
He gestured toward the far wall. "Three over there. Come on."
I followed him weaving through the crowd. People kept stopping him, someone asking about his technique, someone else wanting to know if a piece was for sale. He was patient and demure with all of them, but I could see the discomfort underneath, the way he kept glancing toward the door like he was constantly planning his escape route. He looked like a fish on the bottom of a boat.
His paintings were grouped together in the corner, and I recognized the style immediately. They all barely constrained the same violent energy, colors fighting their way out of darkness. But these were different from the ones I'd seen in the garage. More controlled, maybe. Or just more desperate.
"What do you think, Yale?” he asked.
I ignored the taunt. “I think they make me feel something."
"Good something or bad something?"
"I don't know yet."
He smiled. "That's the truest answer I've gotten all night."
Someone called his name from across the room, and he grimaced. "I have to talk to people. Networking, as you people call it. But stay, if you want. Free wine's by the register, use my name.”
He disappeared into the crowd, and I stood alone with his paintings. The middle one was called "Before the Fall." It was mostly blues and blacks, but there was a streak of gold slashing through the center, bright and defiant. I thought about what he'd said about parallel lives, about trying to paint the feeling of something you can't quite reach.
I did get wine, box-cheap and sour, and I wandered through the rest of the show. Some of it was good. Most of it was trying too hard. I checked my phone twice and saw messages from Daniel: flight delayed, stuck on tarmac, hope the show is good. I sent back a thumbs up and felt guilty about how little I meant it.
An hour passed and the initial crowd thinned. I was looking at a series of photographs when Nathan appeared next to me again.
"You're still here," he said.
“You’re observant."
"Most people clear out once the free wine runs out, these things.” He looked tired, but there was something else, too, a kind of relief, like he'd survived something he'd been dreading. "Did you drive?"
"Yeah."
"Have you eaten?"
I'd had half a protein bar at four. "Not really."
"There's a taco truck two blocks from here. Best al pastor in the city, and I'm not exaggerating." He paused. "Unless you need to get back. Meetings.”
I should have said yes. I should have said Daniel was expecting me to call, that I had work in the morning, that I'd already stayed longer than I planned. Instead, I said, "I could eat something.”
We walked through the cooling evening, past closed storefronts and bars with people spilling onto the sidewalk. Nathan knew the guy at the taco truck, exchanged something in broken Spanish that made them both laugh, and the man glance at me. We ate standing up leaning against a brick wall, and the tacos were as good as he'd promised.
"So Daniel's in Chicago," Nathan said.
"Client emergency."
"There's always an emergency."
"He works hard."
"I'm not criticizing. He's good at what he does. I'm good at nothing." He balled up his napkin. "That came out wrong too. I'm having an off night for words."
"You sold two paintings."
"How did you . . . “
"I asked the woman at the register." I didn't mention that I'd also asked the prices, that I'd been shocked they were so low, that I'd almost bought one before realizing how insane that would be. "So you're good at at least one thing."
"Selling paintings at a coffee shop isn't exactly making it."
"By whose definition?"
He looked at me, and I felt it again, that charge, that sense of standing at the edge of something. A group of people stumbled past us, laughing, and the moment broke.
"I really should get going," I said.
"Yeah. Sure." He pushed off from the wall. "Thanks for coming. It meant something, having someone there who didn't have to be."
"Your friends were there."
“I go to their’s. You chose to show up." He shoved his hands in his pockets. "Anyway. Thanks."
We walked back to my car in silence. When we reached it, I unlocked the door but didn't get in.
"The painting," I said. "Before the Fall. What's it about?"
He was quiet for a moment, looked as though he saw planes appear on the horizon. "You know that feeling right before everything changes? When you can see it coming but you can't stop it, and part of you doesn't even want to?" He looked at me. "That's what I was trying to paint there.”
I didn't trust myself to speak. I got in the car, started the engine, and drove home through streets that felt unfamiliar even though I'd lived in this city for four years. It all looked different suddenly.
Daniel called when I was halfway home, his flight finally boarding. I put him on speaker and listened to him complain about the airline, about the airport, about his time and how he'd probably have to fly back next week. I made sympathetic noises and didn't mention the tacos.
When I got home, our condo felt different, too clean, too quiet. Too much like a place where nothing ever fell or broke or made a mess. I took a shower and went to bed and told myself this was enough. This life was enough, Daniel was enough.
I believed it until I closed my eyes and saw streaks of gold slashing against darkness, bright colors fighting their way through heavier tones toward something they'd never reach.
The next two weeks were normal enough, aggressively normal. I threw myself into work, stayed late at the office, volunteered for projects I didn't care about. Daniel and I fell back into our routine, Sunday meal prep, Wednesday date nights at restaurants with good Yelp reviews, Saturday morning runs around the lake. We had sex twice, both times efficient and pleasant, the kind of sex that people in healthy long-term relationships have, knowing each other so well by then. Afterward, we talked about whether we should finally book that trip to Portugal we'd been discussing for a year.
I didn't think about Nathan, or rather, tried not to. Or I thought about him and then felt guilty and redirected my thoughts toward things like quarterly projections and whether we needed to replace the living room rug.
It worked until it didn't. I was driving home from a client meeting on a Thursday afternoon, stuck in traffic on the expressway, when I saw the exit for Nathan's neighborhood. I'd taken this route a hundred times and never noticed it before. Or I'd noticed it and never cared. But now I saw it coming from half a mile away, watched the sign get closer, but assured myself I was going to drive past it.
But I took the exit.
I told myself I was just curious about the neighborhood. Maybe there was a good coffee shop I hadn't tried, a bookstore worth checking out. I wasn't going to his garage because that would be insane. You don't just show up at someone's place unannounced, especially not your boyfriend's estranged brother, especially not when you haven't spoken to him in two weeks.
I parked at the end of his street. From there I could see the main house and the forest-like tunnel behind it, and part of the garage itself sticking up. There was a light on inside, visible around the edge of the tapestry-covered window. He was home. Of course he was home. It was three-thirty on a Thursday. He probably didn't have anywhere else to be.
I sat in my car for twenty minutes, watching the light, trying to ask myself what I was doing. A rational person would start the car and leave. A rational person would recognize this for what it was, some kind of minor crisis, maybe, a symptom of a deeper dissatisfaction that I should probably discuss with a therapist instead of acting out like a teenager with a crush.
I got out of the car and walked toward the garage. I was halfway up the gravel driveway when the door opened and Nathan stepped out, carrying a bag of trash. He saw me and stopped.
"Sarah."
"Hi." My voice came out too high. "I was in the neighborhood."
He looked at me for a long moment, and I knew he could see right through the lie. But all he said was, "You want to come in?"
"If you're not busy,” I shrugged.
"I'm never busy,” he laughed. “Just a hobby, didn’t he tell you that?” He dumped the trash in a bin by the side of the garage and held the door open.
Inside, things had shifted since my last visit. There were different paintings on the walls, a new chaos on the worktable. There was a space heater running in the corner, fighting against the April chill. The mattress in the corner had actual clean sheets on it now, and I hated that I noticed that, hated what it meant that I was cataloging details like that.
"Beer?" he asked.
"Sure."
He handed me one and I scrambled for something to say that would justify my presence.
"How's the painting going?"
"It's going." He gestured at a canvas on an easel, one with more blues, more violence, more things trying to escape. "I've been working on a series. Six paintings about the same idea from different angles."
"What's the idea?"
"Still figuring that out." He took a drink. "How's work?"
"Fine. Busy. We're pitching a new client next week."
"Exciting?"
"Not particularly."
He smiled. "At least you're honest about it."
I walked over to the easel, grateful for somewhere to look that wasn't him. The painting was different from the others I'd seen, less dark, more open, somehow. There was still violence in it, but also space. Room to breathe.
"I like this one," I said.
"Yeah?"
"It feels less trapped."
"That's because I started it after the show. After . . .  " He stopped.
"After what?"
"Nothing. Doesn't matter." He set down his beer and picked up a brush, not to paint but just to hold. "Can I ask you something?"
"Okay."
"Why are you really here?"
I could have lied. I could have said something about wanting to see more of his work, about Daniel asking me to check in, about genuinely being in the neighborhood. Instead, I said, "I don't know."
"That's honest, at least."
"I should go." But I didn't move.
"You should," he agreed. He didn't move either.
The space heater clicked off and in the sudden silence I could hear everything, traffic in the distance, wind against the windows, my own heartbeat. Nathan was looking at me the way he'd looked at his paintings, like he was trying to figure out what came next, where to add color, when to stop.
"Daniel's a good guy, though,” he said finally.
"I know."
"He'll give you everything. Stability, security, the whole package."
"I know that too."
"So what are you doing here, Sarah?"
I met his eyes. "I told you. I don't know."
He nodded slowly, like I'd confirmed something he'd already suspected. Then he turned back to the painting and without warning added a stroke of white to the upper corner, just one, quick and decisive, and the whole thing changed. Suddenly there was light where there hadn't been before, possibility.
"You can stay if you want," he said, not looking at me now. "I'm just going to work for a while. You can drink your beer, look around, whatever."
I should have left then. Every instinct I'd developed over twenty-eight years of being a responsible person was screaming at me to leave. Instead, I sat down on a paint-stained stool and watched him work.
He painted like someone who'd forgotten I was there, completely absorbed. I'd never seen Daniel this focused on anything except his laptop. Nathan mixed colors on a palette, stepped back, stepped forward, made marks that seemed random but somehow weren't. He didn't talk and neither did I.




Chapter 3

An hour passed. Then another. The light outside slid from afternoon to evening. My beer went warm in my hand. At some point, Nathan put on music, something instrumental and melancholy that filled the space without demanding attention.
"Do you ever talk while you work?" I asked finally.
"Not usually." He stepped back, tilting his head. "Does it bother you?"
"No. It's nice."
"What's nice about it?"
I thought about how to explain it. "It feels like being alone with someone else there. Like you don't have to perform."
He looked at me then and I felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with clothing.
"Yeah," he said quietly. "Exactly like that."
My phone buzzed. Daniel, asking if I wanted Thai or Indian for dinner. I'd completely forgotten I was supposed to meet him at home. I looked at the time, almost seven. I'd been here for three and a half hours.
"I have to go," I said, standing too quickly.
"Okay."
I was at the door when he spoke again.
"Sarah."
I turned.
"You can come back," he said. "If you want. I'm here most days."
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak, and walked out into the evening air.
I picked up Thai food on the way home and listened to Daniel talk about his day. He'd closed a deal he'd been working on for months. He was excited, animated in the way he got when work was going well. I was happy for him. I was also thinking about the way Nathan had said I could come back, the casual invitation that felt anything but casual.
That night in bed, Daniel pulled me close and I let him. We had sex and it was fine, good even, and afterward he fell asleep with his arm around me. I lay there in the dark of our bedroom with its blackout curtains and white noise machine and carefully curated minimalism, and I thought about a garage with paint-stained floors and music playing and someone who painted the same idea six different ways because he couldn't figure out how to say it one way.
I told myself I wouldn't go back. But this time I didn't pretend I was doing anything else. I texted Daniel that I was running errands after work, which was vague enough to be true and specific enough that he wouldn't ask questions. Then I drove straight to Nathan's street and parked in the same spot as before.
The light was on again. I wondered if it was always on, if Nathan lived his life in that perpetual amber glow, or if I was just lucky with timing. Or unlucky, depending on how you looked at it.
I knocked, and he answered faster this time, like maybe he'd been waiting. He was wearing the same paint-stained jeans from before, or maybe a different pair that looked identical, and a gray t-shirt with holes in the collar. He looked tired.
"Hey," he said.
"Hey."
"Come in."
No preamble this time, no pretense of surprise. We both knew what this was, even if neither of us would say it.
Inside, he had music playing again, different from last time, something with a piano that sounded like rain falling down stairs in the most beautiful way possible. The canvas from before was gone, replaced by a new one that was mostly blank except for a few charcoal lines sketching out shapes I couldn't identify.
"Starting something new?" I asked.
"Trying to." He walked to the mini fridge. "Beer?"
"Actually, do you have anything else?"
"I have water. And I think there's some whiskey somewhere." He opened a cabinet and pulled out a bottle that was maybe a third full. "It's not good whiskey."
"I don't need good whiskey."
He poured some into two mismatched mugs and handed me one. Our fingers brushed when I took it, and I felt it more than I should have. Just skin on skin for half a second, but my body registered it, catalogued it, wanted more of it.
"How was work?" he asked.
"Do you actually care, or are we just making conversation?"
"I don't know. Both?" He sat down on the floor, back against the wall, long legs stretched out in front of him. After a moment's hesitation, I sat down too, not next to him, but closer than last time. Close enough that I could smell him: paint thinner and something clean underneath, like soap or shampoo.
So I told him about work, about the client meeting where everyone had different opinions and no one would make a decision, about my coworker who took credit for my ideas, about how sometimes I sat in conference rooms and felt like I was watching myself from above, wondering how I'd ended up there.
"So why do you do it?" he asked.
"Money. Health insurance. The satisfaction of my parents." I took a drink. "All the usual reasons."
"Those are reasons to start something. They're not reasons to keep doing it when it's killing you."
"It's not killing me. It's just boring."
"Boredom can kill you. Just slower." He reached for the whiskey bottle and when he leaned forward to refill our glasses, his shoulder brushed against mine. He didn't pull away immediately and neither did I. We sat there with that point of contact between us, and I felt my skin getting warm where we touched.
"You ever do anything just because you wanted to?" he asked. "Not because it made sense or looked good on paper?"
I had to think about it. The whiskey was making me warm, or maybe it was his proximity. "I went to Argentina once. Junior year of college. Just bought a ticket and went."
"Yeah? What was that like?"
"Terrifying. I didn't speak Spanish. I didn't know anyone." I found myself leaning slightly toward him as I talked, drawn by something I couldn't name. "It was the best month of my life."
"So what happened?"
"I came home. Finished school. Got a job. Became an adult."
He turned to look at me, and I realized how close we were. Close enough that I could see the flecks of green in his brown eyes, close enough that if either of us moved six more inches we'd be touching.
"That's depressing," he said.
"That's life."
"Doesn't have to be."
We held each other's gaze for a moment too long. I looked away first, my heart beating faster than it should.
"Can I see what you're working on?" I asked, needing to move, to put distance between us.
He stood up and offered me his hand to help me up. I didn't need help getting up from the floor, but I took his hand anyway. His palm was warm and rough with calluses, and when he pulled me to my feet, I came up closer to him than I'd intended. We stood there for a second, not quite touching but close enough that I could feel the heat coming off his body.
"Sorry," I said, stepping back.
"It's fine." But his voice sounded different, lower.
We walked to the easel. The charcoal lines had resolved into something that might have been a figure, or might have been a building, or might have been neither.
"What is it?" I asked.
"Don't know yet. That's the fun part." He picked up a piece of charcoal. "You mind if I work while we talk? I'm better at talking when my hands are busy."
"Go ahead."
I watched him work. There was something mesmerizing about it, the way he moved, the confidence in his hands, the complete absorption. Daniel was never like this. Daniel was always half-present, always thinking about the next thing, always optimizing.
"You want to try?" Nathan asked suddenly.
"Try what?"
"Drawing. Painting. Whatever." He gestured at a blank canvas leaning against the wall. "When's the last time you made something?"
"I make presentations. Does that count?"
"He pulled out the canvas and set it on a second easel, handed me a piece of charcoal. "Just make marks. Don't think about it."
"I don't know what to draw."
"That's the point. Your brain's too full of plans and strategies. Just let your hand move."
I stood in front of the blank canvas, feeling ridiculous. But he was watching me with genuine interest, like he actually wanted to see what I'd do, so I pressed the charcoal to the canvas and made a line.
"Good," he said. "Keep going."
I made another line. Then another. They didn't look like anything, just marks, but there was something satisfying about it.
"Here," Nathan said, and suddenly he was behind me, close enough that I could feel his chest nearly touching my back. He reached around and guided my hand with his, drawing a curve. "See? Follow the movement. Don't force it."
His breath was warm on my neck. My hand was shaking slightly under his. Every nerve ending in my body was aware of how close he was, how easy it would be to lean back into him.
"Like this?" My voice came out quieter than I intended.
"Yeah. Exactly like that." He guided my hand through another movement, and I felt his body shift closer, his chest just barely making contact with my shoulder blades. We drew another line together, and I stopped breathing.
Then he stepped back, and the air felt cold where he'd been.
"You're getting it," he said, and his voice was definitely different now.
I turned around. He was standing a few feet away, hands in his pockets, but I could see something in his eyes, the same awareness I was feeling, the same pull.
"I should probably go," I said.
"Yeah. Probably."
But we didn't move. We stood there in the amber light, paint fumes and whiskey in the air, and I felt like I was in a different universe from the one where I had a boyfriend and a career and a plan for my life.
"Nathan, "
"Don't," he said. "Whatever you're about to say, don't."
"Why not?"
"Because I can see it in your face. You're about to apologize or make an excuse or explain why this can't happen. And I don't want to hear it."
"What do you want to hear?"
He looked at me for a long moment. "I want to hear that you'll come back."
"I'll come back," I said.
"When?"
"I don't know. Soon."
He nodded slowly. "Okay."
I gathered my things and walked to the door. When I opened it, he spoke again.
"Sarah."
I turned.
"You have charcoal on your face."
I touched my cheek and my fingers came away black. "Oh."
He walked over with a rag, and before I could take it from him, he reached up and gently wiped my cheek. His fingers lingered there, and I stopped breathing again. We were close enough that I could kiss him if I wanted to. Close enough that he could kiss me.
"There," he said quietly, not moving his hand.
"Thanks."
We stood like that for what felt like an hour but was probably five seconds. Then I stepped back, out the door, and into the night air.
I sat in my car for a long time before I started the engine. My cheek was still warm from where he'd touched it.
When I got home, Daniel was on the couch with his laptop, working late as usual. He barely looked up when I came in.
"How was that then?” he asked, eyes on the screen.
"Fine."
"Mm." He was already back to whatever he was reading, something about quarterly projections or market analysis. I stood there for a moment, waiting for him to notice me, but he was absorbed in his work the way he always was.




Chapter 4

I went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. There was still a faint smudge of charcoal on my jaw that Nathan had missed. I touched it, remembering the way his fingers had felt on my skin, and something in my chest tightened.
I washed my face and went to bed alone. Daniel came in an hour later, slid under the covers without waking me, or trying to wake me, and fell asleep almost immediately.
I lay there in the dark and thought about hands guiding my hand, about breath on my neck, about the way Nathan had looked at me like I was something worth paying attention to.
I lasted three days before I went back. This time I texted Daniel from the parking lot of a Target I wasn't at, saying I was picking up household things. He replied with a thumbs up. He was in back-to-back meetings all afternoon anyway.
I knocked on Nathan's door and waited. It took longer this time, and I started to worry he wasn't home, that I'd driven all the way out here for nothing. Then the door opened and he was there in a white sleeveless undershirt and jeans, hair wet like he'd just showered.
"Sorry," he said. "I was in the back."
"I can come back another time."
"No. Come in." He held the door open wider and I slipped past him, catching the smell of his soap.
Inside, the space heater was on even though it wasn't that cold. The canvas I'd marked up last time was still on the easel, my awkward lines visible among his more confident additions. He'd worked them into something, I couldn't tell what yet, but they were part of the piece now.
"You kept it," I said.
"Why wouldn't I?"
"I thought you'd paint over it. Start fresh."
"I liked what you did." He walked to the mini fridge. "Beer or whiskey?"
"Whiskey."
He poured us each a glass and handed me one. This time when our fingers touched I didn't pull away and neither did he.
"How long do you have?" he asked.
"An hour. Maybe two."
He nodded, and I wondered if he could hear what I wasn't saying, that I'd started planning these visits, budgeting time for them, lying about where I was going. That they were becoming something I thought about during meetings, during dinner, during sex with Daniel.
"I started something new," he said, gesturing to a canvas turned against the wall. “You want to see?"
"Always."
He turned it around. It was different from his other work, softer somehow, less violent. Blues and grays and a pale yellow that reminded me of early morning light. There was movement in it, but gentle movement, like water or wind.
"It's beautiful," I said.
"It's different."
"Different how?"
"I don't know yet." He stood next to me, both of us looking at the painting. "I've been thinking about what you said last time. About Argentina. About doing things that scare you."
"This scares you?"
"Making something quiet scares me. I'm used to loud." He took a drink. "But I wanted to try."
We stood there in silence, and I was intensely aware of the space between us. Maybe six inches. Close enough that if either of us swayed slightly we'd be touching body to body.
"Can I ask you something?" I said.
"Yeah."
"Do you ever get lonely? Living like this?"
He thought about it. "Sometimes. Late at night, mostly. When I can't sleep and there's nobody to talk to." He glanced at me. "What about you? Do you get lonely?"
"Sometimes," I said quietly. "Even when I'm not alone."
He nodded like he understood exactly what I meant. And maybe he did. Maybe that was why I kept coming back, because he saw things in me that I'd been trying not to see in myself.
"You want to help me with something?" he asked.
"Depends what it is."
"I need to move some canvases. They're too awkward for one person." He gestured toward the back of the garage where several large frames were leaning against the wall.
We walked back together. The space was tight, full of accumulated junk, old paint cans, drop cloths, lumber from carpentry jobs. Nathan grabbed one end of a canvas and I grabbed the other.
"On three," he said. “Three. "
I laughed and we lifted together. The canvas was lighter than I expected, and I stumbled slightly. Nathan caught my elbow to steady me, and suddenly we were very close in the narrow space, the canvas between us but our bodies nearly touching.
Neither of us moved. We stood there holding the canvas, his hand still on my elbow, and I could feel my pulse in my throat.
"We should . . . " I started.
"Yeah."
We maneuvered the canvas out and leaned it against the opposite wall. Then went back for another. And another, each time finding reasons to stand close, to touch briefly, his hand on my waist guiding me around a corner, my fingers brushing his as we shifted our grip, our bodies pressed together when we had to squeeze through a tight space.
By the fourth canvas, we were both breathing harder than the work required.
"Last one," Nathan said.
This one was smaller, easier to handle. We could have each taken an end and kept our distance. Instead, we both grabbed the same side, our hands overlapping on the frame, and carried it together.
When we set it down, Nathan didn't let go right away. His hand was still over mine on the frame, and I could feel the warmth of his palm, the rough texture of his skin.
"Sarah," he said.
I looked up at him. We were close again, closer than we'd been even when he'd wiped the charcoal from my face. I could see the paint permanently stained in the creases of his knuckles, a small scar above his eyebrow, the way his chest rose and fell.
"We should take a break," I said, but I didn't move.
"Yeah. Good idea."
He let go of my hand and stepped back, and I felt the loss of his touch like something physical.
We went back to the main area and refilled our whiskey. I sat on the floor, and this time Nathan sat close enough that our knees were almost touching. Almost but not quite. That tiny gap between us felt electric.
"Tell me something," he said.
"Like what?"
"Something you've never told anyone."
I took a drink, thinking, pushed my hair back from my head, smiled a the ceiling, let my pulled-up knees fall half down. "When I was in high school, I used to drive out to this overlook outside of town. Late at night. I'd just sit there and look at the lights and imagine all the different lives I could have. All the places I could go." I traced the rim of my glass. "I haven't thought about that in years."
"Why'd you stop going to that place?”
"I went to college. Got busy. Forgot about it, I guess."
"Or you chose one life and stopped imagining the others."
"Maybe."
"You miss it? The imagining?"
I looked at him. "Yeah. I do."
He held my gaze, and I felt something shift in the air between us. A decision being made, or unmade. I wasn't sure which.
"Your turn," I said. "Tell me something."
He was quiet for a moment. "I think about quitting sometimes. Painting. All of it. Getting a real job, moving somewhere normal, being the person I'm supposed to be." He looked down at his hands. "Then I wake up and I can't imagine doing anything else, and I feel trapped by the only thing that makes me free."
"That doesn't sound like something you've never told anyone."
"The part I've never told anyone is that sometimes I wish I could want the normal things. The career, the house, the plan. It seems easier."
"It's not easier," I said. "It's just different."
"Is it what you want?"
The question hung between us. I should have said yes. I should have defended my choices, my life, my relationship. Instead I said, "I don't know anymore."
Nathan's knee shifted and touched mine. Just touched it, resting there. I didn't move away.
"What do you know?" he asked quietly.
"I know I keep coming back here."
"Why?"
"I don't know that either."
We sat like that, knees touching, not quite looking at each other but intensely aware of every point of contact between us. The space heater hummed. The music had stopped at some point and neither of us had noticed.
"I should go," I said.
"You keep saying that."
"I keep meaning it. I'm just bad at following through."
"You can stay longer if you want."
I checked my phone. I'd already been here ninety minutes. Daniel would be finishing his meetings soon, might actually notice if I wasn't home when he got there.
"I really can't."
"Okay."
But we still didn't move. We sat there with our knees touching and our glasses empty and something building between us that felt inevitable and terrifying.
Finally I stood up. Nathan stood too, and we were close again in the small space. I could reach out and touch him if I wanted. And I wanted.
"Same time next week?" he asked.
"I don't know if that's a good idea."
"Probably not."
"I'll text you," I said.
"Okay."
I walked to the door and he followed. When I opened it, cold air rushed in, and I turned to say goodbye. He was right behind me, closer than I'd realized.
"Drive safe," he said.
"I will."
We stood there in the doorway, and I thought about how easy it would be to close the distance between us. How much I wanted to. How many reasons I had not to.
"Goodnight, Nathan."
"Goodnight."
I walked to my car and didn't look back, but I could feel him watching me. I didn’t hear the door creak closed. When I got in and started the engine, he was still standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the amber light behind him.
I drove home and made dinner and listened to Daniel talk about a difficult client. We ate at our dining table that we'd spent three weekends shopping for, and I looked at him across the table with his good posture and his clean fingernails and his complete certainty about who he was and what he wanted, and I felt like I was looking at a stranger.
That night he reached for me in bed, and I let him, and it was fine. But the whole time I was thinking about hands with paint in the creases, about breath on my neck, about the weight of a decision I hadn't made yet but could feel myself moving toward.
Three days later, I texted Nathan. Just: Thursday?
He replied: I'll be here.
Thursday came and I left work early, telling my manager I had a dentist appointment. The lie came easier this time. Everything was coming easier, the excuses, the misdirection, the double life I was starting to lead.
I'd started thinking about the visits during the day. During conference calls, during lunch, during the elevator ride up to my office. I'd think about the way Nathan looked at me, the way the space between us seemed to shrink each time I visited, and I'd feel something warm and dangerous low in my stomach.
When I got to the garage, Nathan opened the door before I could knock.
"Saw you pull up," he said.
He was wearing a different shirt this time, dark green and paint-stained, and his hair was longer than it had been, falling into his eyes. He looked like he hadn't been sleeping well.




Chapter 5

"Hey," I said.
"Come in."
Inside, things had changed again. More paintings, more chaos, but also signs of my presence, the glass I'd used last time, washed and sitting by the sink. A second stool pulled up near his workspace.
"I got better whiskey," he said, gesturing to a new bottle on the shelf. "Still not good whiskey, but better."
"You didn't have to do that."
"I wanted to." He poured us each a glass. "Besides, I sold a painting. Guy came by after seeing the show, bought one of the bigger pieces. So I'm slightly less broke than usual."
"That's great."
"Yeah." He handed me the glass, and this time, when our fingers touched, neither of us pretended not to notice. "It is."
We stood there for a moment, and I could feel it, the thing we'd been building toward, getting closer, harder to ignore.
"I've been thinking about you," he said.
My heart kicked against my ribs. "Yeah?"
"Yeah. Probably more than I should."
"Me too."
The admission hung between us. We'd said things before, danced around it, but this was different. This was acknowledging what we'd been trying not to name.
"Sarah . . . “
"Show me what you're working on," I said quickly, needing to move, to do something with my hands.
He looked at me for a moment, then nodded. "Okay."
The canvas he'd started last time was different now, more built up, more complex. The soft morning colors were still there, but he'd added darker elements, shadows and depth.
"It's changing," I said.
"Everything changes." He stood next to me, close enough that our shoulders touched. "I keep trying to hold onto the quiet part, but other things keep creeping in."
"Like what?"
"Like everything I'm trying not to think about."
I knew he was talking about me. About us. About whatever this was becoming.
"Can I try again?" I asked. "Painting?"
"Yeah. Of course."
He set up a canvas for me, smaller this time, and handed me a brush and a palette with several colors already mixed. I stared at it, having no idea what to do.
"Just start," he said. "Put color down. See what happens."
I dipped the brush in blue and made a stroke across the canvas. It looked terrible, clumsy and uncertain.
"Don't think," Nathan said, moving behind me. "Feel."
He was close again, the way he'd been last time, but closer now. His chest was against my back, his breath near my ear. I could feel the heat of him through my clothes.
"Like this," he said, and his hand closed over mine on the brush. We made a stroke together, longer and more confident than mine had been. "See? Follow through."
His other hand came to rest on my hip, steadying me, and I felt that touch everywhere. My breathing changed. I couldn't help it.
"Another one," he said, his voice lower now.
We painted another stroke, his hand guiding mine, his body pressed against my back. I was acutely aware of every point of contact, his chest, his hand, his breath on my neck.
"Nathan," I said.
"Yeah?"
"I don't think we're painting anymore."
"No," he agreed. "We're not."
But neither of us moved. We stood there, his hand over mine, his other hand on my hip, both of us breathing too hard for something so simple.
Then my phone rang.
We jumped apart like we'd been burned. I fumbled for my phone, saw Daniel's name on the screen.
"I have to.”
"Yeah. Take it."
I answered, walking to the far side of the garage. "Hey."
"Hey, where are you?" Daniel asked. "I thought you'd be home by now."
"I'm still at the dentist. There was a wait."
The lie tasted bitter. I looked over at Nathan, who was standing by the canvas, staring at it like it had the answers to questions he didn't know how to ask. He could hear what I was saying clear enough.
"Oh. Well, I'm leaving the office early. Thought maybe we could actually have dinner together for once."
"That sounds good. I'll be home soon."
"Okay. Love you."
"You too."
I hung up and stood there, phone in my hand, feeling like the worst person in the world.
"You should go," Nathan said, not looking at me.
"Nathan,.”
"You should go, Sarah. Before we do something we can't take back."
"We haven't done anything."
He turned to look at me then, and there was something raw in his expression. "We've done plenty. We're just lying to ourselves about it."
I couldn't argue with that. I picked up my bag and walked to the door. When I got there, I turned back.
"I'll text you," I said.
"Don't." He ran his hand through his hair. "Or do. I don't know. I don't seem to have any self-control when it comes to you."
"I don't have any either."
"That's what I'm afraid of."
I left, and this time when I got to my car, I sat there for a long time before I could drive. My hands were shaking. My whole body felt like it was vibrating at a frequency I couldn't control.
At home, Daniel had ordered Vietnamese food. We ate and talked about his day, and he told me about a promotion he might be getting, and I smiled and said congratulations even though I felt numb.
That night, he fell asleep early, exhausted from a long week. I lay next to him and thought about Nathan's hand on my hip, his breath on my neck, the way my body had responded to his proximity like it had been waiting for permission.
I picked up my phone and stared at Nathan's name in my contacts. I should delete it, I thought, stop going there, end this before it became something I couldn't walk away from.
Instead, I typed: I can't stop thinking about today.
I stared at the message for five minutes before I sent it.
His reply came immediately: Me either.
Then: This is a bad idea.
I know, I wrote back.
We should stop.
I know that too.
Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.
Finally: When can you come back?
I closed my eyes. Next Tuesday?
I'll be here.
I deleted the conversation and put my phone on the nightstand. Next to me, Daniel slept peacefully, completely unaware that I was disappearing into something I didn't understand and couldn't control.
Tuesday felt like it would never come and also came too fast. I told Daniel I was meeting an old college friend for drinks. He barely looked up from his laptop when I said it.
When I got to Nathan's, he was pacing. I could see him through the window before I knocked, walking back and forth like a caged animal. He had lifted all the tapestries from his windows.
He opened the door and just looked at me.
"We shouldn't do this," he said.
"I know."
"I've been trying to talk myself out of it for four days."
"Did it work?"
"You're here, aren't you?"
I stepped inside and he closed the door. We stood there in the amber light, not touching, both of us breathing like we'd run a mile.
"I don't know what I'm doing," I said.
"Neither do I."
"This is going to end badly."
"Probably."
We were moving toward each other without deciding to move, like gravity, like something inevitable.
"We should talk," I said. "Set boundaries or something."
"Okay. What boundaries?"
I tried to think, but my brain wasn't working right. He was too close and I wanted him too much and everything I'd been holding back was pushing against my resolve.
"I don't know," I whispered.
"Me either."
His hand came up slowly, giving me time to step back, to stop this. I didn't. His fingers touched my face, tracing my cheekbone, and I felt it like electricity.
"Tell me to stop," he said.
"I can't."
"Sarah."
"I can't," I said again, and I reached up and put my hand over his, holding it against my face.
We stood like that, his hand on my cheek, my hand over his, and I could see the war happening in his eyes, wanting this, knowing it was wrong, wanting it anyway.
"If we do this," he said quietly, "everything changes."
"I know."
His thumb traced across my lower lip, and I stopped breathing.
"Kiss me," I said.
"Sarah.”
"Please."
He closed his eyes and I watched him struggle with it, and watched the moment he gave up fighting.
Then he kissed me.
It wasn't gentle. It was four visits and a dozen almosts and every moment we'd spent not touching finally breaking through. His hands were in my hair and mine were curling in his shirt, and we were pressed together like we were trying to occupy the same space at the same time.
I'd been kissed before. But this was different. This was my whole body lighting up, every nerve ending saying yes, finally, this.
We broke apart, both gasping.
"Fuck," Nathan said.
"Yeah."
We stared at each other, and I could see the same thing in his eyes that I was feeling, want and guilt and terror and something bigger than both of us.
"This is so fucked up," he said.
"I know."
"I should feel worse about it than I do."
"Me too."
He kissed me again, slower this time but somehow more devastating. His hands slid down my back and pulled me closer, and I made a sound I'd never made before.
My phone rang.
We jumped apart. Daniel again. Third time this week he'd called while I was here, like some part of him knew even if he didn't.
"Don't answer it," Nathan said.
"I have to."
I grabbed my phone with shaking hands. "Hey."
"Where are you?" Daniel sounded annoyed. "I thought you were just getting drinks."
"We decided to get dinner too. Lost track of time."
"Well, hurry up. I wanted to talk to you about something."
"Okay. I'll be home soon."
I hung up and looked at Nathan. His lips were slightly swollen from kissing me. I probably looked the same.
"You have to go," he said.
"Yeah."
But we didn't move. We stood there looking at each other like we'd crossed some line we could never uncross.
"What are we doing?" I asked.
"I don't know. But I don't want to stop."
"Neither do I."
"This is going to get complicated."
"It's already complicated."
He touched my face again, gentle this time. "When can I see you again?"
"I don't know. Soon."
"Text me when you can."
"Okay."
I made myself walk to the door. When I opened it, he grabbed my wrist and pulled me back, kissed me one more time, hard and desperate and like he was trying to memorize the feeling.
Then he let me go.
I drove home in a daze. My lips felt bruised. My whole body felt different, like something had been unlocked that I couldn't put away again.
Daniel was on the couch when I got home.
"You're late," he said.
"I know. Sorry. We were catching up and . . . “
"It's fine." He patted the couch next to him. "Come sit. I want to talk about something." He wasn’t interested in the lie I practiced.
I sat, trying to arrange my face into something normal.
"I've been thinking," he said. "Maybe we should look at houses. Start building equity instead of throwing money away on rent."
"Houses?"
"Yeah. There are some good deals right now, and with my promotion we could afford something decent." He pulled up listings on his phone. "Look at this one. Three bedrooms, good school district."
I looked at the pictures of a perfectly nice house in a perfectly nice suburb and felt like I was suffocating.
"That's... that's great," I managed.
"Right? I think we should go see it this weekend." He kissed my temple, absent-minded and affectionate. "We could really build something, you know? Make a real life."
I nodded and made appropriate sounds while he talked about mortgage rates and property taxes, and the whole time I was thinking about Nathan's hands pulling my hair, about the way he'd kissed me like he'd been starving, about how I'd kissed him back the same way.
That night Daniel wanted to have sex. I let him, and I tried to be present, but my mind kept drifting to the garage, to amber light, to chaos and paint fumes and hands that knew how to create things instead of just optimizing them.




Chapter 6

Afterward, Daniel fell asleep immediately. I lay next to him and felt like the worst person alive.
My phone buzzed. A text from Nathan: You make it home ok?
Yeah, I wrote back.
Good.
Then: I can still taste you.
I stared at the message, my heart pounding, Daniel sleeping peacefully beside me.
I shouldn't have replied. But I did: Me too.
When can I see you again?
Friday? I typed.
I'll be here. Always.
I deleted the messages and put my phone away, and I lay there in the dark next to my boyfriend while I planned my next visit to his brother, and I wondered at what point I'd stopped being someone I recognized.
Friday took forever to arrive. I went through the motions at work, nodding in meetings, responding to emails, but I was somewhere else entirely. My body felt different, hyper-aware. Every time I shifted in my chair I thought about Nathan's hands on me. Every time someone spoke to me I had to ask them to repeat themselves.
Daniel noticed something was off on Wednesday night.
"You seem distracted," he said over dinner.
"Just work stuff," I lied. "Big presentation next week."
He nodded, satisfied with the explanation, and went back to his food. He didn't ask what the presentation was about. He didn't notice that I'd barely eaten. He didn't see that I was slowly coming apart.
Thursday night I tried on four different outfits before settling on jeans and a black sweater, then felt ridiculous for caring what I wore. Then changed anyway, into a dress I never wore, then back to the jeans. My hands were shaking.
Daniel was working late Friday, which made the lie easier. I texted him that I was going to a yoga class and then meeting Sarah, a college friend I'd invented two weeks ago and who was becoming more real with each use.
"Have fun," he texted back. "Don't wait up, this client thing is going to run late."
I felt guilty for about thirty seconds. Then I got in my car and drove to Nathan's and felt something else entirely, anticipation, fear, want?
He must have been watching for me because the door opened before I reached it. We looked at each other for a long moment, and I could see everything I was feeling reflected in his face.
"Hey,” I said.
"Hey.”
We stood in the doorway, and it felt different than before. We'd kissed. We'd crossed a line. We both knew why I was there.
"Come in," he said finally.
Inside, the space felt smaller somehow, more charged. He'd cleaned up a little, the floor was swept, the bed in the corner had fresh sheets, and I tried not to think about why.
"Do you want, " he started.
I kissed him.
He made a sound of surprise and then his arms were around me, pulling me close, and we were kissing like we'd been apart for months instead of days. His hands were in my hair, on my face, sliding down my back, like he couldn't decide where to touch me first.
We stumbled backward and I hit the door. He pressed against me, pinning me there. I grabbed his shirt and pulled him closer, wanting less space, less fabric, less of everything between us.
"Sarah," he breathed against my mouth.
"Don't talk."
He kissed me harder, and I felt it everywhere, my mouth, my throat, the base of my spine. His hands slid under my sweater and touched bare skin, and I gasped.
His hands moved higher, thumbs brushing the underside of my ribs, and I arched into him. He made a sound low in his throat and kissed down my neck, teeth grazing my collarbone.
"We should slow down," he said, but his hands said something different, sliding around to my back, pulling me harder against him.
"Why?"
"Because if we don't, I'm not going to be able to stop."
“That’s good."
He pulled back and looked at me, his eyes dark and serious. "Sarah. Are you sure?"
I should have said no. I should have stopped this while I still could. Instead I reached down and pulled my sweater over my head.
Nathan's breath caught. His eyes traveled over me, the black bra I'd changed into three times, the exposed skin, the way my chest was rising and falling too fast.
"Fuck," he whispered.
Then he was kissing me again, and his hands were on my skin, and it was nothing like being with Daniel. Daniel was efficient and considerate and did the things he knew worked. This was different. This was desperate and searching and entirely focused on me.
Nathan kissed down my throat, my collarbone, the swell of my breast above the bra. His hands spanned my waist and pulled me away from the door, walking me backward toward the bed.
"Wait," I said.
He stopped immediately, breathing hard. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing. I just, " I looked around the garage, at the paintings and the chaos and the life so different from mine. "I want to see you too."
He stared at me for a moment, then reached back and pulled his shirt over his head in one movement.
I'd seen him shirtless before, that first day, but this was different. This was me looking at him and him letting me look. His chest and shoulders were lean and defined from carpentry work, and there was paint on his ribs, scars on his skin, a smear of blue he'd probably forgotten about.
I reached out and touched it. He sucked in a breath.
"You have paint on you," I said.
"I always have paint on me."
I traced the blue mark with my finger, watched his stomach muscles tense. Then I leaned forward and kissed it.
"Jesus," he said.
I kissed higher, tasting salt and paint and skin. His hands came into my hair, and I felt him trembling.
"Sarah, if you keep doing that . . . “
I bit down gently on his collarbone and he groaned. Then he was moving us backward again, and we fell onto the bed together, a tangle of limbs and hair and breath.
He rolled me onto my back and kissed me like he was trying to crawl inside me. His weight pressed me into the mattress and I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him closer. I could feel all of him against me, and it was perfect and terrifying and still not enough.
His hand slid up my thigh, pushing into my jeans, and I made a sound I'd never made before.
He kissed down my throat, my chest, his hand still on my thigh, moving higher. My hips moved on their own, seeking friction, seeking him.
"You're so fucking beautiful," he said, and his hand moved higher still, and I stopped breathing.
Then his phone rang.
We both froze. He grabbed it off the side table, looked at the screen, and cursed.
"It's my landlord. I have to, she only calls if something's wrong."
"It's okay. Take it."
He answered, sitting up on the edge of the bed. "Yeah?"
I lay there trying to catch my breath, trying to remember how to be a person. My whole body was vibrating. I looked down and saw that my jeans were unbuttoned, I didn't even remember him doing that.
Nathan was talking about a leak, about calling a plumber, his voice strained but functional. He looked over his shoulder at me, and the heat in his eyes almost undid me.
When he hung up, we just looked at each other.
"I have to meet her at the main house," he said. "The bathroom pipe is leaking and she needs me to show her where the shut-off valve is."
"Okay."
"I'm sorry."
"It's fine. I should probably, I should go anyway."
He stood up, and I watched him pull his shirt back on, watched him try to compose himself. I sat up and found my sweater on the floor.
"When can I see you again?" he asked.
"I don't know. Daniel wants to look at houses this weekend."
Something crossed his face, pain, maybe, or reality setting in. "Right. Of course."
I stood and walked over to him. Put my hand on his chest where I'd kissed the paint stain. "I don't want to look at houses."
"But you're going to."
"Yeah."
He covered my hand with his. "This is so fucked up."
"I know."
"We should stop."
"I know that too."
I could feel his heart beating under my palm, too fast, like mine.
"I'm not going to be the one who stops this," he said quietly. "I know I should be. But I can't."
"Neither can I."
He kissed me, soft and devastating. "Text me when you can."
"I will."
I left, and in my car I sat and shook. My lips were swollen. There was a mark on my collarbone where he'd used his teeth. My whole body felt like it was still back there, on that bed, in his hands.
At home I took a long shower, letting the hot water beat against my skin until it hurt. The mark on my collarbone was already darkening. I stared at it in the mirror and felt something fierce and possessive, proof that it had happened, that I wasn't making it up.
I put on a high-necked shirt before Daniel got home.
The next day we looked at houses. Daniel held my hand as we walked through perfectly renovated kitchens and master bedrooms with walk-in closets. The realtor talked about resale value and good bones, and Daniel asked intelligent questions about property taxes and HOA fees.
"What do you think?" he asked me in the third house, standing in what would be our bedroom.
I looked around at the neutral paint and the crown molding and the windows that faced a quiet street, and I thought about amber light and paint-spattered walls and floors and sheets that smelled like someone who fought demons for a living.
"It's nice," I said.
"Just nice?"
"It's great. Really great."
He smiled and kissed my forehead. "I think we should put in an offer."
"Don't you want to see more?"
"I know what I want." He pulled me close. "I want to build a life with you. In a real house. Start the next chapter."
I nodded against his chest and felt like I was drowning.
That night I texted Nathan: Can I see you Monday?
He replied immediately: Yes.
Then: I can't stop thinking about Friday.
Me either, I wrote. Then deleted it. Then wrote it again and hit send.
I keep thinking about what would have happened if my phone hadn't rung.
I stared at the message for a long time. Then I wrote: Me too.
Monday?
Monday.
I lay in bed next to Daniel and thought about mouths and hands and the weight of someone who wanted me like he was starving. I thought about the sound Nathan had made when I kissed his collarbone, the way his hands had trembled in my hair, how different it felt to be wanted that way instead of in the careful, measured way Daniel wanted me.
Sunday Daniel talked about the house, about mortgage pre-approval, about his five-year plan that was becoming our five-year plan. He asked me to look at paint colors with him, and I nodded and pointed to neutrals I didn't care about.
Monday felt like it would never come.
I told Daniel I had a late meeting. He didn't question it.




Chapter 7

When I got to Nathan's, he opened the door and just looked at me.
"Hey,” I said.
He didn't say anything, just pulled me inside and kissed me.
We kissed in the doorway for a long time, his hands framing my face like I was something precious and breakable. Then he pulled back just enough to look at me, his thumb tracing my lower lip.
"I've been losing my mind," he said.
"Me too."
He took my hand and led me inside. The garage was different in the early evening light, the sun coming through the tapestry-covered window in shades of amber and gold, dust motes floating in the air like something out of a painting. He'd been working. I could smell the turpentine, see the fresh paint on the canvas by the window. The space heater glowed orange in the corner, making everything warm and close.
"I tried to paint," he said, gesturing at the canvas. "Couldn't focus. Everything kept coming out looking like you."
I looked at the painting, abstract swirls of color, but now that he'd said it, I could see it. The curve of a shoulder, the line of a neck. Me, translated into blues and golds.
"It's beautiful," I said.
"You're beautiful."
He kissed me again, slower this time, and I felt it all the way down to my toes. His hands slid into my hair and tilted my head back, and he kissed down my throat with a patience that made me ache and stomp my foot.
"I want to take my time with you," he said against my skin.
I nodded, not trusting my voice.
He reached for the hem of my shirt and paused, waiting. I raised my arms and he pulled it off slowly, his eyes following the fabric up, then traveling down my body with an intensity that made me feel exposed and seen in a way I'd never experienced.
"God," he breathed.
I reached for his shirt and he let me pull it off. In the golden light his skin looked warm, almost luminous. The paint stain was still there on his ribs, faded but visible, and there were others I hadn't noticed before, a streak of red on his shoulder, dried paint permanently embedded in the creases of his knuckles.
I touched each mark. He watched me, his chest rising and falling faster.
"You're always covered in paint," I said.
"Occupational hazard."
"I like it." I traced a line of blue down his side. "It's like evidence. Of what you do. Of who you are."
He caught my hand and brought it to his mouth, kissed my palm. "Come here."
He led me to the bed and we lay down together, facing each other. The sheets were soft and worn, nothing like the high-thread-count set Daniel had researched for three weeks before buying. These felt lived-in, real.
Nathan traced his fingers down my arm, watching the path they made. "I want to learn you," he said quietly. "Every part."
He kissed my shoulder, my collarbone, the hollow of my throat. Not rushing, just exploring. His hand slid down my side, over my ribs, my waist, my hip. Every touch was deliberate, attentive, like he was trying to memorize me through his fingertips.
I arched toward him and he made a sound that went straight through me. "Don't stop."
His hand moved to my stomach, spreading wide, and I realized he was feeling me breathe, the rise and fall of it. Like even that fascinated him.
"You're shaking," he said.
"So are you."
He smiled against my skin and kissed lower, across my stomach, his hands sliding up my sides. His thumbs brushed the underside of my breasts and I gasped.
He reached behind me and unhooked my bra with one hand, a smooth, practiced movement that should have made me think about other women but instead just made me grateful he knew what he was doing. He pulled it off and just looked at me.
The light was falling across us in golden stripes from the window, illuminating parts of me and leaving others in shadow. I'd never felt more naked, more visible. Daniel and I always had sex in the dark, or in the morning before work when everything was efficient and quick. This was different. This was being seen.
"You're staring," I whispered.
"I'm looking." His hand came up and cupped my breast, his thumb brushing over my nipple, and I made a sound I didn't recognize. "I want to remember this. You, here, in this light."
He lowered his mouth to me and I stopped thinking entirely. His tongue moved slow and deliberate, and his hand on my other breast matched the rhythm, and I felt it building in me, something bigger than I'd ever felt before.
My hands went to his hair, holding him there, and he made a sound of approval that vibrated against my skin.
"Nathan," I breathed.
He kissed across to my other breast, giving it the same attention, and my hips moved on their own. I felt restless, desperate, like my whole body was reaching for something just out of reach.
His hand slid down my stomach to the button of my jeans.
He undid the button, slid the zipper down. His hand slipped inside and I stopped breathing. Over my underwear first, just pressure and heat, and even that was almost too much.
He kissed me while his hand moved over me, experimenting with pressure and rhythm, watching my face to see what made me react. When he found something that made me gasp, he did it again, paying attention, learning.
I couldn't form words anymore. He was touching me through fabric and it felt better than anything Daniel had ever done, and Daniel had been inside me hundreds of times.
Nathan pulled his hand away and I made a sound of protest.
"Shh," he said. I want these off."
He slid my jeans down, taking his time, kissing every new inch of exposed skin. My thighs, my knees, my calves. By the time he dropped them on the floor I was shaking.
I was lying in just my underwear and the light was streaming over me and Nathan was looking at me like I was one of his paintings, something worth studying, worth taking time with.
"You're so fucking beautiful," he said, his voice was rough.
He settled beside me again and his hand returned, but this time when he touched me, he slid his fingers under the fabric.
I grabbed his shoulder and held on.
His fingers moved over me, finding wetness, sliding through it with agonizing slowness. He was watching my face the whole time, reading every reaction.
He kept the pressure steady and I felt myself winding tighter. His other hand slid into my hair and he kissed me while he touched me, swallowing the sounds I was making.
"You're so wet," he murmured against my mouth.
I would have been embarrassed but I couldn't think past the feeling of his fingers, the slow building pressure, the way he was completely focused on me.
He adjusted the angle slightly and I cried out. He did it again and I felt my back arch off the bed. He kept the rhythm steady while I fell apart under his hands. My hips were moving against his fingers, chasing the feeling, and he let me, encouraged me, his mouth on my neck and his hand in my hair and his fingers never stopping.
I could feel it building, something bigger than I'd ever felt, and I was scared of it and desperate for it at the same time. His fingers moved faster and I grabbed onto him, my nails digging into his shoulder, and I felt myself go over the edge into something that blanked out my mind entirely.
When I came back to myself, I was shaking and breathing hard and Nathan was holding me, his hand now still but still touching me gently.
“Holy shit," I whispered.
He kissed my forehead.
I looked up at him. His pupils were blown wide open and I could feel him hard against my hip.
I reached down and touched him through his jeans and he groaned. I undid his jeans and slid my hand inside. He was hard and hot and when I wrapped my hand around him he made a sound like I was killing him.
"Fuck," he breathed.
I stroked him slowly, watching his face the way he'd watched mine, learning what made him gasp, what made his hips move, what made his breath catch.
He was beautiful like this, head thrown back, throat exposed, completely undone. I'd never seen Daniel like this. Daniel was controlled even in pleasure. But Nathan was raw and open and entirely present and totally gone at the same time.
I moved my hand faster and he grabbed my wrist.
"Stop, I'm going to . . . “
"That's the point."
"Sarah, I haven't, it's been a while and if you keep doing that, "
I kissed him and kept stroking him and felt him tense, heard him gasp my name, felt him come warm and wet over my hand and his stomach.
When he could breathe again, he looked at me with something like awe.
"Come here," he said.
He pulled me against him and we lay there in the fading light, sticky and spent and wrapped around each other. The space heater hummed in the corner. Outside, I could hear a plane drone overhead and some motorcycle rev.
"I don't want to leave," I said.
“So don't."
"I have to. Daniel thinks I'm at a meeting."
At the mention of Daniel's name, something shifted, reality creeping back in.
He turned to look at me, and in the amber light his eyes were serious.
My phone buzzed. Daniel, asking when I'd be home.
I got up and started getting dressed. Nathan watched me from the bed, and I could feel the weight of everything unsaid between us.
"When?" he asked.
"Wednesday? Daniel has a client dinner."
He just nodded.




Chapter 8

I was dressed and he was still naked, the light falling across his skin, and I wanted to crawl back into bed and never leave.
"I should clean up," he said, gesturing at his stomach where the evidence of what we'd done was drying on his skin.
"Let me."
I found a cloth by the sink and wet it with warm water. When I came back, he was still lying there, watching me with an expression I couldn't read.
I cleaned him gently, carefully, and it felt more intimate than anything we'd just done. He caught my wrist when I was finished.
"Sarah."
"Yeah?"
"I'm falling for you."
My breath caught. "Nathan.”
"I needed to say it." He let go of my wrist. "You don't have to say anything."
I should have told him we needed to stop and been honest that I was looking at houses with his brother, that I was building a life with someone else, that this could never be more than stolen hours in a garage.
Instead, I kissed him.
"Wednesday," I said against his mouth.
"Wednesday," he agreed.
I drove home. Daniel was already there, still in his suit from work. He kissed me absently and went back to his laptop.
"How was the meeting?" he asked.
"Long."
"Mm."
I stood there for a moment, waiting for him to notice something different about me. But he was absorbed in his screen, and I realized he could have been anyone. I could have been anyone. We were playing roles in each other's lives, checking boxes, following a script.
I went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. My lips were swollen. My hair was tangled. There was a faint mark on my collarbone where Nathan had used his teeth. I looked like someone who'd been thoroughly undone and put back together wrong.
I looked alive, in other words.
That night under Daniel’s politely restrained grunts I was somewhere else. I was in a garage with amber light and paint fumes and someone who touched me like he was trying to learn a new language.
Afterward, Daniel fell asleep the way he always did. I lay there and thought about Wednesday, about Nathan's hands, about the way he'd said he was falling for me like it was both a confession and a warning.
I picked up my phone and texted him: I can't stop thinking about tonight.
His reply came quickly: I can still feel you.
I shouldn't have replied. But I did: Wednesday feels too far away.
I know. But I'll wait. I'd wait forever for this.
I deleted the messages and turned off my phone, and I lay there in the dark next to Daniel and felt myself splitting into two people, the one who was planning a future with someone safe and stable, and the one who was falling for someone who made her feel like she was finally waking up.
I didn't know how to be both and I was terrified.
I went through the motions, work, meals with Daniel, conversations about the house we were supposedly buying. He put in an offer. I'd nodded and smiled and felt nothing.
Tuesday night Daniel mentioned his client dinner, confirmed he'd be out until at least ten. I told him I was meeting Sarah again, my fictional friend who was becoming more elaborate with each lie. She was going through a breakup now. She needed support. Daniel barely looked up from his phone.
"That's nice of you," he said. "Tell her I hope she feels better."
I felt a flash of anger at how easy it was to lie to him, and then guilt at the anger, and then nothing at all.
Wednesday I left work at four, claiming a headache. I drove to Nathan's and sat in my car for five minutes, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat.
When I knocked, he opened the door immediately. We looked at each other and didn't say anything. Then I stepped inside and he closed the door and pushed me against it, kissing me like he'd been holding his breath since Monday.
"I missed you," he said against my mouth.
"It's been two days."
"I know."
His hands were already under my shirt, and I was pulling at his, and we were moving toward the bed without breaking apart. The evening light was coming through the window again, that same golden amber that made everything look like a painting.
We fell onto the bed together and he pulled back to look at me, his hands framing my face.
He kissed me deeply, then started working his way down. He pulled off my shirt, my bra, kissed across my breasts and down my stomach. His hands unbuttoned my skirt and slid them down, and I lifted my hips to help.
When I was naked except for my underwear, he sat back and just looked at me in the golden light.
"You're perfect," he said.
"I'm not, "
"You are." He kissed my hip bone. "Every part of you."
He hooked his fingers in my underwear and pulled them down slowly, kissing every inch of skin as it was revealed. My thighs, my knees, my ankles. By the time he dropped them on the floor, I was shaking.
He settled between my legs and looked up at me. His hands slid up my thighs, spreading them wider, and I felt exposed in a way that should have made me self-conscious but instead made me feel powerful, like my vulnerability was a gift I was giving him.
He kissed my inner thigh, so close to where I wanted him, I made a groan of frustration.
"Patience," he murmured against my skin.
He kissed higher, his breath warm against me, and when his mouth finally touched me I gasped and grabbed the sheets.
It was nothing like the few times Daniel had done it. Nathan was slow and deliberate, his tongue moving in long strokes that made my hips buck. He used his hands to hold me down hard, his fingers pressing into my thighs, and the combination of restraint and pleasure was overwhelming.
"God," I breathed.
He hummed against me and the vibration went through my whole body. His tongue circled and then flicked, finding a rhythm that made me unable to think. I could feel my thighs trembling under his hands.
He smiled against me and went back to it, and this time he added a finger, sliding it inside while his mouth stayed focused above. The dual sensation made me cry out.
He added another finger, curling them inside me while his tongue moved in steady circles, and I felt that building pressure again, bigger than Monday, almost frightening in its intensity.
My hands went to his hair, holding him there, and he groaned against me like the taste of me was doing something to him too. His fingers moved deeper, finding a spot that made white sparks flash behind my eyes.
"Nathan, I'm, I can't . . . “
He didn't stop. If anything, he became more focused, more deliberate, his mouth and fingers working together in perfect rhythm. The pressure built and built until I thought I would break apart from it.
I came with his name on my lips and his mouth on me and his fingers inside me, and it was nothing like Monday. This was bigger, deeper, something that seemed to go on forever. Wave after wave of it, my whole body arching high up off the bed, and through it all, Nathan didn't stop, drawing it out until I was gasping and pulling at his hair.
When I could finally breathe again, he kissed his way back up my body and I could taste myself on his mouth when he kissed me.
"Holy shit," I whispered.
He smiled, looking pleased with himself. "Good?"
"I don't, I've never, " I couldn't finish the sentence. I'd never come like that. Never felt anything like it, didn't know my body could do that.
"You're beautiful when you come," he said, brushing hair from my face. "I could watch you forever."
I pulled him down and kissed him hard, and I felt powerful and undone and more myself than I'd ever been.
I wanted to. I wanted to take him apart the way he'd just taken me apart.
I pushed him onto his back and straddled his thighs, unbuttoned his jeans and slid them down. He was wearing black boxer briefs and I could see the outline of him straining against the fabric.
I traced my finger over him and he hissed.
"Sensitive?" I asked.
"You have no idea."
I pulled his boxer briefs down and he was beautiful, hard and thick and already leaking. I wrapped my hand around him and he groaned.
"Sarah . . .  "
I lowered my mouth to him and took him in.
The sound he made went straight to my core. His hand went to my hair, not pushing, just touching, like he needed to hold onto something.
I started slow, learning him with my tongue the way he'd learned me, what made him gasp, what made his hips buck, what made his fingers tighten in my hair.
"God, your mouth," he breathed. "That feels so fucking good."
I took him deeper and he moaned, long and low. I could feel him trembling, trying to hold still, trying not to thrust.
"You can move," I said, pulling back. "I want you to."
"If I do, I'm not going to last."
"I don't want you to last."
His eyes went dark. "Sarah.”
I took him back in my mouth and this time he did move, his hips lifting, and I took it, took all of him I could, hollowing my cheeks and using my hand on what wouldn't fit.
"Fuck, fuck, that's, " His words dissolved into incoherent sounds.
I could feel him getting harder, his breathing getting ragged. His hand in my hair tightened and loosened, like he couldn't decide what to do with it.
"Sarah, I'm close. If you don't want me to . . . “
I looked up at him and took him deeper, and that was his answer.
"Oh god, I'm, I'm going to!”
He came with a sound like something breaking open, and I tasted salt and felt him pulsing, and I swallowed and kept moving until he was gasping and pulling too hard at my hair.
"Stop, stop, too much."
I released him and kissed my way up his body. When I got to his mouth, he pulled me down and kissed me deeply, desperately.
"That was . . . “ He couldn't finish the sentence. He just pulled me against him and held me, both of us breathing hard.
“I know, right?” I said, drawing lines across his pumping chest.




Chapter 9

We lay there in the fading light, tangled together, sticky with sweat and satisfaction. The space heater hummed. Outside, someone was playing music, bass thumping in the distance.
"I've never felt like that before," I said quietly.
"Like what?"
"Like my body could do that. Feel that much."
He turned to look at me, something serious in his eyes. "Has he never . . . “
"It's fine with Daniel. Good, even. But it's not,” I struggled for the words. "It's not like this."
"How is it different?" He played in my hair.
"With him, sex is something that happens. A physical thing we do. But with you, it's like my whole body wakes up. Like I'm more myself, not less."
Nathan was quiet for a moment. “This is different."
"How?"
"With you, I'm not just trying to get off. I want to know everything. What you taste like, what sounds you make, what makes you fall apart." He traced patterns on my shoulder. "I want to learn you like I learn a painting. Every layer, every detail."
Something in my chest tightened. "Nathan.”
"I know you go back to your real life and I'll be here in this garage. But right now, with you here like this, it feels real."
"It is real."
"You know what I mean."
I did. This was real, but it wasn't sustainable. Real life was waiting, Daniel, the house, the future we were supposed to be building. This was stolen time, borrowed happiness.
My phone buzzed and I ignored it. It buzzed again.
"You should check that," Nathan said.
I grabbed it from my jeans on the floor. Two texts from Daniel.
Dinner running late. Probably won't be home until 11.
Also the realtor called. We might have something to celebrate when I get home.
I stared at the screen feeling like I'd been doused in cold water.
"What is it?" Nathan asked.
“I think they accepted the offer. On the house."
He was quiet. Then: "Congratulations."
"Nathan.”
“It’s good. That's what you wanted.”
"I don't know what I want."
He sat up running his hands through his hair. "Yeah, you do. You want the house and the career and the life that makes sense. You want what he can give you."
"That's not fair."
"Isn't it?" He looked at me, and there was pain in his eyes. He gestured around the garage and beaded his eyes at me.
“I don't care about that."
“I live in a garage and can barely afford groceries." He stood up and started pulling on his clothes. “It’ll always be like this.”
"You don't know that."
"I do.”
He pulled away. "You should go. Celebrate with Daniel. Move into your new house. Build your life."
"What are you saying?"
"I'm saying this was a mistake. We got caught up in something and now we need to stop before it gets worse."
"Is that what you want?"
He closed his eyes. “It doesn't matter what I want."
"It matters to me."
"Sarah, please."
I felt tears burning behind my eyes. "So that's it? We just stop?"
"We have to."
I stared at him, waiting for him to take it back, to pull me close and tell me he didn't mean it. But he just stood there, jaw tight, looking at something past my shoulder.
I got dressed in silence, my hands shaking. When I was ready, I walked to the door and stopped.
"I don't want the house," I said quietly. "I don't want any of it. I want this. I want you."
"You don't know what you want."
“You!”
“Don't keep coming here. I can't, " His voice cracked. "I can't be your little secret anymore.”
"Nathan.”
"Go home, Sarah."
I left, and this time when I got to my car, I did cry. I sat there and sobbed until I couldn't breathe through the cinder blocks on my chest, and then I drove home with tears streaming down my face and everything inside me breaking apart.
Daniel was already there when I got home, earlier than he'd said he’d be, leaving me no time. He was on the couch with champagne and two glasses.
"Surprise!" he said. "I got out early. I wanted to celebrate with you."
I looked at him, at his smile, his good intentions, his complete obliviousness to the fact that I was falling apart, and I felt nothing but emptiness.
"That's so great," I managed.
He poured the champagne and handed me a glass. "To us. To our future. To building something real."
We clinked glasses and I drank and it tasted like ashes.
That night he wanted to have sex, celebratory sex, happy sex, future-planning sex. I let him have my body, and it was exactly what it had always been. Efficient. Pleasant. Completely devoid of anything that made me feel alive. There was no color in it.
Afterward, he fell asleep with his arm around me, and I lay there staring at the ceiling, thinking about Nathan's mouth on me, his hands in my hair, the way he'd looked at me like.
I picked up my phone and typed out a message: But I don't want to stop.
I stared at it for ten minutes. Then I deleted it.
I didn't text him. And he didn't text me. And the silence felt like dying.
Four days passed, four days of going through the motions, of smiling at Daniel's excitement about the house, of sitting through meetings at work and nodding at appropriate times, of feeling like I was sleepwalking through someone else's life I barely knew anymore.
Thursday night Daniel wanted to celebrate again, took me to an expensive restaurant where we talked about paint colors and furniture and timelines. I smiled and agreed to things and excused myself halfway through to cry alone in the bathroom.
Friday I stared at my phone for an hour before typing: Can I come over?
The three dots appeared immediately, then disappeared. Then appeared again.
Finally: When?
Tonight. 8?
I'll be here.
I told Daniel I was meeting Sarah. He was working late anyway.
When I got to Nathan's, he opened the door. The sun was setting behind him, casting the garage in deep orange and purple light. He was wearing old jeans and a white t-shirt with paint stains, his hair messy like he'd been running his hands through it, tugging it. His eyes were red.
I stepped inside and he closed the door. We stood there for a moment, the air between us crackling with everything unsaid.
"I know we said we should stop," I started.
“Yes.”
"But I can’t.”
He crossed the space between us and kissed me, cutting off my words. His hands came up to frame my face and I grabbed his shirt, pulling him closer. The kiss was different from before, hungrier, more desperate, like we'd both been starving for four days.
We broke apart, both breathing hard.
"This is such a bad idea," he said.
"I know."
His hands slid down to my waist, pulling me against him. I could already feel him hard through his jeans.
"We shouldn't," he said, even as his hands were sliding under my shirt.
"I know."
But we were already moving toward the bed, shedding clothes as we went. My shirt hit the floor, then his. My jeans, his jeans. By the time we fell onto the mattress we were both in just our underwear, and the feeling of his skin against mine made me gasp.
He kissed down my neck, my collarbone, between my breasts. His hands slid around to unhook my bra and he pulled it off, tossing it aside. Then his mouth was on me and I arched into him, my hands in his hair, pulling him closer.
"God, I've been thinking about this," he said against my skin.
His mouth moved lower, kissing across my stomach, and his hands hooked into my underwear. He pulled them down and I lifted my hips to help. Then I was completely bare beneath him.
He settled between my legs and his mouth found me. I cried out at the first touch of his tongue, my hands gripping the sheets. He was relentless, using everything he'd learned about my body. Long strokes, then focused circles, then his fingers sliding inside while his tongue worked above.
I could feel the pressure building, that familiar climb toward release, but something was different this time. It wasn't enough. My body wanted more.
"Nathan," I gasped.
He didn't stop, his tongue moving faster, his fingers curling inside me. I was close, so close, but I couldn't get there. My hips moved against his mouth, chasing something just out of reach.
"I need, " I couldn't finish the sentence.
He pulled back, his lips wet, his eyes dark. "What do you need?"
"More. I need more."
He kissed his way back up my body and I grabbed him, pulling him into a desperate kiss. My hand slid down to his boxer briefs and I could feel him straining against the fabric, hard and ready.
I pushed them down and wrapped my hand around him. He groaned into my mouth and his hips jerked forward.
I moved down his body and took him in my mouth. He was already so hard, and I could taste the salt of him on my tongue. His hand went to my hair as I worked him with my mouth and hand, using everything I'd learned he liked.
"Fuck, Sarah," he groaned.
I could feel him getting harder, throbbing against my tongue, but I pulled back before he could finish. I wanted him desperate. I wanted him as wound up as I was.
I crawled back up his body and kissed him. His hands were everywhere, my hair, my back, my hips, like he couldn't decide where to touch first.
He rolled us over so I was beneath him and his hand slid between my legs, fingers finding me soaking wet.
"We need to stop," he said, even as his fingers slid inside me.
"We're not going to stop."
"Sarah.”
I reached down and wrapped my hand around him, guiding him toward me, not inside, just there, the head of him pressing against me.
We both froze.
The sensation was overwhelming, heat and hardness and the promise of more. He was right there, just barely touching me, and my whole body was screaming for him to push forward.
"We can't," he said, but his hips were already moving, pressing forward, and we both gasped.
"We shouldn't," I agreed, but my hips were tilting up, seeking more.
He pulled back and pressed forward, just the tip, and the friction was maddening. Not enough. Not nearly enough.
"This is so fucked up," he breathed.
"I know."
He did it again, sliding the head of him through my wetness, teasing my entrance but not entering. My hands gripped his shoulders and my legs wrapped around his hips, trying to pull him closer.
"Sarah, if we do this . . .”
"I know."
He pressed forward again and this time slipped into me just slightly, just the very tip of him entering me, and we both made sounds like we were dying.
"Fuck," he groaned. "We have to stop."
"We're not stopping."
"I don't have a condom. I haven't, I didn't think we'd . . . “
"I'm on birth control," I gasped.
I tilted my hips up and he slipped in another inch. We both cried out.
"Sarah.”
"Please," I begged. "I need you. I need this."
He looked down at where we were barely joined, and I saw the moment he gave in. The moment we both stopped fighting it.
He pushed forward slowly and I felt him entering me, stretching me, filling me inch by devastating inch. The sensation was overwhelming. He was bigger than Daniel, or maybe it just felt different, but I could feel every bit of him as he slid deeper.
"Oh god," I moaned.
"You feel so good," he groaned. "So perfect."
When he was fully inside me, we both went still for a moment, just breathing, adjusting, feeling the absolute rightness of being connected like this.
Then he pulled back and thrust forward, and everything exploded.
There was no more hesitation, no more should we or shouldn't we, just pure need and motion and bodies that fit together like they'd been made for this.
He thrust into me hard and deep and I cried out, my nails digging into his back. The bed creaked beneath us and I didn't care. The neighbors could probably hear and I didn't care. Nothing mattered except this.
"Harder," I gasped.
He shifted the angle and drove into me harder, deeper, and I screamed, something I'd never done before in my life.
"Fuck, the sounds you make," he groaned against my neck.
He was pounding into me now, the bed slamming against the wall with each thrust, and I was meeting him thrust for thrust, my hips rising to take him deeper.
"Yes, yes, god yes," I was chanting, barely coherent.
His hand slid between us, finding my clit, and I nearly came apart right then. Still that edge I couldn't quite reach.
Without warning, he pulled out and flipped me over onto my stomach. His hands grabbed my hips and yanked them up, pulling me onto my hands and knees. Then he was behind me and he slammed back inside in one hard thrust.
I screamed into the mattress.
From this angle he was so deep, hitting places I didn't know existed. His hands gripped my hips hard enough to bruise me and he fucked me with an intensity that stole my breath.
I was beyond words, just making animal sounds with each thrust. He was relentless, driving into me over and over, and I could feel something building that was bigger than anything I'd ever felt before.
One of his hands slid around to my clit and that was it. I came so hard I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't do anything but feel. It was like every nerve ending in my body fired at once, pleasure so intense it was almost painful, rolling through me in waves that seemed to go on forever.
I was vaguely aware that I was screaming his name, sobbing, my arms giving out so my chest was pressed to the mattress while he kept driving into me.
He thrust into me three more times, each one harder and deeper than the last, and then I felt him pulse inside me, felt the warmth of him filling me, and he collapsed over my back with a roar that was definitely going to wake the neighbors.
We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us shaking and gasping for air, him still inside me and pulsing with aftershocks.
Finally he pulled out slowly and we both made sounds at the loss. I collapsed onto my stomach, completely boneless, unable to move. I felt his release sliding out of me and I couldn't bring myself to care about the absolute mess we made.




Chapter 10

He fell onto the bed beside me, one arm reaching over to rest over my back.
"Holy fuck," he finally managed.
I couldn't form words yet. My whole body was still trembling.
"Sarah. Are you okay?"
I turned my head to look at him. "I didn't know it could be like that."
"Neither did I." He looked stunned. "I've never, that was . . .”
“Right?”
We lay there in the near-dark, the only sound our ragged breathing and the hum of the space heater. The room smelled like sex and sweat and paint, and the sheets beneath us were soaked.
"I think you broke me," I whispered.
He laughed, delirious. "Pretty sure you broke me."
After a while, he got up and brought back a warm washcloth. He cleaned me gently, and I was so sensitive I flinched at the touch.
When he was done, he lay back down and pulled me against him. I could barely keep my eyes open.
"That was,” I started.
"I know."
"We just. "
"I know."
"Nathan.”
"Shh."
I nodded against his chest, already half-asleep. My body felt like it had been thoroughly used in the best possible way. Every muscle was loose and sated, and there was a pleasant ache between my legs that I knew would be worse tomorrow.
I must have dozed off because when I opened my eyes, it was darker outside. Nathan was still holding me.
"What time is it?" I murmured.
He checked his phone. “Almost eleven."
"Shit." I sat up slowly, wincing.
I got dressed slowly, my legs shaky. When I stood, I could feel the evidence of what we'd done sliding down my thigh.
"You should probably,” Nathan gestured toward the bathroom.
I cleaned up as best I could, but I knew I'd have to shower again when I got home. I looked at myself in the small mirror above the sink. My hair was a mess, my lips swollen, my neck marked with what would definitely be bruises by morning. I looked thoroughly fucked.
When I came back out, Nathan was pulling on his jeans. He walked me to the door and pulled me into a long kiss.
"Text me when you get home," he said.
"I will."
"And Sarah?"
"Yeah?"
"That was, " He shook his head. "I've never experienced anything like that."
"Men either."
He kissed me again, soft and deep. "Drive safe."
I drove home in a daze, my body still humming. I could feel the ache between my legs with every small movement, a constant reminder of what had just happened.
Daniel was asleep when I got home. I took a long shower, washing away the evidence, watching Nathan's release slide down the drain and feeling something twist in my chest.
When I got into bed, Daniel stirred slightly and rolled toward me, his arm coming around my waist in sleep.
I lay there in the dark next to him and thought about Nathan's hands on my hips, the way he'd driven into me, the sounds I'd made that I'd never made before, the way my body had responded to him like it had been waiting its whole life for that.
I'd crossed a line I could never uncross. And god help me, I wanted to do it again.
My phone buzzed. A text from Nathan: You home safe?
Yeah, I wrote back.
Good.
There was a pause, then: I can still feel you. I don't think I'm ever going to stop feeling you.
I stared at the message for a long time. Then I typed: Monday?
Monday, he confirmed. And Tuesday. And every day after.
I deleted the conversation and put my phone away, and I lay there next to Daniel knowing everything had changed and there was no going back to who I'd been before tonight.
Monday came and I sat in the conference room staring at a spreadsheet about Q2 projections. Someone was talking, my boss, maybe, and I nodded when everyone else nodded. But I wasn't there. I was in a garage, feeling hands on my hips, hearing the sound of a headboard hitting a wall.
"Sarah? What do you think?"
I blinked. Everyone was looking at me.
"I think," I had no idea what we'd been discussing. "I think we should explore that option further."
My boss nodded, satisfied, and moved on.
I checked my phone under the table. 2:47. Daniel had a dinner meeting tonight. He'd mentioned it three times this weekend, complaining about the client.
I typed: Can I come over after work?
Three dots appeared.
Please.
I told my assistant I was leaving at five for a dentist appointment. She didn't question it. I'd been leaving early a lot lately.
At 5:32 I pulled up to Nathan's street. My hands were shaking as I turned off the ignition. I sat there for a moment, looking at the garage with its amber light visible through the window.
Then I got out and walked up the gravel driveway.
Nathan opened the door before I could knock. He was wearing paint-stained jeans and no shirt. There was a streak of blue across his ribs. He looked like the first time.
We stared at each other for maybe three seconds. Then I stepped inside and he grabbed me, his mouth on mine, his hands already pulling up my dress. I yanked at his jeans, getting the button undone, and we were moving toward the bed, shedding clothes as we went.
My dress hit the floor. His jeans. My bra. We fell onto the mattress and he pushed my underwear aside, didn't even take them off, and thrust into me.
I cried out, my back arching off the bed. He didn't start slow. We were past that now. He drove into me hard and fast, and I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him deeper.
"God, I needed this," he groaned against my neck.
I couldn't answer. Could only dig my nails into his shoulders and meet him thrust for thrust.
The bed creaked beneath us. Outside, someone's dog was barking. The space heater hummed in the corner. None of it mattered.
"Harder," I gasped.
He grabbed my hips and pulled me into each thrust, the angle changing, and I felt it everywhere. My whole body was wound tight, already close.
"Touch yourself," he said.
I slid my hand between us, found my clit, circled it. Within seconds I was clenching around him, my mouth open in a silent scream.
"Fuck, yes," he groaned, and thrust twice more before I felt him pulse inside me.
We lay there breathing hard, still joined. His weight on me felt right.
After a minute he pulled out and reached over the side of the bed, grabbing a towel from the floor. He cleaned us both up, casual about it now, then tossed it aside.
"Hey,” he said.
"Hey.”
He got up and walked to the mini fridge, completely unselfconscious in his nakedness. I watched the muscles in his back move as he pulled out a bottle of wine.
"I got the good stuff this time," he said, holding it up. "Well, better stuff. Still only twelve dollars."
"Big spender."
He poured wine into two mason jars and brought them back to bed, handing me one before settling beside me. “Thought I’d get out Grandmas fine china.” I was still in my underwear, he was completely naked, and we were drinking wine at 6:15 on a Monday like this was all perfectly normal.
"I sold two more paintings," he said.
"When?"
"Saturday. Guy came by, said he saw my work online, I didn’t even know. Bought the two big pieces from the series."
"Nathan, that's amazing."
He shrugged, but I could see the pleasure in his eyes. "It's something. Pays my rent for three months."
I took a drink of wine. It was better than his usual, actually tasted like grapes instead of rubbing alcohol.
"I want to show you something," he said.
He got up and pulled a large portfolio out from under the bed, bringing it back and opening it across the mattress. Drawings spilled out, dozens of them, maybe more.
All of them were me.
I picked one up. Charcoal on paper, my body curving away, my face hidden. Another showed just my back, the line of my spine emphasized. A third was more abstract, curves and shadows that suggested a form more than showed it.
"When did you do these?"
"Every morning. Like I told you I do." He picked up one of the drawings, studying it. "But it's only you now. I can't seem to draw anything else."
I looked through more of them. Some were quick gesture sketches. Others were more finished, showing me in positions I recognized from our time together. My body on top of his, my head thrown back. Lying on my stomach, looking over my shoulder. On my hands and knees.
Heat flooded through me looking at them.
"You're in the paintings too," he said. He gestured to the canvases lining the walls. "Everything I've done in the last month."
I got up and walked to the nearest canvas, wrapping the sheet around me. It was abstract, blues and golds and that same movement I'd seen before. But now I could see it. The curve of a hip, the arch of a back. Me, translated into color and light.
"It's different," I said. "From your earlier work."
"I know." He came up behind me, his arms sliding around my waist. "You changed everything. How I see, what I want to make."
I turned in his arms. "Show me more."
He grabbed a stack of art books from the floor and brought them to the bed. We lay down together and he opened the first one, a monograph on Egon Schiele.
"Look at the line quality here," he said, pointing to a drawing of a woman's body, angular and raw. "See how he doesn't smooth anything over? It's all tension and edge."
I looked at the drawing, then at his sketches of me scattered across the bed. I could see the influence, that same raw quality, that refusal to make anything pretty.
He flipped through more pages, talking about technique and composition, his hand resting on my thigh. I half-listened, more focused on watching him. The way his eyes lit up when he explained something, the gestures he made with his free hand.
"Am I boring you?" he asked.
"No. I like watching you talk about this stuff."
"Yeah?"
I kissed him instead of answering. He smiled against my mouth and set the book aside, pulling me closer.
This kiss was slower than the first. Exploratory. His hand slid up my side, cupping my breast, thumb brushing over my nipple until it hardened.
I pushed him onto his back and straddled him. He was already getting hard again, and I rolled my hips, grinding against him.
"Already?" I said.
"You keep doing that and yeah, already."
I reached down and guided him inside me, sinking down slowly. We both sighed.
This time I set the pace, slow rolling movements, my hands braced on his chest. The evening light was coming through the window, turning everything gold. His hands moved over my body, my hips, my waist, my breasts, like he was still learning me.
"You're so fucking beautiful like this," he said.
I moved faster, chasing the pleasure, and his hands went to my hips, guiding me. I could feel it building again, that delicious tension.
I came with my head thrown back, my hands still on his chest, and felt him thrust up into me a few more times before he followed, groaning my name.
I collapsed forward onto him and he wrapped his arms around me, holding me while we both caught our breath. He was still inside me, softening slowly, and I tightened around him just to feel him there.
"Don't," he said. "Too sensitive."
We lay like that for a while, his fingers tracing patterns on my back. I could hear his heartbeat under my ear, feel his chest rise and fall.
Eventually I had to move. I pulled off him and grabbed the towel, cleaning up while he watched.
"What time do you have to leave?" he asked.
I checked my phone. "Not for another hour."
He got up and refilled our wine, then came back to bed with the Schiele book and another one, something about color theory. We lay there naked, drinking and looking at pictures, and he explained things while I half-listened and traced the paint stains on his skin.
After a while his hand started wandering up my thigh, between my legs, finding me still wet. I parted my legs and he slid two fingers inside, lazy and unhurried.
"Keep reading," I said.
He did, his voice steady even as his fingers moved inside me, curling and stroking. I tried to focus on the words but couldn't, my hips moving against his hand.
"This artist," he said, turning a page with his free hand while the other kept working, "was obsessed with light. See how he . . . “
I grabbed his wrist, holding his hand still. "Shut up and fuck me already.”
He laughed and pulled his fingers out, rolling on top of me. He pushed inside me in one smooth thrust and I wrapped my legs around him tight.
This time was different from the first two times. Slower, more languid. We'd taken the edge off already, twice. Now we could just enjoy it.
He moved in long, deep strokes, and I met him with rolling movements of my hips. His mouth was on my neck, my shoulder, my breasts. My hands moved over his back, feeling his muscles shift beneath his skin.
"I could stay here forever," I said.
"Then stay."
"You know I can't."
He thrust deeper, harder, and I gasped. "I know, Nathan,” I whispered too softly for him to hear.




Chapter 11

We moved together as the light faded outside, the only sound our breathing and the creak of the bed. When I came this time it was quieter, gentler, something that rolled through me in long waves.
He followed a moment later, his face buried in my neck, my name on his lips.
We lay tangled together after, messy and satisfied, and I watched the shadows lengthen across the ceiling.
"I really do have to go," I said eventually.
"I know."
But I didn't move yet and neither did he.
"Wednesday?" he asked.
"Wednesday."
I finally made myself get up and get dressed. He stayed in bed, watching me. When I was ready, he got up and walked me to the door, still naked.
He kissed me long and slow.
"You're in everything now," he said. "Every painting, every sketch. You're all I see when I close my eyes."
I didn't know what to say to that. So I just kissed him again and left.
In my car I sat for a moment before starting the engine. My body felt loose and used in the best way. I could smell him on me, paint and sweat and sex. I'd have to shower before Daniel got home.
At a red light I checked my phone. A text from Daniel: Client dinner running late. Don't wait up.
I typed back: No problem. See you tomorrow.
Then I opened my messages with Nathan and typed: Already counting down to Wednesday.
His reply came immediately: Me too. Can't stop thinking about you.
What are you thinking about?
A pause. Then: How you looked riding me. How you taste. How you feel around me.
Heat flooded through me. I'm thinking about it too.
Wednesday can't come fast enough.
I showered for a long time, washing away the evidence, then put on pajamas and got into bed alone.
I picked up my phone and looked through my photos. I'd started taking some, nothing identifiable, just studies. Nathan's hands on my thigh. The curve of my back in his small mirror. A paint stain he'd left on my hip.
I'd have to delete them eventually, just not yet.
Wednesday I left work at five-thirty, told Daniel I had a networking event. When I got to Nathan's he had new canvases everywhere; clearly he'd been working nonstop.
"I want to paint you," he said when I walked in. "Actually paint you, while you're here."
I stripped and lay down on his bed while he set up his easel. He positioned me on my side, one arm stretched above my head, and then he just looked at me for a long moment.
"Don't move," he said.
He started painting and I watched him work. The way his eyes moved between me and the canvas, the sure movements of his hand. After about twenty minutes I couldn't take it anymore.
"Nathan."
"Hmm?"
"Come here."
He set down his brush and came to the bed. I pulled him down and kissed him, reaching for his jeans.
"I'm trying to work," he protested, but he was already hard.
"Work later."
I unbuttoned his jeans and pushed them down, then guided him inside me. We fucked like that, me pulling him down on top of me, both of us fully aware we were destroying whatever pose he'd set up.
When we finished, I found us both covered in paint. I'd grabbed his back and gotten blue all over my hands, which transferred to the sheets, which got on both of us.
"Now I have to start over," he said, laughing.
"Good."
We spent the next hour trying to clean up, which turned into him going down on me in the shower, which turned into me sucking him, which turned into him bending me over the sink while he fucked me from behind, watching us in the mirror.
By the time I had to leave, we'd had sex four times and he'd gotten maybe twenty minutes of actual painting done.
"You're a terrible muse," he said at the door.
"You're a terrible artist. Too easily distracted."
"Can't help it when you're hanging around naked."
I kissed him goodbye and drove home. This was my life now. Stolen hours and paint-stained skin and a body that fully felt like it belonged to me.
But I didn't know how long I could keep it up.
Daniel's mother called on Thursday.
"Family dinner Sunday," she announced, not asked. "Both boys need to be there. Your father has news."
Daniel was on speaker, working on his laptop while she talked. "Sure, Mom. What time?"
"Six. And Sarah, dear, maybe something a bit more formal this time? Were you in jeans last time?”
I looked down at my work clothes, slacks and a blouse that cost more than Nathan probably spent on groceries in a month. "Of course."
When Daniel hung up, he grimaced. "Sorry. She gets like this."
"It's fine."
"And she asked Nathan too, so that'll be interesting."
My stomach flipped. “Maybe he might not come."
"Oh, he'll come. Mom uses the guilt thing. Works every time." Daniel went back to his laptop. "Fair warning, it's probably going to be awkward."
He didn’t know the half of it.
Sunday I spent an hour getting ready. I changed three times, finally settling on a navy dress that Daniel's mother had complimented before. I straightened my hair, put on the pearl earrings Daniel had given me for our anniversary.
In the mirror I looked like exactly the kind of woman who belonged at a family dinner in the suburbs. Nothing like the woman who'd been on her knees in a garage three days ago, paint smeared across her breasts, cum dribbling down her chin, laughing like she was drunk.
The drive to Daniel's parents' house took forty minutes. It’s a large colonial, perfect lawn, dual Mercedes in the driveway. Daniel's father had done something in finance before retiring. His mother did charity work and hosted book clubs.
We pulled up at 5:58. Daniel believed in being exactly on time.
His mother answered the door in a cream-colored pantsuit, her hair perfectly styled. "Daniel, Sarah, come in. Your father's in the study."
The house smelled like roasted chicken and furniture polish. Everything was beige and cream and carefully coordinated. It was an interior designer's showroom of a life.
"Is Nathan here?" Daniel asked.
"In the kitchen. He actually showed up on time for once. Miracles do happen." She said it lightly, smiling, but there was an edge underneath.
We walked into the kitchen and my heart stopped.
Nathan was leaning against the counter holding a beer, wearing dark jeans and a button-down shirt that looked like he'd owned it since college. His hair was long but combed. He had paint under his fingernails, but it looked like he tried at least.
He looked up when we walked in and our eyes met. For one terrible, perfect second, everything else disappeared.
Then Daniel was crossing the room, doing that weird half-hug thing men like him do. "Didn't think you'd actually show."
"Mom said it was important." Nathan's voice was steady but I could see the tension in his shoulders.
Daniel's father came in, tall, silver-haired, wearing a golf shirt and khakis. He shook Daniel's hand, kissed my cheek, and nodded at Nathan. "Good to see you, son."
"You too, Dad." He matched him sardonic tone for sardonic tone.
We moved to the dining room. Daniel's mother had set the table with china and crystal like this was a state dinner instead of Sunday night with family. I ended up across from Nathan, which meant I had to look at him or deliberately avoid looking at him for the next two hours.
I chose avoiding.
Daniel's father poured wine, something expensive that he explained at length. Daniel's mother brought out the chicken, roasted vegetables, and potatoes that all looked like they'd been arranged for a magazine photo shoot, not something we were meant to eat.
"So," Daniel's father said once we were all seated. "I have an announcement. Your mother and I have decided to sell the house in Vermont."
Daniel looked up from his plate. "The lake house? Why?"
"Not using it enough to justify the upkeep. We've had an offer, a very good price. We're going to take it and put the money toward a place in Florida. Someplace we can go in the winters."
"That makes sense," Daniel said. "The Vermont place was always more of a summer thing anyway."
His mother smiled. "We're so glad you understand. Of course, we wanted to tell you boys first." She looked at Nathan. "Though I suppose it matters more to Daniel, since you never used it much anyway."
Nathan took a drink of wine. "No. Guess not."
"How is the painting thing going?" Daniel's father asked, in the tone of someone asking about a hobby, not a career. He made sure to wear the expression of someone trying so hard.
"Fine. Good actually. I had a gallery show last month.”
“A show?” His mother's eyebrows raised. "Where?"
"A coffee shop downtown."
I watched her expression carefully rearrange itself, maintaining the smile while something dismissive flickered in her eyes. "How nice. I'm sure that was educational."
"It was. I sold three pieces."
"Well, that's wonderful!” she said in the exact tone she might use for a child bringing home a finger painting. "And are you still doing your carpentry work?"
"When I need to make rent, sure.”
"Such a useful skill to have." She turned to Daniel. "Speaking of which, how's the new house? Sarah, you must send me pictures. I've been dying to see what you’re doing with it."
"We haven't really thought about decoration much yet," I said.
"Well, don't wait too long. A house becomes a home only when you put your stamp on it." She took a delicate bite of chicken. "Daniel, your father and I were talking to the Hendersons last week. Their daughter Rebecca just made partner at her firm. You remember Rebecca?"
"From high school? Yeah, vaguely."
"Such an accomplished young woman. Though not nearly as lovely as Sarah, of course." She smiled at me. "You two really are the perfect match. Good careers, beautiful home. Everything falling into place exactly as it should."
I felt Nathan's eyes on me but didn't look up from my plate.
"Nathan, are you still in that garage?" his father asked. "Behind the rental property?"
“My studio you mean? Yeah, pops, still there.”
"Seems like it might be time to think about a more permanent living situation. You're not getting any younger."
"I'm thirty-one, Dad."
"Exactly my point." His father cut into his chicken with precise movements. "When I was your age, I had a house, a wife, a career trajectory. You can't live like a college student forever."
"I'm not living like a college student. I'm living like an artist."
"Yes, well." His father's tone said everything about what he thought of that distinction. "Daniel was just telling us they got the house appraised above asking price. Real estate is an excellent investment right now."
"Good for Daniel."
The edge in Nathan's voice was subtle, but I heard it. So did his mother.
"Now, Nathan, don't be like that. Your brother has worked very hard to build a stable life. There's no shame in following his example."
"I'm not ashamed of anything."
"Of course not, dear." She reached over and patted his hand like he was a child. "We're very proud of your artistic pursuits. It's just that at some point, hobbies need to make room for real responsibilities don’t they.”
I watched Nathan's jaw tighten. His hand on his wine glass tensed.
"It's not a hobby," I said.
Everyone looked at me.
"I'm sorry?" Daniel's mother's smile was still in place but her eyes were sharp as knives on me.
"Nathan's painting. It's not a hobby. It's his profession. He sold pieces at the gallery show. People are buying his work."
"A coffee shop isn't quite a gallery, dear," she said gently, like she was correcting a small misunderstanding.
"It was a gallery show at a coffee shop. And he just sold two more pieces to a collector." I had no idea if this was true but I kept going. "His work is getting recognized."
"Well, that's lovely," she said, in that same dismissive tone. "But selling a few paintings here and there isn't quite the same as a career with benefits and security, is it?"
“Maybe not everyone measures success the same way," I said.
Daniel touched my arm. "Sarah."
I looked at him, then at his mother's carefully composed face, then at his father's expression of mild disapproval. Then finally at Nathan, who was staring at me with something I couldn't read in his eyes.
"I'm just saying," I continued, my voice quieter now, "that making art is a valid career. It's what he's good at. What he's passionate about."
"Of course it is," Daniel's mother said smoothly. "And we support Nathan in his pursuits. We just worry about practical things. Like health insurance. Retirement savings. The kinds of things that matter as you get older."
"Mom," Nathan said quietly. "It's fine. Drop it."
"I'm not attacking you, sweetheart. I'm just being realistic. Someone has to be." She turned back to me. "Sarah, you understand, don't you? You went to Yale, you have a real career. You understand the importance of financial stability."
I looked at Nathan again. He was staring at his plate, his shoulders tight, his whole body language radiating severe discomfort. I wanted to reach across the table and take his hand. I wanted to tell his mother that I'd seen his work, really looked at it, and it was miles better than anything hanging in her carefully curated house. I wanted to say that I'd watched him paint and it was like watching someone speak in a language the rest of us don’t even know exists.
Instead I said, "Yes. I understand."
The conversation moved on. Daniel's father talked about the Florida property they were looking at. His mother discussed the charity gala she was organizing. Daniel talked about work, about the promotion he was up for, and they hung on every word of his.
Nathan remained mostly silent. When he did speak, his mother found small ways to diminish it. When he mentioned an article about art sales being up, she said "How interesting" in a tone that meant the opposite. When he talked about another artist he knew from school now in the MOMA, his father changed the subject to ask Daniel about his 401k strategy.
I watched them do it strip by strip, watched them take Nathan down smaller and smaller, watched him shrink into himself, watched the confident man I knew who attacked his blank canvases with menacing courage, disappear into someone younger, someone still trying to prove himself to his parents who could never be impressed.
And I watched Daniel not notice a thing. Or worse, participate in it. When Nathan mentioned he was invited to apply for a residency program, Daniel laughed and said, "You mean like going back to school? That worked out so well last time."
Nathan's hand tightened on his fork but he didn't respond.
"Daniel," I said sharply.
He looked at me, surprised. "What? I'm joking."
"It wasn't funny."
An awkward silence fell over the table. Daniel's mother stood up. "Who wants dessert? I made that chocolate cake you boys used to love."




Chapter 12

In the kitchen, Daniel pulled me aside while his mother was cutting cake.
"What's going on with you?" he asked quietly.
"Nothing."
"You've been defending Nathan all night. It's weird."
"I'm not defending him. I'm just, your family is kind of hard on him."
"We're not hard on him. We're realistic. Someone has to be." He lowered his voice. "Look, I love my brother, but he's wasting his life. Someone needs to tell him that."
"Maybe he's not wasting it. Maybe he's just living it differently than you."
Daniel stared at me. "Since when do you care about Nathan's life choices?"
"I don't. I just," I struggled for words that wouldn't give me away. "I just think people should be allowed to pursue what makes them happy."
"Even if it means living in a garage at thirty-one?"
"Maybe he's perfectly happy in that garage."
"Then he has low standards." Daniel shook his head. "Come on. Let's just get through dessert and then we can go home."
Back at the table, Nathan was on his second beer. His mother was talking about the Hendersons again, about how their son just bought a condo downtown.
"Such a smart investment," she said. "Much better than throwing money away on rent." She looked at Nathan. "You've been in that garage for what, four years now?"
"Four years."
"All that money, just gone. Nothing to show for it."
"I have paintings to show for it."
"Yes, but paintings aren't equity, dear."
I watched Nathan's hand tighten on his beer bottle, watched him nod and take a drink and say “Sorry.” I felt my chest crack.
This was what his family did to him, this was who they made him into, someone small and apologetic for existing differently than they expected.
When we finally left at nine-thirty, Nathan walked out with us. In the driveway, Daniel said something about a conference call in the morning and went to warm up the car.
Nathan and I stood there alone for the first time all night.
"Thank you," he said quietly. "For earlier. You didn't have to do that."
"They're awful to you."
"They're not awful. They're just, " He shrugged. "They're them, they’re family.”
"You don't have to defend them."
"I'm not defending them. I'm used to it." He looked at me, and in the porch light I could see the exhaustion in his face. “But this is why I don't come to these things."
"I don't blame you."
"Sarah.”
"I should go. Daniel's waiting."
But I didn't move and neither did he. We stood there in his parents' driveway, two feet apart, everything we couldn't say hanging between us.
"Wednesday?" he asked, so quietly I almost didn't hear it.
"Wednesday."
I got in the car and Daniel pulled out waving to Nathan in the rearview mirror. I turned around and watched him standing there in the driveway, getting smaller and smaller, until we turned the corner and he disappeared.
"That was brutal," Daniel said. "Mom really went after him tonight."
"You did too."
"I was joking. He knows that."
“Does he?"
Daniel glanced at me. "What's your deal? You've been weird all night."
"I just think you should be nicer to your brother."
"I am nice to him. I love him. I just wish he'd get his act together."
"Maybe his act is together. Maybe it's just different from yours."
"Living in a garage and selling paintings for two hundred dollars isn't having your act together, Sarah. It's called being broke and calling it being an artist..”
I turned to look out the window so he wouldn't see my face. "You don't understand him."
"I understand him fine. I've known him my whole life."
But you don't see him, I wanted to say. You don't see the way he looks when he's painting, the way his hands move, the way he transforms pain into something so beautiful. You don't see how alive he is when he's creating something, how completely himself he is.
You don't see him the way I do, I wanted to scream.
"Can we just drop it?" I said.
"Fine by me. I don't expect to spend the whole drive home talking about him.”
So we drove in silence. When we got home, Daniel went straight to his laptop to prep for his morning call. I went upstairs and lay on our bed in the dark.
My phone buzzed.
Nathan: You okay?
I stared at the message for a long time before typing back: Are you?
Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again.
I'm used to it.
That doesn't make it okay.
A pause. Then: Thank you for defending me. No one's done that in a long time.
I shouldn't have had to.
Another pause. Longer this time.
I keep thinking about you across from me at dinner. Wanting to touch you and knowing I couldn't.
I closed my eyes, my heart aching. Me too.
Wednesday feels far away.
I know.
I heard Daniel coming and quickly deleted the messages.
"You ready for bed?" he asked from the doorway.
"Yeah. Tired."
He got ready for bed talking about the conference call, about work, about the house his parents were selling. I made appropriate sounds and stared at the ceiling.
When he finally fell asleep, I lay there thinking about Nathan standing in that driveway, thinking about how they'd made him so small, thinking about how badly I wanted to tell him he wasn't what they said he was.
Wednesday I left work early and drove to the garage like I was going home. Because in a way, I was.
Nathan opened the door and I fell into his arms.
"Hey," he said, surprised. "What's wrong?"
"Sunday was so awful. The way they talked to you.”
"It's fine. It's always like that."
"It's not fine." I pulled back to look at him. "They treat you like you're something less. Like what you do doesn't matter."
"To them, it doesn't."
"Well, it should."
He smiled, but it was sad. "This is my life, Sarah. My family thinks I'm a failure. My brother has everything figured out. And I’m,” he gestured around the garage. "I'm this mess.”
"This is more than enough to be,” I said fiercely. "You're enough."
He looked at me for a long moment. Then he kissed me, deep and slow, and I tasted something desperate in it.
We didn't make it to the bed. He pressed me against the door and pulled up my dress, and we fucked right there, urgent and raw, like we were both trying to erase Sunday night.
His hands were everywhere, gripping my hips, sliding up my thighs, yanking my panties down to my knees, pulling me harder against him. I wrapped my legs around him and buried my face in his neck, breathing him in, paint and soap and all, the heady mixture of smells I'd come to associate with feeling real, with feeling like myself.
"I couldn't stop thinking about you sitting across from me," he said against my throat, his words coming out ragged between thrusts. "Wearing that fucking dress. Being his."
"I'm not his.” But I couldn't go on because I was. I was Daniel's. On paper, in reality, in every way that mattered to the outside world. I wore his ring even though we weren't engaged, lived in his condo even though both our names were on the contract, played the role of his partner at family dinners where his brother sat across from me pretending we were strangers to each other.
Nathan thrust harder and I cried out, my head hitting the door. He didn't slow down. He went faster, more desperate, like he was trying to prove something or claim something or maybe just remind us both that this was real, whatever this was.
"Say my name," he said.
"Nathan.”
"Again."
"Nathan."
He groaned and shifted the angle, going deeper, hitting that spot inside me that made everything else disappear, and I felt tears prickling at my eyes though I couldn't have said why. It felt too good and hurt too much and I wanted it to never stop and I wanted to run far away from him and I wanted to stay here forever in this garage where nothing else existed except our bodies and this connection that was becoming harder and harder to pretend was just physical.
When I came it was with a sob caught in my throat, something between pleasure and grief, and he followed seconds later, his face buried in my shoulder, his fingers digging into my hips hard enough to leave marks I'd have to hide tomorrow when Daniel saw me undressed.
We stayed like that for a long moment, still joined, both of us breathing hard. The space heater hummed in the corner. He lowered me carefully to my feet and pulled out, and I felt his release sliding down my thigh, warm and wet and proof of what we'd just done.
"Come here," he said, taking my hand and leading me toward the bathroom.
He turned on the shower, just a small stall, barely big enough for one person let alone two, the kind of shower you'd find in a cheap apartment or a converted garage. But we both got in anyway, pressed together under the spray, and he washed me carefully, gently, his hands so different from moments ago when they'd been claiming and possessing.
I watched the water run down his chest, following the lines of muscle that came from carpentry work rather than a gym membership, the paint stains that never quite washed out no matter how hard he scrubbed. He had a scar on his shoulder I'd never asked about. A tattoo on his ribs that looked like it had been done in someone's kitchen, the lines slightly uneven but somehow more real for it.
"What are you thinking?" he asked, running soap over my shoulders and down my arms with a tenderness that made my chest ache.
"That I don't know anything about you. Not really."
"What do you want to know?"
"Everything." I meant it. I told him I wanted to know his whole life, every story, every scar, every choice that had led him to this garage and this moment. I wanted to know what he'd been like as a child, what he dreamed about, what scared him, what made him laugh at three in the morning when he couldn't sleep.
He smiled, but it was sad and small and reminded me too much of how he'd looked at his parents' dinner table. "That's a lot of nothing to know about."
"Don't do that." I put my hand on his chest, felt his heartbeat under my palm. "Don't make yourself small like they do."
He cupped my face in his hands, water streaming over both of us, his thumbs brushing my cheekbones. "I'm not making myself small. I'm being realistic. I'm thirty-one and I live in a garage and I paint pictures most people will never see. That's not me being small. That's just the facts."
"Those aren't the facts that matter."
"Then what facts matter?"




Chapter 13

I didn't know how to answer that. That he made me feel alive? That when I was with him I felt like myself in a way I never did anywhere else? That I'd started measuring my life in the hours between when I could see him again? That everything else felt like going through the motions while this, these stolen hours with paint under my fingernails and his hands on my skin, felt like the only time I was actually living?
Or that his paintings bled through the canvas, that they spoke, they screamed, they beat like there were hearts somewhere inside them. I wanted to tell him that his pictures would be here long after his brother’s 401ks were gone, long after his parents were buried, long after anyone bothered to remember anything about all of them, or me.
Instead of answering, I kissed him. He kissed me back softly, thoroughly, like we had all the time in the world instead of a few stolen hours before I had to go back to my other life.
We got out and dried off with towels that had seen better days, and he gave me one of his t-shirts to wear. It was soft and worn and smelled like him, and I wanted to steal it, take it home, sleep in it every night even though I knew I never could. I pulled it over my head and it fell to mid-thigh, and he looked at me wearing his clothes in his space and something passed over his face.
He pulled on boxer briefs and we went to the bed. It was only six-thirty but it felt later, like we'd lived a whole day in the last hour, or like we'd crossed some threshold we couldn't uncross.
"I'm sorry about Sunday," I said, settling against him with my back to his chest, fitting into him like we'd been doing this for years instead of weeks.
"You didn't do anything."
"I should have said more. Defended you more."
"You shouldn't have had to defend me at all." He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me closer. "And honestly, you said more than you should have. Daniel's going to think it's weird."
"Let him think it's weird."
"Sarah.”
"I couldn’t stand watching them treat you like that." I could feel my voice getting tight, emotional in a way I hadn't expected. "Like you're some kind of failure because you don't have a mortgage and a retirement plan."
"To them, I am a failure."
"You're not."
"How would you know?" He said it gently, but there was a real question in it, a real curiosity about what I thought I understood about his life. "You've known me for what, two months? You've seen me here, in this space, doing what I love. But you don't know what it's like day to day. The rejection, the doubt, the wondering if I'm just delusional. If my parents are right and I'm wasting my life."
I turned over to face him, needing to see his eyes. "Do you believe that?"
"Sometimes." He traced a finger down my cheek following the line of my jaw. "And then you show up and look at me like I'm not crazy, and I can breathe again."
Something in my chest cracked open, something I'd been trying to keep contained for weeks. "Nathan.”
"I know. We're not supposed to talk about it. We're just supposed to fuck and pretend it's simple." He closed his eyes like he couldn't bear to look at me while saying what came next. "But it stopped being simple, didn't it?"
I didn't answer because we both knew it was true, because anything I said would only make it more real, more dangerous, more impossible to walk away from.
"What are we doing?" he asked quietly, his eyes still closed.
"I don't know."
"You're going to go home to him. To your house and your life and your future. And I'm going to stay here." He opened his eyes and looked at me, and the vulnerability in his expression made my heart tear. "And we're both going to pretend that's fine."
"Nathan.”
"It's okay. I knew what this was when it started. I just.” He stopped, swallowed hard enough that I could see his throat slide. "I didn't know it would feel like this."
"Like what?"
"Like you're the only real thing in my life."
I felt tears burning behind my eyes, hot and immediate. "You can't say things like that."
"Why not? It's true."
"Because it makes everything harder."
"It's already hard, Sarah. We're just finally being honest about it."
We lay there in silence, wrapped around each other in his chaos of a studio, and I felt the weight of everything we weren't saying crushing down on both of us. The future we couldn't have. The present we were stealing. The lies I was telling and would keep telling because I didn't know how to stop.
"Tell me about this scar," I said finally, needing to change the subject, needing to talk about anything except what we were actually feeling. "On your shoulder."
He was quiet for a moment, his fingers tracing patterns on my back. "I got into a fight. Some guy at a bar said something about some girl. Called her a whore. I was drunk and stupid and I took a swing at him. His friend had a bottle."
"Jesus."
"Seventeen stitches. Dad said it was exactly what I deserved for starting fights over sluts. He said the last word in his father's voice, the dismissive tone I'd heard at dinner. "He drove me to the hospital and lectured me the whole way about wasting my life and getting into bar fights like some kind of degenerate."
"I hate them," I said, and I meant it. I hated his parents for making him feel small, hated Daniel for not standing up for him, hated myself for sitting at that dinner table and not saying more.
"They're not that bad. They just, they don't understand me. They never have." His hand kept moving on my back, soothing circles that were probably meant to comfort me but felt more like he was trying to comfort himself. "They had this plan for me. Good school, good career, good marriage. And I fucked it all up by wanting to make art."
"Daniel doesn't understand either."
"Daniel's my brother. He loves me in his way. He just thinks love means telling me to get my shit together." He was quiet for a moment. "What do you think love means?"
The question hung in the air between us, dangerous and loaded. I could feel my heart beating too fast, could feel the answer forming before I was ready to say it.
He answered himself. “I think it means seeing someone exactly as they are and wanting them anyway," he said. "Not who they could be or should be or might be if they just tried harder. Just who they are, right now, in this moment."
I couldn't breathe. We were crossing lines we'd carefully avoided, saying things out loud that we'd only hinted at before, and I didn't know how to uncross them or if I even wanted to.
"I should go," I said, my voice barely a whisper.
"It's only seven."
"I know. But I, I need to go."
He didn't argue. He just watched me get dressed, his eyes following every movement as I pulled off his t-shirt and put on my own clothes, transforming back into the version of myself that existed outside this garage. When I was ready, he walked me to the door.
"When can I see you again?" he asked.
"I don't know."
He grabbed my wrist, not hard but firm enough to stop me from leaving. "Sarah. When?"
"I don't know," I said again, and this time my voice cracked, something breaking open inside me.
He let go of my wrist and cupped my face instead, tilting it up so I had to look at him. "What's happening right now?"
"I don't know. I can't think. I just, I need space to think."
"About what?"
About everything. About what we were doing. About Daniel and the house and the future I was supposed to want. About Nathan and this garage and the way I felt when I was with him. About how I couldn't keep living two lives and how I didn't know how to choose. About how I was pretty sure I was falling in love with him and that terrified me more than anything else.
"Just space," I said with a broken voice. “Please.”
"Okay."
But I could see the fear in his eyes, the same fear I was feeling. "Text me later? So I know you're okay?"
I nodded and left, and I made it to my car before I fell apart.
I sat there in the parking spot I'd come to think of as mine over the past two months, my hands gripping the steering wheel, tears running down my face and dripping onto my dress. I couldn't start the car. I couldn't make myself put it in drive and leave and go back to my other life.
But I couldn't go back inside either, couldn't go back to Nathan and tell him what I was really feeling because that would make it real and once it was real I'd have to do something about it.
I pulled out my phone and stared at the screen through blurry vision. Daniel had texted an hour ago: Working late. Order whatever you want for dinner.
Simple. Uncomplicated. He was working late, I should order dinner, everything was normal and fine and exactly as it should be. He probably hadn't even noticed I'd been gone for hours, probably wouldn't notice if I came home smelling like someone else's soap and wearing the evidence of Nathan's hands on my hips.
I opened my messages with Nathan and typed: I can't do this anymore.
I stared at the message for a long time, my finger hovering over send, trying to imagine what would happen if I pressed it. Would he accept it? Fight for me? Tell me he understood? Tell me he felt the same way?
Then I deleted it and typed: I'm falling for you.
I stared at that one too, imagining sending it, imagining his response, imagining what would come after. The conversation we'd have to have. The choices we'd have to make. The lives we'd have to blow up.
Delete.
I'm so confused.
Delete.
I don't know what to do.
Delete.
Finally I just put the phone down and pressed my forehead against the steering wheel, my whole body shaking with sobs.
I thought about Daniel. Safe, reliable Daniel who loved me in his careful, measured way, who'd never surprised me or challenged me or made me feel anything too intensely. He who wanted the same things I was supposed to want, the house, the career, the planned-out future that looked good on paper but felt like dying slowly.
We fit together on paper. We made sense. Our parents approved. Our friends thought we were perfect for each other. We'd built a life that looked exactly like it should, that checked all the boxes, that would make anyone looking from the outside think we had it all figured out.
And I felt nothing when I was with him. Nothing except the vague anxiety that I was playing a role in someone else's story, reading lines someone else had written, living a life that belonged to a different version of me.
Then I thought about Nathan. Broke, uncertain Nathan who lived in a garage and made art that might never be seen by more than a handful of people. He who had no plan, no security, no future that anyone would call stable, Nathan who his own family looked at with a mixture of contempt and disappointment.
But who made me feel like I was on fire. Who looked at me like I was something precious. Who touched me like he was trying to memorize me. Who talked to me like my thoughts mattered, my opinions had weight, my presence changed things. Who made me laugh and made me think and made me feel like I was finally myself instead of some carefully constructed version designed to please everyone else.
Who I was pretty sure I was falling in love with.
The thought hit me like a physical blow, stealing what little breath I had left.
Love.
Not just attraction or lust or the excitement of something forbidden. Love. Real, terrifying, life-changing love. The kind of love that made you rearrange your entire existence around. The kind of love that people wrote songs about and made terrible decisions for. The kind of love I'd never felt for Daniel despite two years together and a mortgage and a shared future.
I picked up my phone again and looked at Nathan's contact information. I could text him right now. Tell him I was coming back in. Tell him I was done with Daniel, done with the house, done with the life that felt like a cage I'd built for myself out of other people's expectations.
I could walk away from everything I'd built and choose him instead. Choose the uncertainty and the struggle and the disapproval of everyone I knew. Choose feeling alive over feeling safe.
My finger hovered over his name.




Chapter 14

Then I thought about actually doing it. About telling Daniel. About his face when I explained I was leaving him for his brother, of all people. About his parents' reactions when they found out. About my own parents, who thought Daniel was the best thing that had ever happened to me, who'd been so proud when I told them we were buying a house together.
About my job, my career, the Yale degree I'd worked so hard for. About the house we'd just bought, the mortgage in both our names, the financial mess of untangling our lives. About the practical realities of throwing away a stable life for a man who could barely afford groceries and lived in a garage.
About how everyone would look at me. What they'd say. The judgments, the gossip, the knowledge that I'd be the woman who destroyed a family for great sex and some pretty words about art. The woman who threw away a perfectly good life because she couldn't be satisfied with what she had.
I put the phone down again.
This wasn't a choice between two men, I realized. This was a choice between two completely different lives, two completely different versions of myself.
The Sarah who stayed with Daniel would have security, respect, a future that made sense to everyone around her. She'd have the approval of everyone who mattered. She'd be fine. Maybe not happy, but fine. Comfortable. Safe. Living a life that looked perfect from the outside even if it felt empty on the inside.
The Sarah who chose Nathan would have what, exactly? Uncertainty? Struggle? The disapproval of everyone she knew? Financial instability? And for what, some beautiful hours in a converted garage and a connection that felt real but might not survive when it had to exist in the actual world where rent needed to be paid and families had to be faced and practical realities couldn't be ignored?
But, oh, would that Sarah feel alive! Would she wake up excited about the day ahead instead of dreading it. Would she feel seen and known and wanted for who she actually was, not for who she was supposed to be. Would she get to explore who she might become if she stopped trying to be who everyone else expected.
I didn't know which Sarah I wanted to be. I didn't know which Sarah I was brave enough to be.
My phone buzzed and I jumped, my heart racing. Nathan: You ok?
I stared at the message through fresh tears, everything in me wanting to tell him the truth, that I wasn't okay, that I was falling apart, that I was in love with him and terrified of what that meant.
Then another text: I'm worried about you. Please just let me know you're safe.
The simple concern in his words, the fact that he was worried about me while I sat here having a breakdown about whether to blow up both our lives, made me cry harder. I typed with shaking hands: I'm ok. Just need to think.
The response came immediately: About us?
About everything, I wrote back, which was both true and the biggest understatement of my life.
Three dots appeared, then disappeared, then appeared again. The pause stretched out so long I thought maybe he'd decided not to respond at all. Finally: I know what to do.
What did that mean? I knew he must be terrified of what I might decide. My whole body shook and I couldn't stop. I couldn't breathe. I could only feel everything all at once, love and fear and guilt and desire and confusion and grief for the life I might have to give up no matter what I chose.
There was no path forward that didn't involve losing something. If I stayed with Daniel, I lost Nathan and this feeling and any chance of being who I really was. If I chose Nathan, I lost everything else, my stability, my family's approval, the life I'd spent years building. I’d lose all good sense.
I sat in that car for over an hour as the sun set completely and the streetlights came on one by one, or most of them anyway. Cars passed by, their headlights washing over me briefly before moving on. The world kept moving while I sat frozen, unable to go forward or back, suspended in this horrible in-between place where every choice felt impossible.
Finally, because I couldn't sit there forever, because my phone was buzzing with another text from Daniel asking where I was, because I had to do something, I started the engine.
But I still didn't know where I was driving to. I pulled out of the spot slowly, carefully, like I was taking a driving test. I came to the end of the street and stopped at the sign.
Left would take me home to Daniel and our home and our life and everything that was safe and known and suffocating.
Right would take me to the hotel, somewhere neutral where I could think about how it could work with Nathan, what I’d have to do to make it work.
Straight was neither, it was no decision at all. Straight was starting over.
I sat there with my turn signal off, my hands gripping the wheel hard enough that my knuckles went white, my heart pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat. Everything felt suspended, like time had stopped, like I could sit here forever in this moment before I had to choose and ruin everything one way or another.
Someone honked behind me and I jumped, startled back into reality. Who was I kidding? There was no real choice and I knew it. I pulled the indicator down and turned left.
Left toward home. Toward Daniel. Toward the life I was already safely invested in.
But halfway there, I pulled over into the parking lot of a closed grocery store and sat there with the engine running, shaking, completely unable to go any further, but unable to go back, either. I couldn't do it. I couldn't go home and pretend everything was normal. I couldn't walk into that house and kiss Daniel hello and eat and talk about our days like I hadn't just fucked his brother madly and realized I was in love with him.
But I couldn't turn around either. I couldn't go back to Nathan and tell him what I was feeling because I wasn’t that brave. I wasn’t like him at all. I knew it was impossible with him in reality.
My phone buzzed again.
Daniel: Where are you? Ordered delivery but you're not home.
Nathan: This is for you. You need to know.
Two texts. Two men. Two completely different futures.
I picked up my phone and stared at both messages, trying to imagine responding to either one, trying to imagine what I would say that wouldn't be a lie or a commitment I wasn't ready to make. My fingers hovered over the keyboard but nothing I typed seemed right. Every word felt like too much or not enough, like a promise or a betrayal or both at once.
I didn't respond to either of them. I could only sit there in that parking lot with the engine running and my phone in my lap, my whole life balanced on a choice between two impossible futures.
I stayed there long enough the grocery store's parking lot lights went dark on some kind of timer. Long enough that Daniel texted again asking if I was okay, and then again saying he was getting worried, and I still couldn't bring myself to respond.
Long enough that I started to wonder if I could just stay here forever, in this car, in this parking lot, suspended between the two lives, never able to choose either one.
A fire engine screamed by and I listened to its tone rise coming at me and fall going away from me and I pondered that as a police car sped by too, without sirens, just lights. Somebody somewhere having a worse day than me, I thought.
I casually leaned over my steering wheel and a column of black smoke caught my attention, rising up through the trees up the road that way, a nearly perfect column, it was such a still night. I wondered what it was, too small to be a house, but big enough to bring the cavalry.
Then I calculated in my mind how it was somewhere about where Nathan’s garage would be and I tapped my steering wheel and sat back from it. No, I thought. His texts came back to me. I know what to do. This is for you. You need to know.
I tried to steer my mind away from it but I looked out there again and the column was larger now, blacker, thicker against the deep purple sky. I could see the amber glow of flames amidst the trees. It wasn’t so far away as I earlier thought.
I shut my eyes, pulled my car into drive, and spun around to face the column of smoke. “Nathan,” I said out loud and I pulled out into the street.
The orange glow was bigger the closer I get to his garage. I came to own spot and found the lights of the fire truck and police car in the tunnel of his winding gravel driveway. My heart fell down through my legs. I could barely open my door. “Nathan!” I cried out loud as in a dream where you have no voice.
I stumbled weakly up his driveway. The fire was out, the garage stood unharmed, and confusion raced through my head like a throbbing headache. I saw Nathan in the yard. Bewildered, I shook my head at him as I pushed passed a firefighter. A police officer bent Nathan over the hood of his car, was pushing his hands in his pockets, searching him, Nathan in cuffs.
“Stand back,” I was ordered.
“I know him,” I said.
“How?”
“I’m . . . “ I paused. “I’m his,” I choked. I saw then what was piled in the yard, now a huge heap of coals still smoking and steaming in places. “Nathan,” I said. I could see through the open door to his studio that his walls were stripped to the wood, his racks were empty.
Amidst the blackened pile in the yard were strips of canvas and threads and bits of framing wood, all broken and burned.
“She’s my sister-in-law,” Nathan finally said in a clear, strong to the officers. He stared so hard at me when he said it, it was like a whole different face I’d never seen before.
I twisted my face at him. No, I had seen that face before. It was the one Daniel wore most times, hard and confident and directed. His father too.
“You want him, you can have him,” the officer said. “You sign off on him, we don’t have to take him in. It’s his own shit, no law against it torching it.”
“I’ll sign,” I said weakly. They took his cuffs off and a firefighter stomped through pile, kicking it over, spraying down whatever he found still smoking. I leaned through the door and looked inside the garage. It was everything. There were no colors left, every tube, every brush, every rag. There wasn’t a pencil or a stick of charcoal left.
One sheet was on the floor, the silly thing I drew, and that he drew with me, and I picked it up, rolled it, slipped it into my inside coat pocket.
I came back out and the officer handed me a sheet. “You taking this?”
I looked at him dumbfounded.
“I’m going to guess he can’t pay,” the man said privately, gesturing to Nathan over his shoulder. “Fee for troubling fire services.” He waved it in front of my eyes as though I was entranced, and I took it, folded it.
The truck left and the police car after it. We were left alone in the yard, Nathan me and the heap of charcoal.
“Nathan, what have you done?” I covered my mouth and nearly fell.
“I made your choice for you,” he said. “Now you’ll able to get on with it.”
“Get on with what, Nathan?”
“Your life, of course.” It was his brother’s voice, his father’s face. There was no Nathan left there.
He went inside his garage and I heard the door creak closed, heard the bolt get thrown. A moment later the light went out.
My phone buzzed and instinctively I pulled it out. Daniel: I don’t know where you are, but I just got the weirdest text from Nathan.
I looked up at the garage and pushed my fingers through my hair, pulled it, twisted it, screamed at it making no sound. I dropped to my knees and came to rest on my calves on the wet grass staring at the smoldering heap.
Look after her. Sarah? Wtf does that even mean?
A tiny ember glowed on the end of a fibre of wood, followed its crazy winding path, and went out when it came to the wet stick it sprang from.
I texted Daniel: I’m okay. I need some time.
I returned to the stop sign. Right, left, or straight ahead? Toward what?
“Don’t know yet. That’s the fun part.”
I smiled to myself and went straight.
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