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Chapter 1

At 7:18, she arrives.

I see her first in the side mirror, a fragment, a dark silhouette made fluid by the city’s sodium glow. She doesn’t hurry, doesn’t glance around. She walks as if the sidewalk is unrolling just for her, stride loose and long. Closer now: tall, hair up in a loose knot, dress too nice for a casual Thursday. The coat she wears is wrong for the weather, light and expensive, more for effect than insulation.

Beautiful. I think to myself, my heart dropping, knowing I already lost to her.

She stops at Jonah’s car, bends at the waist to peer in, then trails her fingers along the hood, lingering on the chrome emblem like she’s tuning an instrument. She moves to the passenger side and the door pops open from within, a practiced, seamless coordination.

The interior light snaps on, briefly overexposing the scene: her profile sharp, mouth painted, one hand in the crook of her elbow, the other clutching a phone. She slides into the seat, and they don’t talk at first, just look at each other, eyes searching, calibrating. I can only imagine Jonah’s reaction - his heart racing with the thrill of the moment. His cock was already rigid for action. I feel my face redden at imagining the entire scene playing out.

I try to hear what they’re saying, but my car is too far away, the windows up, air circulating with the soft scent of my sweat and the deodorizer that Jonah hates. I feel every soundless second, like time stretched on a rack.

Their first words are over in an instant. She laughs—head thrown back, white teeth, hand flicking to touch his shoulder. Then her hand rests there, stays. He grins in response, a grin I haven’t seen in months, not since the Spain trip when he made me laugh so hard sangria shot out my nose.

He leans in, just enough, and she mirrors. They’re not kissing, not yet. This is a preamble, an old choreography. Her hand migrates from his shoulder to his thigh, slow, casual, familiar. He covers it with his own. I realize I clench my thighs, and I release them, surprised by my reaction.

I’m digging my nails into my palm, sharp half-moons blooming red. My stomach spasms and my mouth tastes of copper, but my chest is alive with the opposite of pain—a molten, shameful interest, a need to see how it plays out.

Seeing the love of my life with another woman wasn’t how my day was supposed to go. How did I end up here? The day was a blur.

“Jonah! You fucking cheat.” I can’t help but blurt out as my mind races, and hope no one heard me.

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and recount how I wound up here, stalking my supposedly faithful husband.

#

The phone is still screen-down, which is the first red flag of the morning. That and him not bringing it with him to the bathroom, where he’s gone now, door closed, shower running. I finish my coffee at the kitchen island, perched like a sentry behind a MacBook and an untouched bowl of chia pudding. I scroll through the headlines, but all I see are overlays of the night before: Jonah’s late return, the chemical sharpness of his breath, the red-wine flush that hadn’t quite faded from his cheeks.

He emerges twenty minutes later, towel slung low around his hips, water beading on the cut planes of his chest. He stands in the doorway a beat longer than necessary, expecting me to look up. I oblige.

“Morning,” he says, rubbing his hair with the towel so it spikes in all directions. Manufactured imperfection.

“Morning,” I echo, keeping my face arranged. “Sleep okay?”

He shrugs. “Had the dream again. The one with the teeth.”

We used to talk about our dreams over breakfast, dissect them, spin them into stories for each other. Now it’s just a data point, offered and then filed away.

He pours himself coffee and comes to stand beside me at the island. He’s scrolling, scrolling—email, Slack, some internal dashboard—but keeps the phone tilted away from me. His thumb moves with unconscious mastery.

I say, “Did you finish the audit for the Strickland merger?”

He blinks as if caught cheating on a test, then recovers. “Almost. Just waiting for numbers from the West Coast team. Should have it wrapped up tonight.”

Liar, I think, and hate myself for the word. I’ve become an amateur forensics specialist in the last six months: matching timesheets to call logs, cross-referencing calendar invites, all the little tricks they teach you in True Crime podcasts. My brand of self-harm.

I watch him dress through the lens of the hallway mirror. He selects a suit—a navy one, even though it’s a Wednesday, and their office is only barely above business casual. Cufflinks, tie, then the coup de grâce: a cologne I haven’t seen in years, bought on a vacation to Barcelona back when we still had “us” stories to tell. He applies it delicately, almost ceremonially, and I wonder if he’s dressing for the Harrington account team or for someone who hasn’t heard the punchlines to all his best jokes yet.

“Are you seeing the Harringtons tonight?” I ask, folding my hands over my laptop so I don’t fidget.

He nods, but his attention is on the mirror, smoothing his tie. “Yeah. Dinner at the new place, Roca, in the Loop. Might run late. Don’t wait up?”

I catch the question mark at the end. Subtle. He wants permission, but not enough to look at me while he asks.

“I have reports to review anyway,” I say. “I’ll probably do takeout. Or just fast until tomorrow.” I smile as if this is an inside joke.

He flashes a teeth-baring smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, then pockets his phone and heads for the door. “Love you, Mara.”

My throat tightens. “Love you, too.”

I wait until the elevator chimes and his footsteps fade before I move. My hands are shaking, just a little, so I rest them flat on the counter and inhale through my nose until I feel something like baseline. I used to think anxiety was a mood. Now I know it’s a shape, a density. It changes the specific gravity of every room I enter.

The first thing I do is call Lila.

She picks up on the third ring, her voice thick with sleep and honey. “You’re up early, babe.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I say, keeping my tone light. “I need to run something by you.”

She yawns, the sound intimate through the phone. “If it’s about Jonah, just say it. Don’t make me play twenty questions.”

I close my eyes and picture her kitchen, the scattering of crystals on the windowsill, the mug she always uses that says “Trust Your Gut” in gold script. “Am I being crazy?” I ask. “About the Harrington thing?”

Lila’s laugh is bright and warm. “You? Never. But your definition of ‘paranoid’ is about three standard deviations from the mean.”

I almost smile. “He left his phone here. Didn’t take it into the bathroom.”

“Jesus,” she says, instantly alert. “That’s new.”

“And he’s using the Barcelona cologne again.”

A pause. “He wore that when he met you, didn’t he?”

“First date,” I confirm, remembering the heady rush of that night, how I’d cataloged every detail for future replay.

“Classic move,” Lila says. “He’s trying to impress someone. The question is, is it professional or personal?”

“Why does it have to be either-or?” I say, more bitterly than intended.

Lila makes a soft tsking noise. “I’ll say this: your instincts are never wrong. But they’re not always right for the reasons you think. Sometimes it’s the symptom, not the disease.”

I absorb this, rolling the words around in my head. “What if I’m just bored?” I ask, voice low.

Lila snorts. “You? You’d start a cult just to see how the data shakes out. Listen, you want me to dig around on the Harringtons? I can have something by lunchtime.”

“No. I just needed…perspective.”

“Perspective granted, babe. Now, go do something productive. Wallowing is for Saturdays.”

I hang up and exhale, the apartment feeling even bigger and emptier than before.

Now comes the evidence collection. It’s embarrassing how quickly I slip into the pattern: bedroom first, checking the edges of drawers for new scratches, the position of his watch on the nightstand, the tension in the sheets on his side of the bed. Everything is as it should be, which is itself a kind of clue.

Bathroom next. I scan the garbage for new receipts, traces of makeup not my own, errant hairs of a color not found in my genome. Nothing. The cologne bottle is exactly three milliliters lighter than it was last week, but that’s just a guess.

I checked the pockets of his gym bag—no condoms, no bar receipts, just a protein bar and a neatly folded phone charger. The medicine cabinet yields only the usual vitamins, ibuprofen, his special sleep supplement that I once researched for side effects (none). I even take a sample of his toothbrush bristles, just in case. I could run a DNA test, but I know I won’t.

In the living room, I turn on his laptop and hover my fingers over the keyboard. I know the password, of course. He changed it last week, but I have software for this. I get in. Nothing on the desktop, nothing in the browser history. He’s started using Incognito mode, which is both insulting and adorable. I poke through his recent documents, his Slack messages, his LinkedIn—he’s updated his profile photo, and the new one is a close crop of his face, all jawline and earnest blue eyes. I stare at it for a full minute, searching for meaning in the pixels.

The kitchen is last. I scan the trash for wine corks, unusual takeout containers, wrappers from foods he doesn’t eat. There’s an empty bottle of wine, the expensive stuff, from Tuesday night. We were supposed to share it on our anniversary, but I ended up on a call with Singapore until midnight, and he drank it alone. At least he didn’t lie about that.

My body aches, a bone-deep tiredness. From the window, I watch the city as the sun breaks the horizon. I can see the building where Jonah’s office is, a glass shard in a cluster of glass shards. I imagine him there, already at his desk, sleeves rolled up, making people laugh in a way that makes them want to be him or be near him. Maybe both.

I make a list of explanations, pro and con, and type them out on my phone. Under “pro,” I write: Work is stressful; wants to impress clients; maybe he's planning a surprise for me; growing pains of a long-term marriage. Under “con,” I write: He’s done this before.

I delete the list.

By 7:30, I’m dressed and ready for the office, hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, makeup applied with surgical precision. I look at myself in the mirror and try to see what Jonah saw when he first fell in love with me. I came up empty. All I see is the woman who spends her mornings dusting for fingerprints and analyzing silences.

Before I leave, I write him a note on our little magnetic whiteboard by the fridge: “Dinner’s on you tonight. I expect the good stuff. XO, M.”

I’m not sure if I mean it as a joke or a test, but it doesn’t matter. I erase it and walk out the door, locking up behind me even though he’ll never notice if I don’t.

He’s cheating. You know he is.

The office is all glass and open plan, the illusion of transparency enforced by rows of see-through partitions and collaborative whiteboards no one actually uses. I settle into my cubicle by the window, which I fought hard to get, and let my body go through the motions of starting the workday: laptop open, dual monitors powered up, inbox summoned with a single keystroke. But my mind is elsewhere, feeding itself on the spreadsheet of Jonah’s behavior over the past three months, every row a new anomaly, every cell a sliver of doubt.

Cell A3: April 18th, skipped gym, claimed exhaustion, but Strava shows a three-mile run at 6:18 pace. Cell B5: New contacts added to his phone, all with bland placeholder names—“Consultant,” “Service Rep.” Cell C7: Purchased flowers online, delivered to his office, not our apartment. No card. No explanation.

I copy-paste the data into my mental dashboard and try to overlay it with the normal, the plausible, the kind. I want the pattern to be harmless, want the conclusion to be nothing more than a stressed husband juggling too much at work. But the heat map keeps pulsing red.

My first real interruption comes at 9:42, when Imran hovers beside my desk with a coffee in each hand. He’s wearing the same navy v-neck as last week, hair a little mussed, and there’s a fleck of whiteboard marker on his left cheekbone. He looks like a kid playing grown-up.

“For you,” he says, extending a cup. “Quad Americano, no room. Extra hot, extra bitter.”

I take it, my hands brushing his with the static zing of too much caffeine and not enough sleep. “You have a gift for picking up on the little things,” I say, because it’s true. Imran collects trivia about people like other guys collect vinyl or whiskey.

He lowers his voice. “You’ve been staring at that dashboard for—” he checks his watch, theatrical “—twenty-seven minutes. You okay?”

I flash the practiced “I’m fine” smile, which usually works on everyone except Lila. “Just stuck on the Thompson campaign. I think the response data is dirty, but I can’t pin down where.” I pivot the monitor so he can see the graph, a wall of inscrutable color bands.

He leans in, scanning with actual intent. “Did you try segmenting by device type? Sometimes the mobile users throw off the whole curve.”

“Good catch,” I say, though I’d already considered it. I just want him to feel useful.

He sips his own coffee, eyes flicking back to me. “Seriously, Mara. You need anything?”

I shrug, maybe a little too casually. “Just another twelve hours in the day.” My phone vibrates, a phantom buzz, but when I check, it’s nothing. I tuck it under my thigh so I won’t look again for at least ten minutes.

Imran waits a beat, then steps back. “Let me know if you want to grab lunch. Or, you know, want me to run interference if Lorraine comes around with those death-by-PowerPoint slides.”

“I owe you,” I say, then turn back to my screen before he can say anything else.

The rest of the morning is a game of hide and seek with my attention span. I draft three client memos, schedule a call with Legal, and rewrite an ad for vegan pet food that makes me question all of my life choices. Every twenty minutes, I open Jonah’s shared calendar. Every time, it’s packed with plausible meetings, color-coded and innocuous. I try to reverse-engineer his lies, but he’s a pro—never overplays, never under communicates, just the right amount of “running late” and “see you soon.”

At 11:16, my phone dings for real. I snatch it up.

Jonah: “Can’t do dinner. Harringtons are running late. Home after ten.”

No “sorry,” no “miss you.” Just pure logistics.

I type out a reply, then delete it. Instead, I add the message to the top of my spreadsheet.

By two o’clock, my whole body is tight with anticipation and caffeine. I meet Imran in the breakroom for a five-minute lunch—protein bar and tap water, no eye contact. He tells me a story about his cousin’s wedding in Mumbai, how the bride’s family hired undercover detectives to vet the groom’s bachelor party. I laugh at the punchline but don’t remember a single detail.

“You ever think people can be too curious for their own good?” I ask him, fiddling with the wrapper of my protein bar.

Imran thinks about it. “Curiosity is just information-seeking. Better to know the ugly truth than live with beautiful lies.”

“Not everyone feels that way,” I say, and realize I’m one of them.

At 4:15, I have my mind made up. I’m not going home tonight. I’ll follow Jonah, see where the lie takes me. There’s a gym bag under my desk, always packed for emergencies. I slip into the bathroom and change: black leggings, a hoodie, nondescript sneakers. I pull my hair into a messy knot and use foundation to dull the sharpness of my cheekbones. It’s not a disguise, but it’s close.

No one bats an eye as I leave early. I make up a migraine, and Lorraine waves me off with a pillowy sigh and a lecture about self-care.

The drive to Jonah’s office is uneventful, traffic a steady blur of red and white. I park two levels below street in a garage I know he uses, and position my car near the exit ramp, sight lines clear. I kill the engine, crack a window, and wait.

It’s colder down here, even in summer. The air is thick with exhaust and the faint chemical sweetness of antifreeze. I scroll through my phone, but the only messages are from Lila—two memes about 90s TV shows, a third that just says, “u got this.”

I want to tell her what I’m doing, but I don’t. Not yet.

At 6:37, Jonah’s car appears. He drives slowly, methodically, looking neither left nor right. He pulls out of the garage and heads east, toward the river. I let two cars slip between us before I follow, adrenaline sharp and electrifying.

The streets are a grid of golden hour, shadows long and perfect. Jonah’s taillights are easy to track. I keep my distance, every turn a measured risk, every stoplight a calculation. I’ve never followed anyone before, but I’m good at it. Better than I’d like to admit.

He parks in front of a building I don’t recognize—an upscale cocktail bar with a name in script that means nothing. There’s no sign of the Harrington account team, just a steady flow of beautiful, overdressed people going in and out. Jonah checks his hair in the rearview, then gets out, straightening his tie with both hands.

I watch from the corner, my heart hammering so hard I feel it in my teeth. I wait for ten minutes, then twenty. He’s not coming out. The urge to go in after him is almost overwhelming, but I restrain myself. This is still reconnaissance.

I texted Lila: “You free tonight?”

She responds instantly. “For you, always. You want company or just a brain dump?”

“Maybe both,” I reply.

I settle deeper into the car seat, fingers tapping the steering wheel, mind whirring with outcomes.

I’ll wait as long as it takes.

The city at night is a conspiracy: headlights leaking secrets down every block, windows opening and closing on silhouettes that could mean anything, everything. I tail Jonah’s car from the bar, keeping him two vehicles ahead, always in the periphery, the way I learned from true crime shows and the threadbare plots of airport paperbacks. I drive as if I am both invisible and hunted, hands rigid at ten and two, mind flickering through outcomes with the speed of an algorithm.

The neighborhood he chooses is unfamiliar, west of the river, all brownstones and boutique gyms, yoga studios and artisanal sandwich shops closed for the night. The quiet is surgical, as if the city’s heartbeat has slowed to a near-stop. He parks in front of a shuttered bakery, engine idling, dashboard casting his face in blue light. I pass by once, twice, looping around the block like a nervous animal, then settle across the street and a half block down.

From here, Jonah’s car is a diorama, the kind you build for grade school science fairs—each figure placed with calculated intent. He’s texting, then checking his reflection in the rearview. He smiles once, practices it, then wipes it away. I watch him the way a sniper watches a target: patient, unblinking, recording every micro expression.

I check the time. Six minutes. Nine. I rehearse what I’ll do if he leaves, if he gets out and walks away: will I follow him, will I confront him, or will I let it all dissolve into the night? My heart says yes to all three simultaneously.

#

Thirty-seven minutes. That’s how long they sit there, in their bubble of intimacy, lit and then shadowed by passing headlights. I count the minutes because I can’t count them; the numbers stacking up, replacing words, replacing feeling.

At one point, she gestures, animated, and he puts his arm around her, pulling her close. She shoves him playfully, mock-offended, and he apologizes, lips moving fast, hands raised in surrender. They laugh together, twin peaks on an emotional ECG.

When they finally kiss, it’s weirdly gentle, the thing you’d see in a movie that wants to win awards for realism. No drama. No hungry collision. Just two people, mouths pressed together, holding the moment. I can’t help but wonder, how does it feel for him? Does he even think about me? Wonder what I’m doing? Does she kiss better than me?

I’m sweating, pressed back into my seat, both frozen and burning up. My hands go numb. The urge to get out and walk over, to tap on the glass and say, “I see you,” is overwhelming. But I do nothing. I am an experiment, a test subject, wired up and measured. Somehow, I’m glued to the watch. I want to rip my eyes away from the scene, but they are stuck. My heart races, and I try to quiet it.

The car’s interior light winks off, and they’re just shapes now, moving closer, further, merging. I lose track of who is where, whose hand is on whose knee, whose laughter is bubbling up through the glass. I want to vomit, or scream, or peel my skin off, but I sit and record every frame, imprint it on my mind with clinical precision.

This is the proof I wanted. The control group, the smoking gun.

I texted Lila: “You up?”

She calls instead of replying. I answer, voice flat and unrecognizable. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she says, soft and full of static. “You want me to come over?”

“No,” I said. “Not tonight.”

“You sure?”

I close my eyes, lean my head against the cold glass of the driver’s side window, still watching my husband and his lover. “Yeah. I just need…to think.”

A long pause, full of everything I can’t say. “Okay,” Lila finally whispers. “But you know where to find me.”

I hang up and sit in the dark, watching the windows on Jonah’s car fog, waiting for the feelings to arrange themselves into something I can catalog, quantify, survive.

They don’t.


Chapter 2

The street is a ribbon of wet black glass, reflecting every glint of neon, every passing headlight, every pinhole of starlight like a data point on a never-ending graph. I am parked in the dead zone across from the restaurant, just outside the radius of the valet’s attention. Engine off. Windows cracked, just enough to catch the ambient soundtrack of the city. I have an unobstructed view of the silver Audi where Jonah sits with her.

My phone is facedown on the passenger seat. I don’t need the screen; I already know the time. 8:54 p.m., which means he’s been here exactly one hour and forty-two minutes. I keep track of these things because it feels safer than letting my mind wander to where it wants to go.

From this angle, I can see their silhouettes illuminated in intervals—when a car passes, or when a server from the restaurant opens the side door for a smoke, or when the soft glow from the dashboard pulses brighter as they check their phones. Mostly, they are shadows. I catalog the details as if I am prepping an evidence board for trial.

Detail: The way Jonah drums his fingers on the steering wheel, an old nervous habit he only ever showed me after sex.

Detail: The woman’s profile—long, elegant nose, dark hair spilling from a loose bun, red lipstick visible even at this distance. Her phone, occasionally held up, was always angled away from him.

Detail: Jonah’s smile, the way it splits his face open in a way I haven’t seen in months.

I grip the steering wheel hard enough to feel the texture imprinting onto my palms. The skin goes white, then red when I release. My breath condenses faintly on the inside of the glass.

She moves first—leans in, mouth close to his ear, says something that makes Jonah’s hand flutter to his own knee. There’s a choreography to it: she places her palm on his thigh, he covers it with his own; she gives a theatrical laugh and then squeezes. I have to force my eyes to keep watching. I tell myself this is for closure, for data. But I can’t pretend I’m not also hunting for some other answer.

They sit like that for a long moment, not moving. She’s talking, and he’s nodding, but their bodies are angled together, a magnetization that says what they’re not saying out loud. The woman’s left hand slips to the center console, fingers walking the distance. Jonah’s head falls back against the headrest, and I know what’s coming before it happens.

When she bends at the waist, hair sweeping forward to hide her face, I feel a spike of nausea so sharp I nearly drop my phone. But I don’t look away. I refuse. I watch as her head disappears from view, watch as Jonah’s hand lifts, hovers, then settles on the back of her skull. The movement is gentle, practiced. Not the first time. I should be the only one who knows what he tastes like. The way his cock fills a mouth. That was only for me . I bite my lip as I watch, my heart racing. What the hell is wrong with me?

I document every detail. The subtle shift of Jonah’s jaw as he grits his teeth. The way his left heel lifts and taps the car mat, staccato. How the window fogs, where his breath comes fast and shallow. The way the muscles in his forearm tense and release as he strokes her hair.

I taste metal, bitter, like biting into a filling. My mouth is dry, but I can’t swallow. My breathing becomes shallow, stuttered. I tell myself to feel angry, to hate him, to hate her, but it doesn’t happen. What I feel is pure voltage—terror, fascination, a humiliation so total it short-circuits everything else. I am outside my body, watching myself watch them.

They move in unison now. The woman’s elbow cocks, steadying herself on the console, as her other hand snakes up to Jonah’s belt. I see him unfasten it for her, wrist flicking with practiced precision. She disappears lower, and his head jerks, chin to chest, as if he’s watching his own cock being swallowed. My pulse is a jackhammer in my neck.

The window fogs heavier. The condensation slides in lazy beads, distorting the tableau into something molten and grotesque. Jonah’s mouth drops open. He closes his eyes, and for a second, I see the man I married—the way his whole face would go slack when I made him come, how he’d always try to kiss me immediately after, as if the taste was proof of something real.

I am sweating. I peel my back off the seat and roll down the window an inch, letting the city’s cool breath slap me awake. My thighs are slick with adrenaline, my jeans uncomfortably tight at the crotch. I press my knees together, mortified, but I don’t move my hands from the steering wheel. I am frozen. Not with shock, but with something older, darker. The curiosity that eats its own tail.

Jonah’s hand fists tight in her hair. He’s talking now, or maybe just mouthing words, jaw working like he’s reciting a prayer. The woman’s head bobs rhythmically, a metronome set to some private time signature. I wonder what it feels like, her mouth versus mine, if he notices a difference, if he cares. The thought makes me want to scream.

Instead, I catalog:

Detail: The red of her lipstick smeared along the column of his cock, visible even through the glass.

Detail: The flutter of his eyelids as he approaches climax.

Detail: The way his free hand grips the steering wheel, knuckles going white, then red, then white again. Like me.

He finishes with a full-body shudder. The woman pops up, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, then laughs again—high, like a glass breaking. She says something I can’t hear, and he leans over, kisses her hard, doesn’t care that he’s tasting himself. I feel heat rush up my throat, shame and arousal battling for dominance, and for a second I think I might actually come, just from watching.

They collapse together, her head on his shoulder, his arm slung around her. For a few minutes they don’t move, just exist in their little pocket of afterglow, oblivious to the city outside, oblivious to me.

I take inventory of my body, searching for evidence of what I am supposed to feel. My hands tremble. My underwear is damp, humiliatingly so. I flex my jaw, trying to reset it, but it keeps slipping open. I want to say this is trauma, a textbook case of betrayal, but I know it’s more complicated. There’s something greedy in me, something that wants to absorb every detail, to learn it, wear it like a skin.

I sit there long after they’ve recomposed themselves, watching as the woman reapplies her lipstick in the visor mirror and Jonah buttons his shirt. They laugh together, softly and privately. He tucks a stray hair behind her ear, a gesture so familiar I want to claw my face off.

When the woman finally gets out of the car, she stands in the streetlight's halo, adjusts her dress, and looks both ways before striding off toward the restaurant. Jonah waits until she’s out of sight before he slumps back against the headrest, exhaling a ragged breath. He looks satisfied, but also exhausted.

I force myself to sit, engine off, window down, letting the city air clear the taste from my mouth. I replay the entire scene, frame by frame, like a forensic analyst. The more I do, the less real it feels, until I’m not sure if it happened to him or to me, or if there’s even a difference.

At 9:36 p.m., Jonah starts the Audi, checks his phone, then pulls away from the curb. I wait a full seven minutes before following. I note the exact time. I note everything.

The drive home is a series of blackout intervals—one minute I’m pulling onto the expressway, the next I’m unlocking our apartment door, keys heavy in my hand. The lobby is silent, the elevator’s mirrored interior reflecting a version of me that looks nothing like the morning’s. I count the floors as they blur past, trying to anchor myself to the present. I reach our floor, step out, and walk the carpeted hallway on autopilot.

Inside, the apartment is dim and perfectly undisturbed. I peel off my jacket, toss my shoes by the door, and go straight to the bathroom. I brush my teeth for a full three minutes, staring at the reflection of my mouth as if it might confess something. The taste in my mouth is all wrong: metal, mint, and something else I can’t name.

I strip and put on pajamas, the blue ones with the faded cuffs that Jonah always says make me look like a grad student in finals week. The sheets on our bed are still tucked perfectly at the corners. I slide between them and stare at the ceiling, waiting.

I replay the scene from the car in my head. Every time, a new detail surfaces: the exact angle of Jonah’s jaw when he came, the color of the woman’s dress, the cadence of their laughter. I should cry, or at least shake, but my hands are steady as rocks on the comforter. My body is an ice sculpture. I can’t even muster a shiver.

The apartment is so quiet I can hear the tick of the radiator. Then, just after one, I hear Jonah’s key in the lock.

I close my eyes to slits, feigning sleep, but keep my body tuned to his every move. He moves quietly—backpack on the table, shoes off at the door, bathroom faucet running for a few seconds. He pads into the bedroom, stops at the threshold, and stands there. I feel his gaze on me. My breath is steady and slow, a simulacrum of peace.

He undresses in the dark, jeans and shirt falling silently to the floor, then slides into bed beside me. The mattress dips, and I feel his body radiating warmth. There’s the smell of wine, of course, but underneath it is a perfume that isn’t mine: something floral and spicy, with a sticky undernote of sex. I listen for the hitch in his breath, the guilt. But there’s nothing. He falls asleep in under a minute.

I don’t sleep. Instead, I watch him through my eyelashes. I study the slow movement of his chest, the soft snore he makes when he’s on his back. I memorize the new rhythm. Between each breath, I count the heartbeats. I catalog the evidence.

At some point, my hand drifts down beneath the sheets, more out of morbid curiosity than any genuine desire. But the arousal is still there—hot, shameful, inescapable. I don’t finish, but I let myself linger on the edge, the memory of Jonah’s face in the car bleeding into the dark.

I remember the way his body went rigid, as if every muscle was taut and ready to snap. His jaw clenched, unclenched, a pulse visible in his temple. His hips lifted slightly, involuntarily, as she took him deeper.

I replay it again and again; the image burned into my mind. The way his breath hitched, the way his fingers dug into the steering wheel, knuckles white. I can almost hear the groan that must have escaped his lips, a sound I used to know so well.

The memory turns over and over in my head, a brutal highlight reel playing on loop. I can’t shake it, can’t unsee it. The way his lips parted, eyes closed tight, brows drawn together in that familiar expression of intense pleasure mixed with a hint of pain.

I turn onto my side, away from Jonah, my heart pounding in my chest. The digital clock on the nightstand ticks away the seconds, each one a hammer blow. I can’t stop thinking about it—the raw, primal tension in his body, the sheer abandon. It’s a side of him I haven’t seen in so long, a side I thought was reserved for me alone.

My mind races, a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. I’m disgusted, horrified, but there’s something else too—a dark, twisted fascination. I can’t deny the physical response it evokes in me, the heat that pools low in my belly, the ache that throbs between my thighs. It’s sick, wrong, but it’s there, undeniable.

I close my eyes tight, trying to block out the images, but they only grow more vivid. The way his hand moved to the back of her head, guiding her, the way his hips bucked as he got closer to the edge. I can almost feel the tension in his body, the coiled energy ready to explode.

A soft moan escapes my lips before I can stop it. I clamp a hand over my mouth, mortified. Jonah stirs beside me, murmuring something in his sleep. I freeze, holding my breath until he settles back into stillness.

I need to get out of this bed, out of this room. I can’t be here, not with these thoughts, not with this betrayal hanging over us like a poisonous cloud. I slip out from under the covers, moving silently, carefully. Jonah doesn’t stir again.

The apartment is cold, the floor tiles like ice under my bare feet. I wrap my arms around myself, rubbing my hands over my skin to chase away the chill. I make my way to the living room, the city lights casting long, distorted shadows through the windows.

I sink onto the couch, pulling a throw blanket around my shoulders. My mind is still a chaotic mess, a swirl of anger, hurt, and that damnable arousal that I can’t shake. I need to think, to plan, to figure out what the hell I’m going to do.

But all I can see is Jonah, his body taut, his eyes closed, lost in the throes of pleasure. All I can feel is the echo of that tension, the memory of what it was like to be the one who brought him to that edge.

I lean back against the cushions, closing my eyes, letting the blanket of night wrap around me. I need to sort through this to make sense of it all. But for now, I just need to breathe, to survive the next few moments, the next few hours.

In the darkness, I promise myself: tomorrow, I’ll watch closer.


Chapter 3

The law office is everything my apartment is not: immaculate, odorless, cold as a surgical suite. No clutter, no stray hairs, no fingerprints. Even the conference room table feels freshly extruded from some corporate polymer foundry, its surface a matte black that refuses to show dust. Across from me, the divorce attorney sits like a perfectly articulated mannequin, all expensive suit and orthodontic precision.

Between us: my dossier. Not a manila folder, but a hand-stitched portfolio I special-ordered from a paper shop in Kyoto. I laid out the documentation in neat, overlapping tiles—time-stamped photos, annotated phone logs, a spreadsheet of expense anomalies that took me five sleepless nights to compile. The centerpiece is a printout of the GPS tracker report, each entry flagged in conditional formatting, pulsing yellow to red.

The lawyer’s name is Wallace, but he insists on “Wally.” He makes a point of pouring water into a glass for me and sliding it across, as if we are equals, as if I control what happens next. “Mara, I’ll be frank. This is the most bulletproof case for constructive abandonment and marital misconduct I’ve seen in months.” His voice is staccato, every syllable snipped clean. “Even in a no-fault state, this—” he gestures at the grid work of evidence “—tips the scale. You could have it all if that’s what you want.”

What do I want?

I try to focus on his voice, but the words unravel as they reach me, warping into a slideshow of the night before. Jonah’s face, slack with pleasure, head slammed against the Audi’s headrest. The woman’s hair—Vanessa, I learned in my digging—spilled forward, strands clinging to Jonah’s damp cheek. The way his hand floated, then landed, trembling, on the nape. My heart stutters, a double-beat, then resets.

Wally is still talking, voice rising for effect: “…forensic audit, so there’s a paper trail. Emotional distress, alienation of affection, even punitive damages for duplicity if we want to go nuclear. Judges eat this stuff up.”

He pauses, leans forward, and I catch the faintest whiff of mouthwash and ambition.

“I can make him pay,” he says. “It’s what you’re paying me for.”

My eyes drop to the water glass. I study the micro-bubbles climbing the inside surface, the tension lines where condensation beads and bursts. I imagine myself as one of those bubbles—rising, accelerating, then popping at the boundary.

I flip through the photos one-handed, my thumb tracing the edges. In one, Jonah is exiting the Westin with Vanessa in tow, her hand hooked possessively at his elbow. In another, he’s smiling in a way I haven’t seen in years, mouth open wide, skin loose with laughter. There’s a third, taken from across Michigan Avenue: they’re standing in the rain, and he’s kissing her forehead, eyes closed.

I feel my cheeks flush—not with anger, but with a raw, humiliating heat that pools behind my breastbone and slides down. I cross my legs tightly, then uncross them, pretending to readjust.

“You seem distracted,” Wally says. “Are you with me, Mara?”

I want to tell him I am. I want to play the part of an aggrieved spouse, cold and surgical, ready to deploy my evidence with maximum efficiency. But my mind is still in the car, in the wet dark of that night, watching Vanessa’s head move in steady rhythm, watching Jonah’s lips part around a sound I’ve never heard from him before. I can’t stop replaying it.

I try to suppress the memory, but it leaks out in sense data—an ache, a sticky pulse, the taste of adrenaline. I clear my throat, and it sounds like a whimper.

“Sorry,” I say. “Could you go back to the, um, asset separation?”

Wally doesn’t blink. “Of course.” He shuffles the stack of papers with the crispness of a casino dealer. “Given your pre-nup, we can argue for a larger share based on misconduct. The emails you captured are especially useful—he even admits to ‘feeling dead at home’ and ‘never being seen.’ That paints a clear emotional narrative.”

I nod, making a show of jotting notes on my legal pad, though the pen leaves no mark. I scan the spreadsheet, pretending to look for something, but the columns blur. All I see is the way Jonah’s muscles tensed under the touch of another woman. All I feel is the phantom pressure of my own fingers late at night, trying to recapture that voltage. I told myself it was research, preparation. But it was always more than that.

Wally slides another document across the table. “If you sign the retainer, we can start discovery immediately. He’ll be served within three days.”

I look at the line for my signature. It floats, spectral, on the page.

Instead of picking up the pen, I rest my hands flat on the table and close my eyes, just for a second. The conference room is perfectly silent except for the high-frequency hum of the air vents. When I open my eyes, Wally is watching me—not with concern, but with the predatory interest of someone who wants to close the deal.

I take the top photo from the stack—the one with Jonah and Vanessa locked in embrace outside the hotel. I trace the edge with my fingernail, then slide it closer to me.

“Do you ever see people…come back from this?” I ask.

Wally’s answer is reflexive. “Of course. Couples therapy is sometimes—”

“No, I mean…come back from the wanting. Once they’ve had it out there in the open.” I hear my voice, too raw, too soft.

He exhales, shrugs. “Usually not. But sometimes people just need closure. The evidence. So they can move on, or so they can forgive. It depends on what you’re after.”

What am I after?

I stare at the photo. The image is sharp—rain caught in the streetlight, Jonah’s arm around Vanessa’s waist. I remember the sound of her laughter through the car window, the color of her lipstick on Jonah’s collar. I remember the precise moment I stopped being angry and started being…something else.

“I’m not sure I want to divorce him,” I say quietly. The words hang there, awkward, like a dropped fork in a silent restaurant.

Wally blinks. “You brought more evidence than most homicide cases, Mara.”

I almost laugh, but it catches in my throat. “I needed to know my options.”

He leans back, appraising me as if seeing a new client. “Then don’t sign. Keep the file. Think about it. If you want to proceed, you know how to reach me.” He gathers the documents into a single stack, arranging them with a precision that feels almost cruel.

I slide the photo back into the portfolio, close the cover, and hold it to my chest like a shield. My hands are trembling, so I press them hard against the cool leather until the shaking stops.

Wally stands, extending a hand. I shake it, my grip limp, eyes averted.

The elevator ride down is empty, mirrored on all sides. I stare at my reflection, seeing the outline of the dossier pressed to my chest, the tired slope of my shoulders. My hair is pulled too tight, making my face look skeletal. I try to smile, just to see if I can. The effect is grotesque.

When I reach the lobby, the glass doors open with a hiss. The street outside is clogged with taxis and tourists, the city alive with the promise of other people’s secrets. I step out into the noise, clutching my dossier, unsure if I’m carrying ammunition or a suicide note.

I walk the six blocks to my car, every step an inventory of what I’ve lost, and what I can’t seem to let go. By the time I reach the parking lot, my pulse is steady again, my breathing deep and slow.

I sit in the driver’s seat, lock the doors, and lay the portfolio on the passenger side. I stare at it, willing it to explain itself.

What do I want?

I don’t know, but it isn’t justice, and it isn’t revenge.

It’s something I’m afraid to name.

#

Stakeout, round two. This time I plan.

I’m parked in the farthest corner of the boutique hotel’s lot, engine off, heater on low. I wear black leggings, a thermal, and a hat that renders me as anonymous as a department store mannequin. My phone is silenced, with every notification toggled off. I bring a thermos, bitter coffee steeped to chemical strength. On the dash, my small binoculars; on the seat beside me, a spiral notebook with dates, times, and cross-streets in organized columns.

Jonah and Vanessa meet here every Thursday. I know this because I have become a connoisseur of their predictability, the way a meteorologist reads wind patterns or a gambler reads cards. I’ve mapped out every arrival, every window of opportunity, every tell. I know the shift manager at the desk by name and the sound of the ice machine on the second floor when it cycles up.

At 6:49 p.m., Jonah’s Audi glides in, headlights off, and parks three spaces from the side entrance. Vanessa is already early, waiting in the vestibule. She slips into the passenger seat with a fluid confidence that sends a jolt up my spine. They sit a minute, maybe two, before her silhouette turns, and she’s in his lap, straddling, both arms thrown around his neck. From this distance, the embrace looks almost desperate, a reunion after years apart.

The first twist in my gut is pure venom—my body’s protest at seeing him touched, possessed. But the second twist is something else, something uglier and more electric. I feel it unfurling low and hot, a current that finds its way down my thighs before my brain can label it. I try to cross my legs, but there’s no relief; the friction only stokes it.

They kiss like teenagers, oblivious to the world, windows already fogged. I watch her hand—small, with a tattoo on the index finger—reach behind his head, pull, and hold him there. I want to look away, but I can’t. I am the data analyst of my demise, parsing every interaction, hungry for the anomaly.

After a while, Jonah backs the car out, slowly and carefully. They don’t leave together; instead, Vanessa enters the hotel through the main doors, and Jonah circles around to the underground garage. I count to sixty, then ninety, and follow him in.

I don’t try to be invisible; I know the patterns, the sightlines, the rhythms of this place. I park and slip into the building. In the mirrored elevator, I see my face, flushed and taut, mouth pinched as if I’ve bitten into a lemon. I pull the hat lower, unwilling to meet my own eyes.

The hotel hallway is plush, the carpet eating every footfall. I take the stairs for two flights, emerging on the fourth floor just in time to catch Vanessa’s heels click-clacking down the corridor. She doesn’t look back. She doesn’t need to.

Room 417. The door clicks shut behind her. I find a vantage point—across the hall, in the alcove by the vending machine—where I can see the sliver of light beneath the door and the shadow-play of their bodies as they move.

The first few minutes are all audio: muffled laughter, the bass thump of someone falling onto the mattress, a low moan that could be pleasure or pain. I turn on the voice memo app, hit record, just in case. Not that I’ll ever listen to it, but the act feels necessary.

I take notes in the spiral: time of entry, duration, auditory cues. My hand shakes, and my pen tears the page, although I try to keep it clinical. I am not a scientist. I am a creature of blood and salt, and I hate that my body betrays me.

Ten minutes in, I hear them move to the window. The blackout curtains aren’t drawn all the way, just enough to leave a vertical line of glass exposed. If I stand at a certain angle, I can see their silhouettes against the city’s sodium back light.

Vanessa pins Jonah to the glass, her palms splayed against his chest. He’s still mostly dressed—shirt open, belt undone—but she’s got his pants halfway down, her hand pumping with a practiced, almost merciless rhythm. He moans, and the sound ricochets down the hallway, finds its way into my chest. I press my back against the wall, letting the cold of the plaster anchor me.

I want to look away, but the urge is perverse, overwhelming. I watch as Vanessa drops to her knees, mouth open, hair swinging forward. Jonah’s hands cradle the back of her head, not rough, but urgent. He tilts his head back, and for a second, his face is in full profile, eyes closed, jaw slack. I have never seen him look so alive.

My breathing turns shallow, then ragged. I dig my fingernails into my palm, but the pain only sharpens everything. I am aware, with sickening clarity, that I am wet, that the heat blooming inside me is not just shame but arousal.

I catalog the details:

- The way Jonah’s hips buck forward, not with the careful restraint he always used with me, but with abandon.

- The way Vanessa uses her hands and mouth in tandem, working him like she’s studied his every weakness.

- The way the city lights cast their bodies in gold and blue, turning them into a living painting, one I could never have imagined.

When Jonah comes, he doubles over, fingers locked in Vanessa’s hair. She stands, kisses him deeply, and then turns away, arms raised as she strips off her dress. Her back is covered in tattoos—wings, roses, a pattern I can’t quite read from here.

They fuck standing up, Jonah pressing her against the glass, the entire city their audience. I feel every thrust as if it’s landing inside me, every gasp and groan echoing in my chest.

Afterward, they collapse on the bed, limbs tangled, laughter spilling out like static. I stay at my post, shaking, barely able to breathe.

I stay until the lights go off, and even then I wait, listening to the rhythm of their sleep, the murmur of words I can’t make out. I don’t leave until dawn stains the sky a weak, artificial pink.

In the car, I don’t drive. I just sit, replaying the night in my mind, cataloging every detail, every microexpression. I know I should feel broken, or diminished, or at the very least furious.

Instead, I feel clear. Lighter than I have been in months. The act of watching, of knowing, is its own medicine. I am not the victim of this story; I am its only witness.

I tap the voice memo app and replay the one minute I captured: the sound of Jonah moaning, of Vanessa laughing, of the headboard slamming rhythmically against the wall.

I listened to it twice. Then I delete it.

I start the engine, roll down the window, and let the cold air scrape the sweat from my skin.

This is not closure, but it’s a beginning.

#

Back in the apartment, everything is different.

Not rearranged, not cleaner, not dirtier—just shifted. The air tastes different, denser. My own footprints on the hardwood seem louder, the edge of the kitchen counter sharper, the low hum of the fridge more insistent. This is not a crime scene anymore; it’s a lab, and I am both the experimenter and the subject.

First order of business: shower. Strip off the stakeout uniform, deposit everything in a mesh laundry bag, tie it off like I’m processing evidence. The bathroom tile is icy under my feet. I blast the water as hot as I can stand. I stare at myself in the mirror, cheeks flushed, hair wild. There’s a hickey blossoming on my collarbone—not from anyone, just a spot I gnawed in the elevator, needing to feel something.

Under the spray, I scrub until my skin burns. But I can’t wash away the images: Jonah’s face, slack with ecstasy, Vanessa’s hands everywhere at once, their bodies moving in perfect counterpoint. The memory is so sharp it hurts.

I let my hand drift between my legs, slow, methodical. At first, I pretend it’s just stress relief, but I’m not that good a liar. I think about Jonah’s cock, the way it looked in silhouette against the window, thick and veined, Vanessa’s lipstick staining the tip like a badge of honor. I think about the way he used to fuck me before it got so routine—how sometimes, right before he came, he would get this look of utter helplessness, as if the pleasure was an ambush.

I press harder, my fingers slipping easily. A tremor runs through me as I picture Vanessa riding him, taking control. I close my eyes, let myself imagine it’s me in the hotel room, me pushing Jonah against the glass; me swallowing his moans. But it’s not jealousy I feel—it’s hunger. I want to see him like that again. I want to see what she does that I never did.

It doesn’t take long. The orgasm hits fast and mean, all muscle and heat, and I have to bite my arm to keep from crying out. My knees buckle. I slump to the floor of the tub, shaking, water pelting my face.

When it passes, I lie there for a while, staring up at the flickering light bulb. I am not empty. My veins still crackle. I’m full, overflowing. I know with absolute certainty that I’ll do it again. That I want to.

When I finally get up, the air is heavy with steam, and the afterglow is sticky, euphoric. I wrap myself in a towel, brush my teeth, and go straight to the kitchen. I need electrolytes, or at least a Diet Coke.

My phone pings—a real notification, this time. Lila. But I don’t want to talk to her. She’ll ask questions I can’t answer yet, and I’m still building my case.

Instead, I call Naya. She picks up on the first ring, like she’s been waiting.

“Tell me you’re drunk or at least halfway to black out,” she says, skipping the pleasantries.

“Not even close,” I reply, voice hoarse. “You got time?”

“For you? Always. You sound weird.”

I look at the kitchen clock. 2:13 a.m. I try to sound casual. “Can I ask you something totally fucked up?”

Naya snorts. “Did you murder him?”

“Not yet.”

“Then ask away.”

I close my eyes, searching for the words. “If you caught your partner cheating…like, actually saw it, not just texts or rumors…what would you do?”

There’s a pause, then a soft exhale. “Depends. Was it hot?”

The question throws me. “I—yeah. I guess.”

“Like, porn-level hot, or more of a train wreck?”

“Not porn. More…intimate. Like, they really wanted each other.”

She clicks her tongue. “Oof. That’s the worst.”

I grip the phone tighter. “Here’s the thing. I can’t stop thinking about it. And not in a ‘he betrayed me’ way. More like, I want to see more.”

Naya’s voice drops suddenly, seriously. “So you’re turned on by watching your husband cheat. Is that what you’re saying?”

“I guess so.” Saying it aloud is like stripping naked in front of a classroom. “It makes me feel alive. Even though it should make me want to kill him.”

She let that hang for a moment. “You’re not broken, Mara. You’re human. Some people get off on power, or secrecy, or just knowing. You’ve always been an observer.”

I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “An observer. Sounds so passive.”

“Not if you own it. Maybe you needed this, you know? Maybe you’re done with being the perfect wife, and now you get to decide what you actually want.”

I think about that. The words settle in my stomach, strange but comforting. “What if what I want is just…to watch?”

“Then you watch. And you figure it out from there.”

We sit in silence, both of us processing. I can hear the clatter of dishes in the background, the late-night hiss of the diner where Naya works. It’s grounding.

She breaks the silence first. “Do you want to come by? I’ll make you pancakes.”

I almost said yes, but the thought of being in public, of seeing myself reflected in every chrome surface, is unbearable. “Not tonight. But thanks.”

She makes a clicking sound with her tongue. “Suit yourself. Just don’t do anything you can’t undo, okay?”

I promise I won’t. We hang up.

I leave the phone on the counter, go back to the bedroom, and climb into bed. Jonah’s side is empty, as always. He’ll come home in the morning, pretend to be hung over, maybe bring me coffee. I wonder if I’ll tell him I know. I wonder if I’ll care.

I close my eyes and replay the window scene, frame by frame. I imagine myself inside the room this time, not just watching but orchestrating, directing. My body responds instantly. I let it happen.

In the dark, I feel calm, maybe for the first time in months. I’m not the victim. I’m not a bystander. The complete picture is something I can see.

Tomorrow, I’ll watch again. And this time, I’ll know it’s what I want.


Chapter 4

Thursday night, 9:18 p.m. The glass outside the Hilton is etched with sleet, refracting the parking lot sodiums into a trembling halo. I’m in my car, front seat reclined to a sniper’s angle, binoculars up. I track movement in the hotel windows: the elevators, the far corner room, Jonah’s head—a dark shape, shaved to the skin, unmistakable—appearing and disappearing as he paces. He never paces at home.

Tonight, the only company is the purr of the engine and the pulse in my fingertips. The air stinks of melted foam from the vent and leftover Lila cigarettes, but the cold bite through the cracked window keeps me alert. My gloveless hands tremble with caffeine and anticipation. I steady them by flexing the binoculars tighter to my brow.

Jonah enters the frame again, followed by Vanessa: the lover, the anomaly, the control variable. She’s wearing a backless blouse this time, maroon with thin straps that slice the line of her shoulder-blades. The outfit is not hers—it’s a costume, designed for his gaze. I note the way she glides, bare feet on cheap hotel carpet, not hurrying, not hesitant. It’s predatory.

Jonah is already undressing; his blazer comes off first, flung to the armchair. His hands go to his belt, but Vanessa stops him with a palm to the sternum. From two hundred feet away, through double-glazed glass and January wind, I see the negotiation play out: her lips at his ear, his left hand clenching and unclenching, the old tic from his internship days. She commands, he follows. He’s never let me do that, not even when I asked.

They kiss, but it’s not romantic. It’s transactional, all transfer of need. He’s bigger than she is, but he seems the one off-balance. Her hands are everywhere, mapping muscle, tracing waistband, pinching. When she bites his lower lip, he flinches—not from pain, but surprise. She laughs, tips her head back, and bares her throat. He kisses the column of her neck, then her clavicle, but she keeps her eyes open, scanning the room like she’s daring someone to watch.

I can’t see their faces, only angles and shadows, but I know the look on Jonah’s. It’s the same one from his favorite porn: open-mouthed, brow pinched, pupils blown wide. I used to hate that look—thought it meant he was thinking of anyone but me—but now it’s a data point, another variable to measure. I take mental snapshots. My hands are steady now, movements deliberate.

They move to the bed. She pulls him down by the tie; he resists, but only for effect. On the mattress, he kneels and hovers over her, but she doesn’t reach up. Instead, Vanessa rolls onto her stomach, arches her back, and presents. It’s so rehearsed, it must be for me.

Jonah hesitates, then yields. He unzips her skirt, slow, peels it down. She’s not wearing underwear. The curve of her ass is a flare, white against the fake-damask of the duvet. His hands grip her hips, then stroke up her sides. The way he touches her is unfamiliar: reverent, almost. I take note.

He goes down on her. The motion is unmistakable—the dip of his shoulders, the slow grind of his jaw. I can’t see her face, but I see her hand, balled in the bedspread, knuckles white. After a minute, she glances up, eyes to the window. I swear she looks straight at me, but that’s impossible. Still, my heart spikes, panic chased by the sharper jolt of arousal.

My breath fogs the binoculars. I wipe them with my sleeve, never breaking line of sight. My thighs clench, heat blooming in my pelvis, then radiating outward in thin, insistent waves. I shift in the seat, but it’s not enough to take the edge off. My right hand, the one not on the binoculars, drifts to the hem of my parka and bunches the fabric. I squeeze hard, knuckles aching. It doesn’t help.

Vanessa flips them suddenly, so she’s on top. Jonah tries to regain leverage, but she pins his arms over his head with both hands and straddles his hips. She rides him, at first slow, then urgent, the whole rhythm designed to keep him guessing. He loves control, but he’s let her take it, and he’s loving that more. I can tell by the way his head presses back into the pillow, mouth open, tongue flicking to the corner.

She leans forward, one hand at his throat, and says something. I can’t lip-read from here, but the effect is immediate: his back arches, and he comes with a violence I’ve never seen. She doesn’t stop riding, just adjusts her angle and keeps moving, using him. I feel every muscle in my body tense, an answering pulse in my core. My palm slides down to the seam of my jeans, and I squeeze again, harder this time. There’s a wetness, not sweat, but I ignore it, catalog it for later.

She collapses on top of him, but only briefly. In one smooth motion, Vanessa gets up, collects her clothes, and heads to the bathroom. Jonah stays on the bed, legs splayed, chest rising in deep, ragged intervals. I watch as he covers his eyes with one arm, then wipes his hand across his mouth. He looks emptied, peaceful. I’m jealous, but not of the sex; I’m jealous of his clarity.

Vanessa emerges fully dressed, phone in hand. She doesn’t linger. Jonah sits up, adjusts himself, and checks the window—maybe for witnesses, maybe for me. I duck, heart in my throat, but he doesn’t see. I pop back up just in time to see him finish buttoning his shirt. The mood is gone; they’re back to business.

I watch them leave, five minutes apart, Vanessa first, then Jonah. With his tie loose and phone to his ear, he strides out. He passes within ten feet of my car, and I watch the way his mouth moves—deliberate, clipped, the voice he uses when he’s about to close a deal. He looks alive. It stings, but less than before.

I sit in the car for another thirty minutes, engine running, mind racing. I replay every detail, every variable. The way Vanessa took control, the way Jonah responded, the choreography of two people rewriting their own rules. The thing that burns hottest is not the sex, but the surprise: every move Vanessa made was new, and Jonah let it happen. I realize I have never once dictated the terms of our own encounters. I’ve only ever played my role.

The pulse in my hand is gone, replaced by an ache. My body is tight, unspent. I press the heel of my palm to my sternum, force myself to take three slow breaths, then start the engine for real.

The drive home is a blur of wet pavement and streetlights. I keep replaying the scene, but not as a victim. For the first time in months, maybe years, I feel a flicker of actual power—like I’ve seen the blueprints to a game I never knew existed. My mind runs ahead, calculating moves, modeling outcomes.

By the time I get to our building, my hands are steady, my vision sharp. I know what I want. And for the first time, I know exactly how to get it.

#

The apartment is empty. The empty that vibrates—a negative frequency, echoing the hum of the elevator cables down the hall, the tick of the fridge’s ancient compressor. I stand in the dark kitchen, coat still on, keys in hand. My reflection in the microwave door: wild hair, flushed cheeks, eyes black with adrenaline. I look feral, or hungover. I like it.

I leave the lights off and make my way to the bedroom, toeing off my boots as I go. I step over the threshold and pause, letting the city glow fill in the outlines: unmade bed, clothes chair, the muted blues and greens of our duvet. It’s a crime scene, but also a lab. I lay out my variables: the memory of Jonah’s face, the sound of Vanessa’s laugh, the raw hunger in my chest.

I strip fast and unsentimental. The fabric is cold against my skin, gooseflesh blooming in its wake. I pull the sheets back and slide in, letting the familiar weight of the comforter pin me down. I close my eyes and conjure the hotel room, the way Vanessa moved, the way she took control, the way Jonah responded.

I start slow, at the nape of my neck, the way Vanessa traced her own throat before letting Jonah kiss it. My fingers drift down, following the path, over collarbone, across the soft valley between my breasts. I pinch, experiment with pressure—gentle, then harder. I catalog the sensation: first a spark, then a slow burn. I keep one hand flat on my sternum, as if steadying my pulse.

I part my legs, just enough. The sheets are cold, but the friction is electric. My fingers played at the edge of my underwear, testing my patience. I remember how Vanessa made Jonah wait, how she denied him, how the anticipation seemed to make him wild. I force myself to wait, to breathe, to draw it out.

When I finally slip my hand inside, I’m already wet—embarrassingly so. I catalog it: viscosity, temperature, the way it beads and trails. I start with the pad of my middle finger, circling slowly, then building. My other hand pinches my nipple, just like I saw Vanessa do. The feedback loop is instant: a jolt straight to the center of me, a contraction that’s both pleasure and pain.

I angle my hips, searching for extra pressure, a new rhythm. Gripping my thighs, pulling me open, I imagine Jonah’s hands. I let myself pretend it’s his tongue, then Vanessa’s. I switch back and forth, cataloging the difference: Jonah’s touch is softer, but less precise; Vanessa’s is clinical, but devastating.

I’m close already, too close, so I stop. Like her, I force myself to edge, and hover at the brink. I want to see how long I can hold it, how many times I can pull back before the tension snaps.

The first time, I let go right at the last second, and the release is so sharp I gasp, clamping a hand over my mouth. I ride it out, muscles spasming, vision gone white behind my eyelids. I press my heels into the mattress, trying to anchor myself, but I float instead—adrift in sensation, lost in the memory of what I watched and what I’ve never had.

But I’m not done. Then I start again, slower this time, waiting for my pulse to slow and paying attention. I experiment with patterns, with angles, with pressure. At the edge, I found a nerve that lights up when tapped. I file that away for later, a new tool in the kit.

I work myself up again, building the pressure, layering memory on fantasy. This time when I come it’s quieter but deeper—like a wave rolling under the surface, slow and inexorable. I don’t cover my mouth. I let the sound out, low and ragged, just for me.

Sweat cools on my skin as my heart hammers. I feel strong, or maybe just emptied, but in a good way. I roll onto my side and stare at the wall, letting the aftershocks run their course.

The bedroom smells different now—like skin, and salt, and something wilder. I sit up, smooth my hair, and pull the sheets tight. I get dressed piece by piece, savoring the slide of fabric over sensitized skin. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see a victim. I see someone dangerous.

I walk back to the kitchen, pour a glass of water, and stand at the window, looking out at the city. I make a mental list of everything I learned tonight, everything I want to try, everything I want to take from them and make my own.

I hear Jonah’s key in the lock, the familiar double-click and slow push of the door. I compose my face, wipe the sweat from my brow, and take one last deep breath.

He enters, eyes bleary, tie already loosened. He glances at me, then does a double take.

“You’re up late,” he says, voice soft, cautious.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I reply, smile gentle and unthreatening. “Long day.”

He nods, heads straight for the bathroom. I hear the water run, the sound of him splashing his face. When he emerges, he looks at me again, searching for something, but I keep my expression blank.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Better than okay,” I say, and I mean it.

He shrugs, heads to the bedroom, and closes the door. I stay at the window, savoring the last of my power, the secret still humming under my skin.

Tomorrow, I’ll show him what I learned. And this time, he’ll have no idea what’s coming.

#

I start with the lights: off, then on, then off again. At the doorway, I observe shadows as my finger tests light levels on the dimmer. I want chiaroscuro, not romance. I want the room to look like a stage.

Music next. Scrolling through playlists, I avoid anything we’ve used before. I want something foreign—minimal, all beat and no words, so there’s no shared nostalgia to lean on. A loop of ambient house with a cold, glassy edge is what I settle on. I test it at a low volume. Good. It feels like a heartbeat in a vacuum.

Lingerie is a joke, but I respect the ritual. I chose the black bodysuit with the mesh cutouts, high at the hips, the one Jonah always made a point of “accidentally” ripping on the nights when he got drunk enough to want me urgently. I layer it under a silk robe, navy, so dark it could be mistaken for black. Even though they’re only for five minutes, I slip on the heels. I want him to see me taller than I am.

The finishing touch: my wedding ring, left on the bathroom counter. A minor detail, but I want him to notice.

I pace the bedroom, rehearsing lines, practicing the smile that is neither invitation nor threat. My hands are steady, but my skin hums with nervous voltage. This is not seduction. This is a hostile takeover.

Jonah is in the living room, logged into his Slack. He doesn’t look up when I enter, so I just stand there, backlit by the hallway lamp, and wait for him to feel it.

He senses me first, then looks. His eyes start at my face, scan the silhouette, pause at the cut of my hips, then flick up again. For a split second, his whole body goes rigid, fight-or-flight, then relaxes into a kind of wary amusement.

“Well,” he says, voice measured. “Is there a special occasion?”

I walk to him, slow, rolling the hips a little more than necessary. “Does there need to be?”

He shrugs, leans back on the couch, tries to play it cool, but his pupils betray him.

I straddle his lap, knees on either side of his thighs. The mesh is thin enough to feel the heat of his jeans, the rough of the seam. I rest my hands on his shoulders, fingers splayed, thumbs brushing his neck.

He raises an eyebrow. “Did you…have a good day?” He’s smiling, but there’s an edge of confusion, like he’s waiting for the punchline.

I lean in, close enough for him to taste my exhale. “I had a perfect day,” I say, then press my mouth to his.

The first kiss is nothing—just a brush, a preview. The second is harder, with more teeth, the way Vanessa bit him. He stiffens, not used to my leading, but doesn’t fight it. I keep one hand on his neck and use the other to unbutton his shirt, not fast, but not slow either. With each button, I rake a fingernail over the skin, cataloging his micro-reactions: a flicker at the sternum, a shiver at the navel, a half-sigh at the waistband.

I let the shirt hang open, then shift my weight back, forcing him to sit up straighter. His hands drift to my hips, tentative. I push them away.

“Let me,” I say, softer this time. He blinks, then nods, hands falling to his sides.

I run my hands up his chest, thumbs tracing the ladder of his ribs. I kiss him again, this time longer, and bite his lip just a little, just enough to leave a mark. He gasps—soft, involuntary—and I feel the power surge.

I slide off his lap, keeping eye contact, and kneel on the carpet in front of him. I drag my nails down his stomach, unfasten his belt, then look up at him.

“You trust me, right?” I ask.

He hesitates, but not for long. “Of course.”

I work the button, the zipper, and pull his jeans down, exposing him. He’s already hard, but I take a moment just to look at him, as if assessing an unfamiliar object. I touch, but not where he wants. I trace the inside of his thigh, then the crease of his hip, avoiding the cock entirely.

He tries to move closer, but I grip his knees, pinning him.

“Stay,” I whisper, and he does.

I lean in, lips grazing just the tip, then down the shaft, then back up. I watch his face the whole time. When I finally take him in my mouth, I use only the tip of my tongue, swirling, teasing. I pause every few seconds, pull back, and just breathe on him. I want him half-crazy before I even start.

He moans, tries to reach for my head, but I grab his wrist and pin it to the armrest.

“Hands off,” I say, and it’s not a request.

He complies, knuckles white, jaw tight. I take him deeper, all the way, then withdraw, then again. I set a rhythm, then break it, keeping him guessing, keeping him off-balance. I imagine Vanessa watching, scoring my performance. I know I’m winning.

After a minute, I stop, wipe my mouth, and stand up. He’s panting now, staring at me with something between awe and terror.

I take his hand and pull him to his feet, then lead him to the bedroom. I sit him on the edge of the bed, then stand in front of him, just out of reach.

I slip the robe off, letting it fall to the floor. I hook my thumbs under the sides of the bodysuit, peel it down just enough to expose my breasts, then leave it at my waist.

His mouth opens, like he wants to say something, but I shake my head. “Just watch,” I say.

I kneel again, push his legs apart, and take him in my mouth. This time, I don’t tease. I go hard, fast, hands on his thighs, using all the tricks I cataloged. I swirl, I pulse, I suck. Every few seconds, I stop and look up at him, maintaining eye contact. He’s sweating now, hairline damp, chest flushed.

When I feel him twitch, I pull back, wipe my mouth, and straddle him again. I hold his cock at the base, position it, and sink down, all at once.

He groans, loud, louder than I’ve ever heard. I clamp a hand over his mouth.

“Quiet,” I whisper, licking the shell of his ear. “You’ll wake the neighbors.”

I ride him, slow at first, then faster. I keep my hands on his shoulders, digging my nails in, leaving marks. Every time he tries to take control—grabbing my hips, thrusting up—I push him back down, set the rhythm myself.

He’s close, I can tell, but I don’t let him finish. I clamp down with my muscles, then pull off, leaving him hard and aching.

He looks at me, desperate. “Please,” he whispers, voice cracked.

I smile, tilt his chin up, and kiss him, deep and slow. “Not yet.”

I roll him onto his back, climb on top, and pin his arms above his head. I take him in again, and this time, I let myself go. I chase the sensation, grinding, rubbing, using him. I don’t care if he comes or not; I want to see what I look like when I’m the one in charge.

I orgasm hard, clenching around him, shuddering from head to toe. I collapse on his chest, catching my breath, then slide off and lie next to him.

He lies there stunned, staring at the ceiling.

After a long minute, he turns to me, eyes wide.

“What’s gotten into you tonight?” he says, voice barely above a whisper.

I smile, turn to face him, and stroke his jaw.

“Maybe I’m just showing you what I want,” I say.

He laughs, shakily. “Well. Consider me convinced.”

We lie there, side by side, both catching our breath. I glance at the clock—11:44 p.m. I run a fingertip along his arm, feeling the ridges where my nails left marks.

He looks at me again, searching my face, but I don’t give him anything. I just smile softly and cryptically.

In the dark, I let the silence stretch. I know he’ll never guess where this came from. I know he’ll never suspect that the power has shifted forever.

I close my eyes, savoring the sensation of his body next to mine, the evidence of what I’ve done still visible in the half-light. Tomorrow, I’ll do it again, and again, until he forgets what it was ever like to be in control.

For now, I drift off, safe knowing that he’s mine—and he doesn’t even know it.

#

The next night, I don’t wait for him to close his laptop. I find him at the kitchen island, lost in the blue glow, tapping at something I’m sure is neither urgent nor important. I take his wrist, pull him gently but insistently, and lead him to the bedroom. He follows, eyebrows raised, mouth half-open in a question he doesn’t ask.

“Sit,” I say, and point to the edge of the mattress.

He sits, hands clasped in his lap, a little unsure. Slowly, I undress in front of him, holding eye contact. I let the straps slip off my shoulders one by one, letting the dress puddle at my feet. I don’t rush, don’t break the silence. The only sound is the scratch of his jeans as he shifts, growing harder by the second.

I straddle his lap, hands on his shoulders, then trace down his arms, peeling off his shirt. His skin is warm and smooth under my fingers. I kiss his neck, biting just a little, the way I saw Vanessa do. I watch the effect ripple through him—shudder, then sigh. Cataloging it, I file it away for later.

I rock against him, slow grind, never letting his hands touch me unless I place them myself. He tries to move faster, to take charge, but I pin his wrists above his head, lean in, and whisper, “Not yet.”

He laughs, nervous, but obeys.

Taking my time, I go down on him. I use the tip of my tongue, swirl around the head, then take him deeper. I look up at him just to see his face. He’s watching me, eyes wide, searching. I tease him with my hand, slow and tight, then pull away entirely. He groans, head back, and I know he’s close.

I stop just before he loses it. I let go, stand up, and look down at him.

“Why did you—” he starts.

I put a finger to his lips. “Wait.”

I walk to the dresser, rummage for the silk tie he wore to Lila’s wedding. I hold it up, let him see it, then toss it to him.

“Tie your hands behind your back,” I say.

He hesitates, but only for a second. He does as he’s told, fingers working the knot with clumsy excitement.

I climb on top of him again, this time facing away, and sink down onto his cock. I move slowly, grinding in circles, clenching every few seconds. His breath goes ragged, legs straining to keep still. I reach behind and run my hands down his stomach, feeling every ripple of muscle as he tries not to explode.

I let him get close, then pulled off, leaving him throbbing and desperate. I turn, kneel between his legs, and lick him, just the tip, then not at all. He whimpers, and I smile.

Watching him, I keep him on edge as long as I can, seeing sweat. I count the minutes, savoring the control. I feel like a puppeteer, every twitch and gasp proof that I’m pulling the strings.

He shakes, thighs trembling. “Mara, please,” he whispers.

I press my lips to his ear. “You want it that bad?”

He nods, helpless.

“Good,” I say, and stroke him fast, the way I saw Vanessa do in the window. His whole body convulses, and he comes, loud and unrestrained, spilling all over my hand. I milk it, watching his face the whole time, watching the relief and the shock and the disbelief cycle through in real time.

I wipe my hand on the sheet, then crawl up next to him. I untie his wrists, kiss the red marks where the silk bit into his skin.

He looks at me, dazed. “What the fuck, Mara?”

I shrug, innocent. “Just wanted to see how it felt.”

He stares, then laughs—real, wild, a little scared. “You’re different lately.”

I touch his cheek, brush the hair off his forehead. “Maybe I’m just finally being myself.”

He’s still breathing hard, chest rising and falling. He studies my face, searching for an explanation, but I give him nothing. I let him wonder.

I roll onto my back, close my eyes, and listen to his heartbeat, loud in the quiet. I feel satisfied, not just from the sex, but from the power shift, the way I’ve turned the tables without ever raising my voice.

Tomorrow, he’ll wake up and pretend nothing’s changed. But I know better. I know he’ll think about it all day, every day, until he breaks or adapts.

I smile in the dark, already planning my next move.

#

In the dim pre-dawn, our bedroom is a den of discarded clothing and unsorted sheets. The air is thick with sweat and something sharper—a new frequency, maybe. Jonah lies next to me, arm thrown over my waist, his body lax and sated. But I can feel the tension in his hand, the way his thumb flexes against my ribcage like he’s testing for a bruise.

He props himself up on one elbow, blinking against the gray light. “You okay?” he asks, voice pitched carefully and casually.

I turn to look at him, letting my gaze travel his face as if I’m seeing him for the first time. There’s a red mark across his cheek where my palm landed last night, a constellation of nail crescent moons at his clavicle. He meets my eyes, but only for a second—then looks away, tongue flicking out to wet his lips. Tell.

I smile, slow and precisely. “Never better.”

He laughs, but it’s a sound with no air in it. He touches my hair, twirls a lock around his finger, and says, “You’re…intense lately.”

I nod. “You like it?”

He considers, then nods back, a small smile. But he’s still studying me—searching for evidence, an explanation, a reason for the shift. I can see the wheels turning, but he doesn’t know which hypothesis to test.

He rolls onto his back, staring at the ceiling. I watch the movement of his throat as he swallows. I count the heartbeats in his neck. My fingertip traces idle circles on his chest, like Vanessa did in the hotel. I wonder if he recognizes the gesture, or if it’s just a ghost sensation.

We don’t talk for a long time. The room fills with the sound of his breathing, steady and even, and I let myself match it, tuning my body to the same frequency. Though my eyes close, my mind is open, cataloging every detail. I know him better than he knows himself now. I know which muscles tense when he’s hiding something, which ones go slack when he surrenders. I know the flicker in his eyes when he thinks of her.

I know, and he will never know that I know.

He dozes off finally, jaw slack, breath gone soft. I lie there beside him, eyes open, listening to the city’s white noise creep in from the window. I replay the night, frame by frame, savoring the way I orchestrated his pleasure, the way I denied him, the way I gave in only when I wanted to. I recall the moment he realized he wasn’t in control, the flicker of panic and then the blissed-out resignation.

I slide out of bed, move quietly to the bathroom. I look at myself in the mirror, searching for a change. There’s color in my cheeks, a sheen on my lips. I look alive. I look dangerous.

I piss, flush, wash my hands. I stare at my reflection and practice the smile I’ll wear for him tomorrow.

Back in the bedroom, Jonah hasn’t moved. He sleeps with his mouth open, just a little, and snores softly on the inhale. I watch him for a while, arms folded across my chest, then slip under the covers and pull them tight around my body.

I close my eyes, but don’t sleep.

Instead, I lie there, listening to the rise and fall of his breath, planning my next move, and the one after that.

For the first time in forever, I am not waiting for the other shoe to drop.

I am the one who’s dropping it.


Thank You




Thank you for reading book one of this Shy to Shameless series. If you enjoyed this short story, there are more coming!  I'd love to share more stories with you.
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Teaching Him to Share Me

To be taken in the wide open with so many to witness makes me squirm with delight.

My nosy neighbor watches from her window as my landscaper stretches me in front of my husband, who is enjoying the fun as much as I am.

Now that the secret is out with my pesky neighbor, I'm going to show them exactly what they've been craving all along, and while I'm at it, I'll indulge in every bit of pleasure I desire. 

Using All His Rivals In Front of Him


My alpha hubby thinks he's in charge until I shame him by getting off with his enemies, right in front of him....

My husband believes I'm clueless about his affairs during those so-called business trips. His prized plaything at home, there for his delight when he's not out chasing thrills.

He has no clue about my escapades in his absence. He doesn't know I've been tangled up with every one of his business rivals.

Tonight, on our anniversary, I'm going to lay it all bare. With every rival in mind, I'll deliver the news in a filthy, seductive manner that'll reduce my husband to the submissive cuck he was always meant to be.



Where to Go Next




Loved this From Shy to Shameless story? Start the journey from the beginning:

Her First Taste
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