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Chapter 1


At 5:11 a.m., the apartment is as silent as a morgue. The only noise is the refrigerator’s low hum—steady, almost soothing, like a life-support machine in a room where nobody expects recovery. There is no pretense of sleep tonight, only the discipline of keeping still. I sit at the kitchen table, back ramrod straight, fingers steepled over a small black notebook. The notebook is smooth and warm from hours of handling, its corners softened by obsessive opening and closing. In this hour, when the city outside hasn’t decided what kind of day it wants to be, the apartment is a sealed ecosystem. Orderly. Unyielding. Minimalist, like a showroom or a set swept clean of all personal evidence.

On the table: a mug of water, room temperature, half-empty and marked by a single print of lipstick from last night; a pen, fine-tipped, blue; my notebook, open to page thirty-seven. Each page begins with a date and time, underlined with military precision. Underneath: a list. A record of anomalies.

From the living room, I can see the foyer, the door, and the entire length of the hallway. The blinds are already open a quarter inch, a slim permission for morning to creep in. There is a thrill in knowing exactly how light will spread across the room, hitting the table at precisely 5:36, catching the edge of my notebook like a searchlight. I wait for that moment, feeling the day advance minute by minute. On the page: a series of bullet points.

— 6/17: Jonah logged off 1.5 hours late. Claimed server issue.

— 6/18: Password change. (Not prompted by IT—confirmed.)

— 6/19: Cancelled dinner w/o prior text.

— 6/19: Showered after “client call” at 11:42 p.m.

— 6/20: Smell—cologne, not standard. (Note: verify brand.)

Patterns are emerging, but I circle only those that repeat, drawing tight blue loops around the outliers, my pen pressure almost surgical. The circling is a ritual, the only motion I permit myself, each loop a gesture of containment. Outside, a delivery truck hisses to a stop, idles, and pulls away. Inside, not even a clock ticked. The softening of light and the increments of paranoia measures instead of time.

I imagine, for a second, what it would look like if someone entered right now. The table: a surgical tray. Me, the waiting specimen, arms pale under the kitchen’s cold white light. There’s no breakfast, no coffee, no sign of anyone else’s morning routine. Jonah’s mug is on the top shelf, untouched. I aligned his keys on the magnetic strip by the door last night when he came in distracted and forgot. Even in neglect, he is easy to account for. Even in his absence, he is an inventory.

I turn the page and date it: 6/21. The pen’s point almost pierces the paper. I'll begin the list for today, though today hasn’t yet properly started:

— Woke at 2:47, bed empty.

— Water running (2:49–3:02).

— Returned to bed, did not touch it .

After each entry, I pause, listen, and log my own reactions as sub-bullets. Do not panic. Check facts. Wait for the pattern.

5:28. I sensed his presence before I heard the bedroom door. The tread is light, softer than it used to be, as if he doesn’t want to startle anyone—not even himself. He emerges in gym shorts, shirtless, his chest threaded with the tan lines of a man who spends all day under the flat glow of office fluorescents. His eyes flick to me, then away. I get nothing—no smile, no morning platitude. He moves in a line, straight to the cabinet, pulls down a glass, and fills it. The water runs a full five seconds before he turned it off, staring at the backsplash like it’s an invention.

“I’ve got an early meeting,” he says, voice hollowed out by sleep or disuse. His gaze moves over me, but never lands.

“You said that last night.” My voice sounds even. It’s always even, even when I mean it to bite. I’m not sure if I want him to hear the accusation or if it’s just for the record.

He shrugs—shoulders rising and falling in a gesture that has grown, over the years, to signal both defeat and apology. “It’s the quarterly numbers. Everyone’s on edge.”

He finishes his water in three gulps, sets the glass in the sink, but doesn’t rinse it. This, too, is a new pattern. I circle it mentally, filing it for later.

“I might be home late,” he said. “If you want to eat without me—”

I close the notebook with a crisp snap. “I’ll wait.”

His lips twitched in a gesture that, with more effort, might have been a smile. He glances at the fridge, at the clock, at the window, at anything but me. “You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

There is a silence as full as a scream. Then he’s gone, back down the hallway, leaving the echo of his cologne—subtle, but the wrong one—trailing in the air.

When the door clicks shut, I count to ten, eyes closed, hands flat on the table. I allow myself the full sensation of dread, the tidal pull in the pit of my stomach, then let it recede. The refrigerator ticks over into its defrost cycle, breaking the spell. I opened the notebook and wrote again.

— 5:29 a.m.: Avoided eye contact. New cologne (see previous note).

— 5:30 a.m.: Water glass, left unwashed.

— 5:31 a.m.: Early meeting, not listed on calendar. (Verify.)

I circle the last item. The pen glides in perfect, practiced ovals, leaving blue ink halos around my evidence.

I look at the page, then up at the window, where dawn finally asserts itself, pale and implacable. The prediction accurately shadowed every object in the kitchen, leaving nothing out of place. Except, perhaps, me.

The next move is obvious. Document. Observe. Wait.

I close the notebook and line it up flush with the table’s edge, aligning my fingers along the seam. In the silence, my heart’s pace is the only thing that speeds up. I let it, because the page will not betray me, and the pen will always run out before I do.
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The restaurant is a jungle of glass and gold, all amber light and the clamor of human need. The restaurant’s design creates an atmosphere where everything feels both intimate and exposed: pendant lights dangle like warm interrogation bulbs, velvet banquettes curve to force elbows together, and tables are spaced just close enough for secrets to be overheard and envied. Lila is already waiting at a high-top near the window, laughing at something on her phone, one leg hooked around the barstool in a way that dares anyone to tell her to act her age. She glows in the candlelight, hair pulled up in a careless knot, throat bare except for a thin chain that disappears into her shirt. She waves when she spots me, but doesn’t stand, as if sitting here is an act of possession.

I glide in, crossing the floor, touching nothing, eyes down, notebook left at home by force of will. The hostess blinks at me as if I might vanish mid-stride, but I’m already at Lila’s table before she can offer a greeting. Lila grins up at me, her teeth slightly uneven, her lipstick already half-erased by the rim of her wineglass.

“Look at you,” she says, and there’s a fondness in it, an appreciation for effort. She gestures for the bartender, then for me to sit. Everything else in this city, designed for discomfort yet appearing casual, made the hard and angular barstool feel familiar.

She gives me the once-over, her eyes flicking from my dress (plain, black, ironed flat), to my hair (still damp at the ends from an unplanned rewash), to my hands. I’ve painted my nails for the first time in months, a detail I regret instantly. Lila notices. She notices everything.

“What are we celebrating?” she asks.

“Survival,” I say. I mean it as a joke, but the word tastes clinical. Lila remains undeterred.

“Then let’s do it properly.” She signals the bartender, who materializes with the wine list, a clean napkin, and a hunger for spectacle. Lila orders two glasses of something expensive and unnecessary. She doesn’t ask what I want. She never does. She always gets it right.

We clink glasses. Hers is almost empty; mine shivers in my grip.

“So,” Lila says, drawing out the vowel, “you’re going to tell me why you look like you just stared down the void and the void lost.”

I take a careful sip. “I don’t,” I say.

She leans in, elbows on the table, voice dropping to a hush that still carries. “Don’t give me that, Mar. You’ve been sending me ellipsis-texts all week.”

I picture my message log: the dregs of our college shorthand, truncated late-night confessions, “you up?” with no context, and always a two-minute response time from Lila.

I shrug. “It’s nothing. Just—work. I’ve been keeping weird hours.”

Lila studies me over the rim of her glass, eyes narrowed in a way that means she’s deciding whether to press or let it go. She opts for the latter, at least for now. Instead, she asks about the fresh case, the boss, the interns. I give her the story I’ve perfected for office small talk: It’s fine. They’re fine. Everything is fine.

Lila nods along, but the glint in her eye is surgical. She waits until I’ve run out of words, then says, “And Jonah? Still climbing the corporate ladder, or is he just clinging on for dear life?”

Laughter sweetens the question, but it lands like a knife between ribs. I feel the heat rise in my face, the way a fever announces itself before the thermometer confirms your suspicion. I look at my wineglass, which is already half-drained.

“He’s good,” I say, and the word is brittle. “Busy. He’s had to travel more.”

Lila’s brows tick up. “Travel? They’re finally letting people fly again?”

“Just client sites,” I say. “Not real travel. He comes right back.”

A silence opens. It’s the silence that grows teeth if you let it. Lila knows this, and she fills it.

“Are you bored?” she asked. “You sound bored.”

It’s a trap, and I know it, but I walk in anyway. “Not bored,” I say. “Just—” I want to say restless. I want to say haunted, or hunted, or something with the right cadence for what’s eating at me. Instead, I say, “It’s probably nothing. Just work stress.” My fingers tightened around the stem of the glass. Lila notices that, too.

The bartender sets a plate of small, seared things between us, all garnish and gesture. Lila doesn’t touch hers, just swirls the wine and waits. She is patient in a way that makes me nervous, because I know she won’t let this go.

“Mar,” she says softly, “you’ve been tracking his schedule, haven’t you?”

It is not a question. It is a diagnosis.

My eyes flashed up. There’s a flare of embarrassment so hot it burns away the instinct to deny. Instead, I say, “How did you—?”

She snorts, then leans back, folding her arms. “You always do this. Remember sophomore year, you color-coded my hangovers to see if I was actually allergic to tequila?”

“You were,” I say. “You are.”

She grins, but it fades quickly. “You do the same thing with people. Patterns. You never say it out loud, but you’re always—” She mimics flipping through a mental Rolodex. “Always noticing. Always logging.”

I want to laugh, but it comes out tight. “So what? It’s not a crime.”

“No,” she says. “But maybe you should tell someone when you notice things you can’t explain.”

There’s a genuine concern in her eyes now, a flicker of something that makes me want to look away. Instead, I press my thumbnail into my palm, hard enough to leave a crescent mark.

“It’s just stress,” I say, but it sounds like a dare. “He’s different lately, but who isn’t? Everyone’s lost their mind the last year.”

Lila shrugs, but her gaze sharpens. “Different how?”

I hesitate. “He’s—distant. He forgets things. He’s started using a new cologne.”

The last detail slipped out unplanned. Lila pounces.

“New cologne?”

I force a smile. “It’s not a crime, either.”

She leans in, her voice velvet and dangerous. “When did you start keeping a log?”

There’s no use lying. “A couple of weeks,” I say. “Just notes. Nothing dramatic.”

“Let me see,” she says.

I blink. “See what?”

“The log.”

“I didn’t bring it.” I flush, realizing how that sounds. “It’s not even digital.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Lila says, and for a second, her tone is almost wistful. “You’re analog in a digital world.”

She lets it drop, sensing my discomfort. She slides the plate closer, nudging a piece of meat in my direction. “Eat. You look like you haven’t slept since the Obama administration.”

I take a bite, chew. It’s tasteless, my mouth dry. We talk about safer things: the city’s reopening, a mutual friend’s doomed engagement, the new art exhibit neither of us will actually go see. I let her carry the conversation, grateful for her ability to fill space with something other than panic.

But my mind is elsewhere, always elsewhere. Even as I nod and laugh, I’m mapping Jonah’s last week: the nights he came home late, the missed calls, the unexplained charges on the card. The things I haven’t told Lila, the things I haven’t even written. The feeling of being watched from the other side of a two-way mirror, except I’m the only one searching for the flaw in the glass.

My phone buzzes. It’s 8:23. Jonah’s name on the screen. I don’t open it at first, just stare, knowing exactly what it will say. When I finally check, it’s as scripted as the weather:

Running late, sorry. Don’t wait up.

I don’t show it to Lila. I just slipped the phone back, smoothed my dress, and reached for the wine. This time I drained the glass.

Lila watches, silent. She knows the moment, the click in the gears.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

I meet her gaze, and I feel my expression harden, resolve forming like ice over water.

“I’m going to find out,” I say.

She nods, and in that gesture there is no judgment, only solidarity.

We sit in silence, two women in a city of glass and gold, each of us watching the other’s reflection in the window. I wait for the sky to darken just enough to erase the boundary between inside and out, and when it does, I am ready.
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The city is at its best when it forgets itself, when the gridlock and the glass and the perpetual sizzle of ambition give way to the dark, and the dark becomes the only logic. I kill the engine three blocks from our building and wait, hands folded in my lap, eyes adjusting to the orange-pink muting of sodium streetlights. It’s just past nine. I count the minutes in red digits on the dashboard, letting them bleed into the silence.

He’s late. He’s always late now, but I’d staked out his patterns, cross-checked his trajectory for weeks. If I were wrong tonight, I’d have to start from zero, but I’m not. I know him better than he knows himself; this is the gift and curse of careful study. I keep the car dark, windows up, seat leaned back just enough to appear empty from the curb. There are seven other cars on this block. Two of them have steamed-up windows and shifting silhouettes. One has a sleeping cabbie, head back, mouth open. None of them are watching for me.

The waiting is easy. I was built for waiting.

At 9:23, the lobby doors opened, and he emerged, phone already in hand, bag slung low on one shoulder. There’s no hesitation in his stride—he moves with the pre-programmed efficiency of a man certain that the world will not trip him up. He’s even changed clothes, something he never used to do between the office and home. Tonight, it’s a blue button-down, no tie, sleeves rolled up with precise symmetry. He doesn’t look left or right as he walks to the car, unlocks it, and slides in, flicking the headlights on in one smooth movement.

I wait until he is half a block ahead before I ease into traffic, letting another car and a cyclist buffer the gap. I match his speed exactly, a trick I’d mastered in the dead hours of insomnia: find the rhythm, become the rhythm, and you become invisible. He takes his usual route for two miles, cutting east at the river, then drops south—faster than usual, as if there’s something waiting on the other end. I calculate turns before he makes them, rerouting instantly, never once losing the sightline.

He hits the interstate, then exits almost immediately onto a feeder road lined with high-rises, their mirrored faces glowing with the light of other people’s secrets. The city is a bloodstream, and I am a platelet, clotting in a narrow side street as he signals and slows into the entrance of the Ridgeline Hotel. The Ridgeline is an architectural trophy: all edges and glass, designed to impress from a distance but, up close, just another cage with brighter bars.

He parks. He waits. I count the seconds—seventy-eight—before the next player enters the frame. She is punctual, hair up, dress black, heels tall enough to declare intent. They don’t rush the greeting. She touches his arm first, the gesture brief but practiced, then he leans in, lowers his head to say something soft enough that she laughs, the sound carried across the asphalt like a dare.

I’m not close enough to read lips. I don’t need to.

The moment stretches, then breaks: they walk together, not touching but close enough that their shadows merge under each streetlamp. Utterly still, my body reacts as if my blood has observed the anomaly. I watched them pass through the sliding doors into the hotel’s glass lobby. The hotel’s glass lobby refracts and multiplies them, filling the building with their echoes. I watched until the elevator doors closed on their reflection.

My hands are flat on my thighs, unshaken. My breathing is steady. The noise inside my head, the tight whine of months of uncertainty, is gone. In its place: silence. Not peace, exactly, but the calm of having been right.

I replay the scene in my mind, frame by frame, as if there might still be some detail I missed. There isn’t. I am thorough to a fault. Upon opening my phone, I record the time, location, the car’s make and model, along with details about her dress and hair. I don’t write any adjectives. The facts are sufficient.

A couple passes my car, arm in arm, illuminated briefly by the hotel’s awning lights. They don’t see me. Nobody sees me. I am perfectly, exquisitely unobserved. The way I like it.

For a moment I considered calling Lila, or even just sending a photo, but the impulse died on the vine. This is for me, and for the record. Tomorrow I’ll decide how to use it.

I lean back in the seat and close my eyes, letting the night slide over me. For the first time in weeks, I don’t feel the need to plan my next move. There will be time for that. Tonight, all I want is to watch the windows, watch the patterns, and wait for the lights to go out.


Chapter 2


Iam not the person who sits outside hotels with the engine off and the lights low, watching. Or maybe I am. I’ve spent so much time cataloging what I’m not—never the drama, never the cliché, never the woman with shaking hands and mascara tracks—that I failed to notice the slow accrual of exceptions. The car is cold now, the dashboard numbers pulsing 9:56, and I am a dot in the city’s capillaries, invisible to anyone not looking straight at me.

The lobby of the Ridgeline glows like a petri dish. I watch the revolving door spit out an endless sequence of others, none of whom give a fuck about the woman in the black Corolla with the seats adjusted for maximum obliqueness. I could sit here for hours; I do. When I close my eyes, their last twenty seconds replay against my lids, sharp and permanent as a tattoo: the pivot at the car, the arm-touch, the smile so perfectly measured it’s almost practiced. He’d always told me he hated performative affection. He’s grown into it beautifully.

The car smells like mint gum and petrichor, the leftovers of my own nervous rituals. I check my phone—no missed calls, one text from Lila (“u ok?”) that I ignore for now. If I respond, the spell breaks and I’m just another spouse with a crime to report. I prefer the pretense of professionalism. There’s a kind of glamour in the forensics of heartbreak.

I could walk in. The line between action and observation is so thin here, the glass sheet between the lobby and the world. They’re probably at the bar, or maybe the elevator already. I imagine the confrontation: me, striding in with the confidence of every wronged woman who ever delivered a monologue to a room full of witnesses. Jonah, caught mid-sentence, his face went flat and colorless. Her, some smudge of a woman with hotel hair and expensive taste, shrinking or baring teeth or maybe just raising an eyebrow in solidarity, as if to say, You didn’t do your job, and so I did it for you.

I keep my ass in the seat.

Instead, I reposition. The hotel’s corner lot wraps to a loading bay with a row of maintenance vehicles. I slip behind a white delivery van and cut the headlights, then slowly reverse, checking sightlines in the side mirror. If I were narrating this to a detective, I would mention that I kept one car-length distance at all times, that I never parked directly under a streetlamp, that I used my phone’s front-facing camera to monitor my own windows for telltale reflections. I would not mention the way my heart pounds—five, ten, twenty beats in the space between every move. The ritual matters.

The ground-floor windows are tall and dressed in tissue-thin white curtains that billow slightly in the A/C draft. The curtain in 105 only partially covers the window. A rookie mistake. Or an invitation.

My hands are steady as I lower my seat, wedge my phone between thigh and the console, and settle in. The angle is perfect: I can see, through the sheerness, a slice of table, the outline of two glasses, the movement of hands and faces. I count every shadow. I log the evidence.

— 10:04 Glasses raised. His, whiskey. Hers, something in a stemmed goblet.

— 10:07: He touches her wrist, palm down, a gesture I’ve seen a hundred times at dinner parties and offsite retreats.

— 10:11: She laughs, tilts head, exposes column of throat. (Note: hair up.)

Each entry is a way to keep the walls up. I became a camera, not a wife.

And yet. There are moments when the analysis slips, and the raw comes through, ugly and hungry. I hate her, yes, but I hate him more. He acts incredibly controlled, almost as if he’s rehearsed it all. He orders for her. Like intimacy is a math problem with a memorized solution, he leans in at just the right angle.

I realize I am sweating through the back of my dress. My jaw aches from clenching. When I catch my reflection in the side window, the woman staring back is a ghost in the pale blue glow of the parking lot security lights. I wipe my mouth on my sleeve. I do not cry.

At 10:18, the lights in 105 dimmed. A new pattern: she stands first, her outline stretching tall and lean. He follows, placing a hand low on her back. They move toward the window, and for one vertiginous second I think he’s seen me, that he’s looking straight into the dark and knows I am there. I don’t move. If anything, I will my molecules to slow down, to be less. To be nothing at all.

He says something; she laughs again, louder this time. Her mouth opened wide, teeth flashing. Then, the curtain closes, severing my field of vision.

I catalog the loss. I catalog the silence.

There is a window, maybe five minutes, in which I could go inside and catch them in some state of undress or worse. But I don’t. Instead, I log the time, log the temperature, log the precise angle at which their silhouettes converged.

This is how you lose without collapsing: you narrate the details so relentlessly, there is no time left to feel them. You become your own black box, recording the impact, promising to analyze it later when you can bear to.

I start the car and idle there, low and invisible, waiting for the lights in 105 to go out.

The car clock ticks its way toward 11:04. I track every minute, willing the world to shift, to give me one last grace period before the conclusive proof. In the rearview, the hotel windows are a grid of secrets. Nothing moves. The air in here is thick, recirculated to exhaustion. If I crack the window, the summer night will rush in, and with it the voices of every other car idling on this street. I keep the glass up.

The lights in 105 never go dark. Instead, at 11:07, the curtain bows out as if someone’s pressed against it from the inside. The gap is less than an inch, but it’s enough. Through the slit, shadows danced—messy and distended, two shapes colliding and separating in patterns I know too well. There is a choreography to these betrayals; Jonah’s hands map the outlines of affection with the same economy as always, never a wasted gesture. Even at this distance, I recognize his head tilt, the way his shoulder squares before he makes a move. The woman responds with the full theater of enjoyment. Her arms looped around his neck, hair spilling down his back, a silhouette of perfect acceptance.

The sound, thankfully, does not reach me. But my brain supplies it, anyway. The catalog is thorough: the grunt of the old mattress, the catch of breath at the moment of contact, the whispered joke that lands like a caress. I should be recoiling. Instead, I feel my jaw lock and my chest compress, a burst of static in my hands and knees. My body is ahead of my mind, running a script it doesn’t want to admit to.

The thing that splits me is not the betrayal, but the way watching it ignites something I don’t recognize. My skin tingles. My fingers, instead of curling into fists, flutter over the seam of my jeans. I taste blood from biting my tongue. In the passenger seat, my bag sits open, the blue notebook peeking out like a witness. I want to write this down, but I can’t let go of the steering wheel.

I watch until the shadows become one shape, until the movement slows, until there is only stillness and the glow of the bedside light. I keep expecting a surge of grief, or rage, or at least some respectable impulse to drive away and never look back. Instead, what comes is a low, desperate curiosity—a hunger to see what happens next, to follow every flicker and gesture, to know the entire story in all its obscene detail.

The tears come late, and when they do, it’s not the sobbing I’d imagined. They sting, hot and mean, leaving lines down my cheeks like acid. I wipe them away with the heel of my palm and keep watching, even after the show is over.

Anger. Grief. Fascination. The categories fail. I am not one emotion; I am all of them, wound so tight the only relief is to keep cataloging, keep describing, keep making sense of the mess.

At 11:33, the lights in 105 finally cut out. The curtain flattens. There is nothing more to see.

I drive home with the A/C on high and the windows still sealed. The radio is off. I count stoplights, count lanes, count the breaths it takes to get from here to there. My hands are numb on the wheel. The urge to scream is massive, but I keep it inside, where it can fossilize and be mined later.

By the time I reach our street, the world has shifted one degree off axis. I park and wait, forehead against the wheel, until the feeling passes.

It doesn’t.

I let myself into the apartment with the same care I use for glassware. Every movement is buffered, every surface silent under my touch. The keys go on the hook. Shoes on the mat, toes pointed out. I stand in the foyer, listening for anything out of place. There is nothing—no water running, no fridge humming, not even the echo of a neighbor’s TV. The space is immaculate, as always, but tonight it feels foreign, a borrowed set.

I leave the lights off and move through the rooms by memory, hands skimming the wall for balance. The window in the kitchen is open half an inch, letting in the city’s night-breath: exhaust, fried food, the sweet rot of something blooming and dying at once. I take it all in, lungs burning with the urge to scream or sob or both, but the urge passes. Instead, I begin the evening routine.

Cupboard. Glass. Water, cold. The faucet’s rush is a pinprick in the quiet. I drink it in two swallows, then fill the glass and set it on the far edge of the counter. Without looking in the mirror, I brush my teeth. I strip to my underwear, fold my clothes, and lay them flat on the chair by the window. I do all of this because it is what I do. There is comfort in the sequence.

My phone pings: a calendar alert for tomorrow’s call with the audit team. I dismiss it. The blue notebook is waiting for me on the bed, open to the last page I wrote. I read the notes twice, then tucked it in the drawer and killed the lamp.

He’s not home yet. I lie on my back and count the seconds. At 12:21, the elevator dinged somewhere below. I count his steps in the hallway, the pause at our door, the brief scuffle with the lock—he always forgets which way to turn it after midnight.

He comes in quietly, but I hear everything: the scrape of his bag against the wall, the sigh as he takes off his shoes, the soft curse when he nearly drops his phone. He lingers in the kitchen. I imagine him pouring a drink, checking his email, maybe staring out the same window where I stood minutes ago. I stayed perfectly still.

He doesn’t call out. Doesn’t check the bedroom. Just goes straight to the bathroom, shuts the door with a click, and turns on the shower. I listen to the water, its rhythm different from mine—hotter, harder, longer. I count every minute. My body tenses at the sound of the curtain rings sliding open and closed.

I roll to my side, facing the wall. When he slips into bed, he moves slowly, as if not to disturb me. He is careful now, but not in the way that means affection. More like someone tiptoeing through a minefield, unsure if the next step will blow it all up. The mattress dips under his weight. He breathes through his nose, short and shallow. I can smell the cologne—the new one, the one I know is not for me.

He waits, silent, perhaps hoping I’ll turn and speak. I don’t.

After a while, he says, “Sorry I’m late. Big day tomorrow.” His voice is papery, thinner than usual. He doesn’t touch me, doesn’t even try.

The silence stretches until he snores, soft at first, then deeper. I remain awake, eyes wide in the dark, watching the shifting shadows across the ceiling.

I could confront him now. I could ask, point blank, about 105 and the woman with the waterfall hair and the laugh that opened her throat like a wound. But I don’t. Not tonight. Tonight is for observation.

The bed is a fault line. His warmth doesn’t reach me. I pull the sheet tight across my chest and let myself slip into the hush between one breath and the next, where there is nothing but the buzz of blood and the faint click of my jaw.

Tomorrow, I will decide what to do. For now, I keep my eyes open and catalog the dark.


Chapter 3


The day starts before the sun dares. In this, I find purpose.

I take my position at the desk—a repurposed dining table, pressed flush against the only east-facing window in the apartment. There is nothing on it but the laptop, a black notebook (still warm from where I slept with it against my chest), and three pens—blue, green, and a red fine-liner that feels too performative but is now the only shade that satisfies. I unscrew the cap, and before I even open the screen, I flick the pen across the page, dragging a precise line under the last entry:

— 6/22: No new data. Observed: “normalcy” re-enacted, likely deliberate.

I circle “normalcy” in red, then double-underline it, as if visual violence might force an admission. It doesn’t, but the ritual is as necessary as breathing.

It’s 5:19 a.m., and I’m awake not out of anxiety but out of discipline. The apartment is a study in controlled variables: shades drawn to a uniform height, lights at strict half-brightness, not even the whirr of an appliance to betray the hour. I work in silence, eyes scanning the notebook, mind running a silent script of comparison and elimination. The schedule takes shape in blue:

— Monday: Leaves at 7:02, returns 6:17.

— Tuesday: Leaves at 7:00, returns 7:45. (Note: traffic log inconsistent.)

— Wednesday: Pattern broken. 8:30 out, 11:07 p.m. return.

Hacking the feed with the credentials he left carelessly cached two years ago, I cross-referenced his work calendar. I built a heat map (or perhaps a spreadsheet) showing his movement, along with cell data, swipe access logs, and corporate VPN pings. I label every anomaly, color-coded for intent.

It’s not about catching him. That part is finished. It’s about engineering certainty, the eradication of variables. If I know every beat of his routine, every deviation, I can predict the story’s endgame. It’s a matter of pride. Or science. Or maybe it’s the only way to prove I am still smarter than my collapse.

I shift in the chair, roll my shoulder back to force the ache from last night’s vigil out of my body. I flip to a clean page and draw a four-column grid:

WEEKDAY | DEPARTURE | ARRIVAL | STATUS

I fill in each cell with measured blue letters, then scan for patterns. There, in the negative space between numbers, the truth nests: a three-hour gap every Wednesday, always bracketed by “urgent client site visit” on the shared calendar. The client name changes; the time block does not.

My phone vibrates on the desk. A text, 5:27, from the man in question.

[Jonah: “Morning, babe. Left early for a breakfast with the Peterson team. Don’t wait up for dinner—late meeting.”]

My eyes snatch the details:

1. “Peterson team.” The actual account is called Peterson Technologies, not “team.” He never abbreviates unless he’s improvising.

2. “Breakfast.” He has not eaten breakfast before 9:00 since college. There is no appointment on his Outlook between 7 and 11.

3. “Don’t wait up for dinner.” He’s projecting guilt, or else he’s laying a future alibi. Either way, the phrase is an outlier.

I study the message as if it were a crime scene photograph. I can see his thumb hesitating over the screen, can sense the palimpsest of prior drafts erased before this version. The word “babe” is the real tell—he uses it only when a text seems casual, when he needs me to believe the world is frictionless and safe.

On the page, I marked “Peterson team” in red. I log my own physiological responses: hands steady, pulse slow. The hurt is no longer new; it is a white noise, background to the work.

I type a reply, choosing each word with the precision of a surgeon:

[“Good luck with the meeting. Hope you get some time to eat. I’ll see you when I see you.”]

I don’t sign with “xo” or “love you.” I want him to see the difference, even if he pretends not to.

Before he can respond, I open a private browser tab and pull up the new hotel’s site. He’s switched locations, no doubt for variety or out of some subconscious need to be caught. Ridgeline is too obvious now, too contaminated by the memory of my car in the parking lot. This time it’s the Skyline Suites, a business-class labyrinth two exits past the old one. I check the reservation system. There is a hold for J. Reyes, conference room and single king, 2–11 p.m. I snap a photo of the screen, add it to the encrypted evidence folder. I feel nothing but a perverse sense of completion.

I close the tab, snap the notebook shut, and for a moment just let my hands hover over the desk. They look unfamiliar in the weak light, all tendon and blue vein, purposeful in a way that is almost frightening. This is the transformation, I think: when vigilance becomes evolution, and pain becomes process.

The apartment comes alive at 6:02 with the heating clicking. I stand, stretch, and move to the mirror by the entryway. I don’t recognize my face, not at first. The cheekbones are sharper, the eyes not quite glassy but clear in a way that reads as cold. I bound my hair, ensuring not a strand was loose. Dressed already, I’m wearing navy slacks, a white blouse, and a soft blazer, designed to be unremarkable. I tuck the black notebook into the bag, slide my phone into the side slot, and place the binoculars in a soft case at the bottom. Next to it, a spare charger, extra pens, and a folding knife I bought on a whim two days ago. I inventoried the kit twice before zipping it up.

I walk the apartment one last time, resetting each chair, straightening the hand towel, aligning the shoes. I am not looking for order, but for signs I might have left of myself that don’t belong. The old Mara—she’d have hesitated. She’d have left the bed unmade as a gesture of protest, a middle finger to domesticity. I make it, smooth as a hotel turndown.

In the kitchen, I set a mug of water on the counter, just as he will expect to find it when he comes home. I leave the lamp on in the corner, a beacon that says nothing is wrong.

At 6:41, I am out the door. I walk the corridor without looking back. When the elevator doors close, I allow myself a single smile—a small, tight thing that barely reaches my eyes. This is the first day of the new phase, and I am already ahead of the data.

Let him improvise. Let him try.

Today, I am the variable.
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After hours, the office is a warren of shadows and wasted ambition. The air conditioning is still on, but the space feels abandoned—cubicles emptied of their function, desktops glowing with the flat blue of power-save. I walk the aisle, heels muffled on the commercial-grade carpet, and make for the one lit enclave: Imran’s corner.

Imran works the way bees work—diligent, methodical, incapable of sloppiness. Even his posture at the screen is an act of devotion: chin tucked, shoulders squared, fingers typing with a rhythm that is both calm and relentless. He sees me in the reflection before he hears my approach.

“Burning the midnight oil, too?” His voice is quiet but warm, the way a cardigan would sound if it could.

“Some things can’t wait for daylight,” I say. I linger at the edge of his cubicle, giving him the option to decline the interruption. He never does.

He swivels to face me, all open expression and earnestness. He kept his workspace tidy—no stray papers or coffee rings were visible, just a grid of monitors and a color-coded file rack. I glance at the screens: half are terminal windows, one is the security camera feed for the building, another is a spreadsheet so dense it could pass for abstract art.

“Need help?” he asks, as if he’s been rehearsing the offer all day.

Nodding, I try for a sheepish smile. “I have a… personal project. I’m embarrassed, actually.” My eyes drop, then flick back up, as if the confession costs me.

Imran’s face brightens, conspiratorial. “Is it that kind of project?”

The implication hangs. I weaponised it. “Anniversary is coming up,” I say. “I want to surprise Jonah, but his calendar is chaos. And he’s always suspicious of anything out of the ordinary.” I pull a calendar printout from my bag and lay it on the desk, careful to angle it so the highlights are visible. “I was hoping you could help me map out his gaps. Cross-check against cell records, maybe?”

He picks up the sheet, scans the color bars with quick, professional focus. “Wow, this is… really detailed.” He lifts his eyes, searching mine for the shape of the joke, but I give him nothing.

I add: “He hates surprises, but I hate being predictable. I figure if I can make it seem like an accident—like he just was free—he won’t be on guard.”

Imran laughs, his version of a bark: quick, staccato, self-effacing. “Classic you.” He pivots to the keyboard. “Let’s see what we can do.”

For the next half-hour, we turn the cubicle into a command center. I hand over my pre-fabricated data dumps—a random pull of location pings, screenshots of Jonah’s Outlook calendar, even a few of his work emails. Imran never questions the source. He just gets to work, layering spreadsheets, pivot-tabling time blocks, mapping the overlap between business and pleasure with the cool remove of a scientist testing hypotheses.

I play my part to perfection. When he asks for clarification, I give just enough: “He’s been in a weird mood lately, like maybe something’s going on at work. I want to distract him.” Or, “He’s started using this new cologne, which, to be honest, freaks me out. It’s not his usual thing.” I see the micro-expressions in Imran’s face—concern, curiosity, a hint of envy—and file them for later.

He’s better than I expected. At 7:54, he points at a line graph. “See that?” He drags his finger along the x-axis. “Every Wednesday, there’s a three-hour window where his phone switches from office Wi-Fi to cell tower, and then for about twenty minutes, the signal drops entirely. Like he’s in a dead zone, maybe?”

I resist the urge to smile. “Could it just be a meeting offsite?”

Imran shakes his head. “He doesn’t log any meetings in that window. Not even a fake placeholder.” He taps the printout. “But every Thursday morning, his expense report gets updated. Minor charges, always under twenty bucks, always at the same cafe.”

I make a note in my book. He catches it, raises an eyebrow. “You’re really going all in, huh?”

“Just being thorough,” I say.

He turns the monitor to show me. “You could catch him at the cafe if you wanted. There’s a simple pattern. Like clockwork.”

I feel the words slide into me, cold and perfect. “He’s certainly consistent, isn’t he?”

Imran grins, proud to have cracked the case, blissfully unaware of the truth blooming in the gap between his spreadsheet and my smile.

We wrap up just as the cleaning crew works the far end of the hallway. I let him save the files to a USB, which I pocketed with practiced casualness.

“Thanks, Imran. Seriously,” I say, layering gratitude over the undertone of irony he’ll never pick up on.

He waves it off, suddenly bashful. “Happy to help. Let me know if you need, uh, a distraction for yourself, too.” There’s a blush, but it reads as safe—an old, harmless crush, not a threat.

“Will do,” I say, and leave him there, basking in the glow of his own usefulness.

I cross the office to my desk, lock the folder in my bag, and sit for a moment in the dark, staring at the city lights through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The skyline is just a series of data points, scattered and meaningless unless you know what to look for.

Tonight, I know exactly what to look for. And tomorrow, I’ll know even more.

I catalog the victory, smooth and silent, as the building hums around me.
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Dr. Price engineered his office to help you relax. Low light, glass coffee table, books by the yard on minimalist shelves—no personal clutter, no wild colors, nothing unpredictable. The only hint of personality is a small glass bowl of sand and polished stones, which she stirs between fingers as she listens. It is precisely the environment in which you are meant to lower your guard.

I perch on the edge of the leather chair, knees together, hands folded. As a model patient, I am here to do the work. I never lean back; I never let the chair claim me. There is safety in maintaining the boundary.

Dr. Price regards me with her usual blend of attention and detachment, a stare so perfectly calibrated it must be the product of years of training. She taps her pen against her pad, once, twice, then folds it neatly on the armrest.

“We haven’t seen each other in two weeks,” she says, voice neutral, “but I sense there’s been movement.”

I tried a smile. “That’s one word for it.”

She nods, not pressing. “Tell me about it.”

I ran the script I had prepared in the elevator. “Things are better. For a while, everything was off balance, like we were walking around a live wire. But lately, it’s stabilized. We’ve been…closer.” I choose the word carefully, letting it hang.

Dr. Price’s eyes narrow a micron. “Closer in what way?”

I look down at the glass bowl, watch the stones glint. “We’re spending more time together. Eating dinner at the same table, sometimes even talking instead of just—” I gesture vaguely, hoping she’ll fill in the rest.

She doesn’t. “And physically?”

I nod, coloring just enough to sell the story. “That, too.”

She waits, as if the next sentence will come unprompted. It won’t. Eventually, she asks, “What changed?”

I let the silence stretch. “I guess I stopped being angry all the time. That was exhausting. And he’s been…different.” I study her face for signs of skepticism. There are none, but I know she is reading me, anyway.

“Different how?”

I shifted in the chair. “Attentive. More present. Like he’s trying to close the gap.” I can feel my jaw tight, betraying the fact that I’m leaving out entire continents of information.

She picks up on it. “And do you believe this is sustainable? The new pattern?”

I run a tongue along my teeth, stalling. “I want to. I want to think we can build from here.”

“Is that enough?” she asks.

I look at her, steady, refusing to blink. “It has to be.”

Dr. Price flips a page on her pad, as if logging the answer for later. “I notice you’re very careful in your phrasing today.”

My hands clench, and I dig my nails into the skin between my thumb and index finger. “I don’t want to make a bigger deal out of things than they are. Over-analyzing is something I do.”

She smiles back, but her gaze is sharper now. “Sometimes, overanalysis is a way of controlling the uncontrollable. Does that feel true to you?”

I pause, considering whether to allow it. “Maybe. But sometimes it’s just my way of making sense of things. If I can find a pattern, I feel less…” I search for the right word, letting her watch me search. “Helpless.”

She leans forward a centimeter. “When do you feel helpless?”

I want to say: In the car, staring at a hotel window, watching the life I built invert itself in real time. Instead, I say, “When I can’t predict what he’ll do next. I need to know what’s coming.”

“Has he surprised you recently?” she asked.

I nod, slow. “He’s gotten better at hiding things.”

She lets that sit. “Does that make you trust him less, or yourself less?”

I want to confess it all. The spying, the logbook, the way I can no longer tell if I am more repulsed by him or by my compulsion to observe. The urge is primal; my throat tightens with it.

But I don’t.

“I think it makes me doubt my instincts,” I say, staring at my hands. “If you misread one big thing, how can you trust the rest?”

She scribbled something on her pad. “That sounds lonely.”

I nod, mute.

We talked in circles for the rest of the session. She tries to get me to define what I need from him, from myself, from the future. I offer abstractions: stability, communication, and clarity. She nudges gently toward the core, but I dodge and redirect, skillfully enough that by minute forty-five we are talking about work stress and the lack of good bagels in this city.

Finally, she sets the pen down for real. “You’ve done a lot of work to keep yourself safe, Mara. Next time, let’s talk about trust—not just as a concept, but as a practice.”

The word landed heavily. “Okay,” I say, and almost mean it.

She watches me gather my bag. “You’re good at reading people. Sometimes too good.”

I met her eyes. “Thank you.”

A pause, then: “It’s not always a compliment.”

I laugh, soft, and leave.

In the elevator, I replay the session line by line and judge it a perfect performance. But the word “trust” follows me out, clinging to my clothes, nagging at the edges of my control.

Back on the street, I check my phone. A single message from Jonah: [“Dinner’s at seven—don’t be late. I miss you.”]

I catalog the phrase, the timing, and the implied demand. I’m already plotting my response before I realize I’ve started.

Trust. Practice. I roll the words over in my mind, the way Dr. Price rolled her stones.

Maybe next week.
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We eat dinner at the kitchen table, a space we never occupied in the early years. Back then, it was always restaurants or takeout in front of the TV, two professionals too busy to sit across from each other in the ritual of marriage. Now we sit, two feet apart, knives and forks arranged in parallel, a bottle of Malbec split between us. The only thing alive in the air is the tension.

Jonah is in rare form tonight: solicitous, even charming, like a man desperate to recall the script that used to come naturally. He’s tried—hair product, the blue shirt I once said made his eyes look sincere, cologne (the old one, this time). He pours my wine, makes a show of lighting the pillar candle I set out. The performative normalcy would be almost funny if it wasn’t so precise.

He lifts his glass. “To us,” he says.

I clink it, soft. “To us.”

We eat in silence for a while, the only sounds being the clink of silverware and the muffled hum of the dishwasher in the background. When I finally break the quiet, it’s with surgical intent.

“So, Peterson account?” I say, giving the words the exact rhythm of the morning text. “How was breakfast?”

He freezes for a fraction of a second, then smiles. “Tedious, as always. They love to talk in circles, make a project out of nothing.” He cuts his steak, neat, bites down, chews as if the act itself might buy time to reconstruct the lie.

“Was it at the client’s office or the hotel?” I ask.

He wipes his mouth, casual. “Hotel. Their conference room is bigger. More comfortable, honestly.”

I watch the micro-expressions: a flutter of tongue along canine, the downcast eyes, the way his fingers skate the rim of his glass. He is lying, but it’s not even malicious—just muscle memory, an instinct to avoid pain.

“Will you have to travel again next week?” I ask.

He shakes his head too emphatically. “No, that’s wrapped. I’ll be home for the next stretch.” He sips the wine, then adds, “Maybe we could take a weekend away, just the two of us.”

A rush of contradictory heat. I can’t tell if I want to say yes or smash the bottle on the table and force a confession out of him.

Instead, I smiled. “I’d like that.”

We move through the meal in this pattern—me, prodding at the edges; him, parrying with half-truths and soft evasions. I log each anomaly. He never mentions the real meetings, never referencing Vanessa by name. When I ask if he’s heard from anyone at “the old firm,” he goes blank for a heartbeat, then shakes his head.

He calls me “babe” only once.

After dessert (store-bought, heaping compliments on my “plating skills”), I cleared the table. He tries to help, but I direct him to the living room with a look. When I join him, he’s scrolling through something on his phone, but locks the screen when I sit beside him.

I take his hand, guide it to my thigh. He looks at me, startled by the initiative. We haven’t done this—not like this—in weeks. I let my fingers trace the line of his jaw, pressing into the skin just hard enough to make him shiver.

“Are you okay?” he whispered.

I nod, straddle his lap, slide my tongue into his mouth before he can say anything else. The kiss I calculated was consuming, not desperate, and served as a reminder of ownership. I feel his body stiffen, then yield. His hands find my hips, hesitant at first, then urgent. I taste the wine on his tongue and wonder if this is what it’s like for him with her, or if this is an original script entirely.

I fuck him the way you’d run a controlled burn—hot, precise, designed to clear the underbrush. I don’t close my eyes. He never gets to take the lead, not even for a second. Every movement is mine: the grind of pelvis against pelvis, the arch of my back, the way I slide his hands where I want them and nowhere else.

He finishes quickly, gasping my name, looking up at me as if I might absolve him of something. I hold his face in both hands, forcing him to meet my gaze as the tremors run out.

Afterward, I let him lie with his head in my lap, stroking his hair while he caught his breath. He says, “I love you,” and I believe he means it, for the duration of the phrase.

I don’t say it back. Not tonight.

He fell asleep on the couch; the afterglow and the wine conspired to knock him out before the ten o’clock news. I watched him for a long time, noting the curve of his smile even in sleep, the way his hand draped over my knee as if afraid I’ll slip away.

When I’m sure he’s gone under, I ease out from under him, fix the pillows, and turn off the TV. I stand at the threshold of the living room, watching the rise and fall of his chest, and feel a strange, split satisfaction: I’ve reclaimed the narrative, if only for a night.

I go to the bathroom, close the door, and stare at myself in the mirror. My lips have swollen, my eyes are bright, and my hair is wild in a way that looks intentional. For the first time, I see a woman who isn’t afraid to take what she wants, even if it’s just the illusion of control.

I run the faucet, splash water on my face, and catalog the moment for later.

Tomorrow, I will wake up and begin again. But tonight, I am not the one being watched.

Not anymore.
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I park across from the Marriott Suites at dusk, in a patch of strip mall lot no one ever patrols. The line of sight is better than the Ridgeline—no landscaping, no parking attendant, just a wide-open field of asphalt and possibility. I kill the engine, check my watch, and start the waiting game.

The inside of my car is colder than outside, but the adrenaline keeps me warm. I arrange my surveillance: notebook balanced on the passenger seat, phone wedged into the dash mount, binoculars ready and within reach. This is not paranoia; this is protocol. I am an apparatus built for observation, every sense sharpened to its most predatory setting.

Through the lobby glass, I see him. He is early. He wears the brown leather jacket, the one he always claims is “too warm” for the season. Checking his phone, he stands by the potted plants, his jaw set as if posing for a company headshot. Three minutes later, she arrives: tall, with chestnut hair, dressed in black. They don’t touch in the lobby, but their bodies magnetize in the elevator—she standing so close she could count his pores if she wanted to.

I scan the building’s floors, cross-referencing with the reservation system I hacked using Imran’s tools. Suite 114, first floor, rear. I pivot the car two spaces forward, adjust my mirror for maximum coverage. I am so practiced now, it’s almost boring.

Almost.

They entered the suite. I check the time—7:18 p.m.—and start the clock. The curtain is half-drawn, just enough for a puritanical sense of privacy but not enough to block the view entirely. I raised the binoculars and steadied them against the steering wheel.

I watch.

At first, they just talked. There is laughter, wine, a brief interlude where he takes her coat and drapes it over the arm of the couch. She paces, gesturing with a sharpness that reminds me of myself when I’m about to win an argument. They never look toward the window. This is a sealed world, a terrarium of infidelity.

I lose the thread of their dialogue, but I can narrate the scene, anyway. I know the steps: he sits on the edge of the bed, hands folded. She stands, unbuttons her jacket, lets it fall. He watches her, not with lust but with something like awe. She climbs onto his lap, and they dissolve together, the script flipping from restraint to hunger.

My chest tightens, breath hitching in a way that has nothing to do with anger. I grip the binoculars until my fingers go numb, then let them drop to my lap. I want to look away, but I don’t. Instead, I reach for the phone and snap a series of photos—inferior quality, pixelated, enough to capture the movement but not the faces. Evidence, yes, but also a keepsake of the pain. I jot timestamps in the notebook, note the sequence, log the data.

I expect revulsion, but it’s something else: a surge of heat, a compulsion to see more, to know it all. My skin prickles; my heart thrums a ragged tattoo. It is so much easier to feel this than nothing at all.

They finish quickly. He disappears into the bathroom, and she stretches on the bed, scrolling her own phone, bored. I take in the tableau: the remains of room service, the two wine glasses, her shoes kicked off at parallel angles. I log it all.

When they leave the room—separately, ten minutes apart—I remain. I let the engine idle, staring at the empty window, reliving the scene frame by frame. The hunger does not abate; if anything, it intensifies. Knowledge is a drug, and I have wanted nothing more.

I sit there until my phone buzzes. A message from Jonah: [“Running late. Sorry. Save me some leftovers?”] The normalcy of it nearly cracks me, but I let the laughter spill silent and cold over my lips.

On the drive home, I play the entire sequence back in my mind. Every detail, every gesture, every breathless minute. I realize, finally, that this isn’t about betrayal or even about him. It’s about the act of watching—the control, the certainty, the way it sets me above the script I followed.

At a red light, I see my reflection in the window: eyes bright, lips parted, a flush in my cheeks. The woman looking back is alive, raw, and unsparing.

I put the car in gear, turn toward home, and feel the old self slough off like a second skin. There will be more. There has to be.

I am not what he made me. I am what I made from him.

And I can’t wait to see what happens next.


Chapter 4


Café Janus is an inside joke about taste. The marble tables are so white they reflect every sin and imperfection; the stemware is fingerprintless and so thin I half-expect it to shatter when I touch it. Like a threat, the soft jazz meant to signal “relaxation” to the upwardly mobile hums in my head. The host guides me to my table with choreography so rehearsed it’s almost mocking. I sit, hands folded in my lap, spine perfectly vertical. The menu is unnecessary. Lila knows what I’ll order before I do.

She arrives late on purpose, as always—some power move from when we were undergrads, preserved in amber. She is vibrant even in neutrals: a sharp blazer, hair loose over one shoulder, mouth painted like she means to stain everyone’s memory. Her walk is a metronome; every step says, Here I am. People stare. Lila absorbs the attention, divides it by two, and gives me the total sum.

She slid into the booth, dropped her sunglasses onto the table, and let her bag tumble into the seat beside her. “M,” she says, and it’s a greeting and a diagnosis at once. “You look like a ghost someone put lipstick on.”

I smile, small and rehearsed. “It’s just the lighting. And the week.”

She cocks her head. “You didn’t answer my last three texts. And your voice mailbox is full. I thought a cult had abducted you, but then I remembered—no cult could handle you.”

The waiter materializes. Lila orders for both of us, barely glancing at me. She knows my coffee order and, apparently, my probable deficit in calories. “And an extra croissant,” she says. “She’s starving and she won’t admit it.”

I let the moment settle. “Sorry. Work’s been a black hole.”

Lila studies me, all pretense of play dropped. Her concern is not performative; it is invasive, total. “You’re lying,” she says, with the smile of someone who’s seen you pee your pants at summer camp and knows your tells. “Work is always a black hole. But you still call.”

She’s right. I try to force a laugh, but it sticks in my throat. “It’s just a bad patch. Jonah’s been…” The pause is instinctive, like flinching from a slap. “Off. So I’ve been off, too.”

“Off how?”

I fiddle with the hem of the napkin, tearing a single thread loose. “You know how he gets when he’s stressed. Shuts down. Talks in monosyllables. Doesn’t come to bed until he’s sure I’m asleep.”

Lila leans in, elbows on the marble, fingers steepled as if she’s taking my deposition. “He’s always been a high-functioning depressive. You were the glue. Now you’re both brittle.” She mumbles it, but it lands hard.

“I’m fine,” I say, and know immediately it’s untrue.

She lets the silence expand, waits for the coffee before continuing. “So, you want to tell me what really happened, or should I guess?”

I laugh because that’s the only safe move. “Are we playing the therapy game now?”

She shrugs. “You’re not sleeping. You’re not eating. Your hands are shaking—” (they are) “—and you’ve worn the same black dress three times this week. If it’s not Jonah, then it’s you.”

I could tell her about the hotels, the spreadsheet, and the binoculars. The way watching him undid something inside me and then put it back, wrong. I could tell her how the pain burned clean, then came back in waves, never receding for long. But to say it aloud would be to surrender the last of my dignity.

Instead, I reach for the croissant, break it in half, and say, “It’s not him. It’s me. I’m spiraling, I guess. Classic Mara.”

She lets out a low whistle. “Shit, M. You haven’t done that since…”

I nod, keeping my eyes down. “Since my mom died.”

Lila is silent, but her hand slides across the table, palm up, waiting for mine. I hesitate, then take it. Her skin is warm, her nails short and perfect. I let her hold on as long as she wants.

“You know what I think?” she says, soft but fierce. “I think you’re doing that thing where you pull away from everyone before you explode. And I think it’s bullshit.”

I squeeze her hand, then withdraw it. “Maybe I need to explode.”

“Then do it. Don’t just self-immolate in a vacuum.”

The waiter returns with food, shattering the intimacy. We eat in silence for a minute, Lila watching me chew as if it’s a test I might fail.

She sets her fork down, leans forward again. The bracelets on her wrist clicked together, a tiny alarm. “You know I love you, right?”

I nod, throat tight.

“I know when you’re hiding something, M. We’ve been friends too long.” She tilts her head. “So if you ever want to do this with less lying, you know where to find me.”

I want to say yes. I want to spill it all. But the words jam up behind my teeth, untranslatable.

“I know,” I managed.

We finish lunch with small talk—mutual friends, a meme war from the group chat, whether the city’s new mayor is hot or just tall. Lila doesn’t push again, but her gaze never softens.

At the door, she hugs me tight enough to crack my ribs. She smells like bergamot and hope. In my ear, she whispers, “Whatever’s happening, don’t disappear on me.”

I don’t say I won’t. I just held her for a second, let go, and watched her walk away. Each step is a countdown. I calculate how long the act will hold. Not long if she’s paying attention.

Back in the car, I watched my own hands on the steering wheel. Upon finding a tremor, I log the data. I text Lila: [“Thanks for lunch. I’ll try not to spiral. Promise.”] The lie lands with surgical precision. She deserves better, but this is all I have.

I start the car, drive home, and rehearse the next version of myself: a woman who is fine, who is functional, who knows exactly how to survive the spiral.

It will hold. For now.
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At 8:29 p.m., my office is a crime scene—orderly, silent, the air thick with anticipation. The lamp on the corner of the desk gives everything a golden hue, making even the dust motes look intentional. My phone sits face-up on the desk, screen black, reflecting the ceiling fan’s slow rotation. The MacBook is open to a blank document, but I’m not writing yet. Not until the evidence is in.

I watched the seconds tick by. I know where Jonah is right now—suite 241 at the Westlake, the same as every Wednesday since the pattern crystallized. Vanessa’s Audi is still in the lot, according to the tracker I spliced under her rear bumper last Friday. Jonah’s own car is visible in the hotel’s east camera feed, courtesy of a public IP and a poorly guarded security system. There is nothing to do but wait for the moment he’s most likely to answer.

I called at 8:31, three minutes into their standing reservation at the hotel bar. My hands don’t shake. My voice is perfect when I speak.

The call rings twice before he picks up. The sound of his hello is tinny, breathless, as if he’s just sprinted to a quiet hallway. I picture him—tie off, second button undone, checking his reflection in the mirrored elevator glass before answering. I’ve watched the footage; I know his tells.

“Hey, babe,” he says, not quite a question.

I keep my tone easy. “Hey. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

A pause. “No, just finishing up a client dinner. They run late sometimes.” He adds a dry chuckle, the practiced kind, meant to say I’m so busy, can you believe it?

I jot the time, the phrase, the exact modulation of guilt in his voice. “Which client?” I ask, though I know the answer before he lies.

He goes with the classic: “Peterson. The team from Chicago is in, so we’re showing them a good time.”

“Where are you eating?”

“Uh—” The hesitation is beautiful, exactly 0.7 seconds. “Blue Fin. It’s in their hotel. They wanted something easy.”

There is no bluefin in the Westlake. The closest is across town, and he’s never been. I log the error.

I let the silence linger, just long enough to make him fill it. “Are you okay?” he asks.

I throw in a laugh. “Yeah, just lonely. I thought maybe you’d be done by now.”

He softens, seizing the chance to sound tender. “Miss you, too. I should be home by ten, if the dinner doesn’t drag. Don’t wait up.”

I say, “I never do,” and hear the relief in his exhale. He needs to know that I have information regarding the room service charge from 7:55, specifically the pink lipstick stain on the third glass from the left at their table. I want to say Vanessa’s car hasn’t moved in two hours, that I watched him walk her through the lobby last week with his hand on her hip.

But I don’t. I just say, “Be safe,” and let him off the hook.

“Always,” he says, and the call ends.

I set the phone down gently, opened the notebook, and transcribed the conversation word-for-word. Each detail, each error, each shift in tone. I cross-reference with my chart of the last eight Wednesdays. The data aligns: predictable, almost boring.

I run the numbers in my head—how many lies per minute, how many “babe”s in a single call, how long before he slips and forgets the script. The pattern is so tight I could set a watch by it. I almost wish he’d surprise me. But no. He is the most knowledgeable thing in my universe.

After finishing the log, I shut the book, close the laptop, and let the quiet fill the space. For a long moment, I just sit, staring at the black screen of my phone, letting the silence press against my eardrums.

Jonah is at the Westlake. He is with Vanessa. He thinks he’s outsmarted me, but he’s just a specimen under glass.

I wait because that’s what I do. And when I’m done waiting, I will know exactly what to do next.
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When the lock turns, I am waiting.

The apartment is scrubbed clean of evidence. Every light is calibrated for maximum flattery: bedroom lamp with a new bulb, hallway sconces set to dim. The air is thick with a perfume I’ve never worn before—a green, unisex cologne, purchased after triangulating Vanessa’s preferred scent profile via her public Instagram likes. I’ve redone my hair, swept up and off my neck, held with a black clip instead of the usual band. The dress is nothing I would pick for myself: silk, teal, slit up one thigh. The effect is subtle but surgical. I have not invented this look; I have reverse-engineered it.

Jonah enters like a man expecting a silent apartment. When he sees me, his face does something odd: it cracks, then resets. His smile is too wide. “Hey, you’re up,” he says, as if we hadn’t just spoken hours ago.

I stand at the kitchen counter, wineglass in hand, looking for all the world like I’m waiting for an after-dinner date to arrive. “I made you a plate,” I say, nodding at the food under foil on the stove. “Figured you’d be hungry.”

He crosses the room, drops his messenger bag with a sigh. “That’s… thanks, babe.” There’s that word again. He uses it three times a day now. I don’t mark it aloud, but I feel the old heat at the base of my skull. “You look nice,” he says, and I catch the 0.2 second lag while he tries to parse why it’s unfamiliar.

I close the distance, soft on bare feet, and place my hand on his chest. “Missed you,” I say, lowering my voice two octaves, just as Vanessa does when she wants his full attention. I have the video; I have the audio. I know how to say it so he’ll believe me.

Jonah’s hands hover, uncertain. “Long day,” he says, and tries to decompress his spine, but I interrupt him with a finger to his lips. “Don’t talk,” I say, and lead him by the wrist to the living room.

On the couch, I straddled him and kissed him with the studied hunger of someone who knows exactly what comes next. I use the same sequence of moves Vanessa does: the tug at the hair, the bite at the lower lip, the slow grind of hips before slipping a hand beneath the belt. Jonah’s breathing speeds up, then he hesitates. He breaks the kiss, staring into my face, trying to locate the glitch.

“You’re… different,” he says, and his voice wobbles between suspicion and excitement.

I smile and run my thumb along his jawline, the same place Vanessa touches before pushing him back onto hotel beds. “Don’t you like it?” I ask, and shift so he can feel how ready I am.

He stares, uncertain. Then: “Yeah. Yes.” And his hands find my waist.

We fucked right there, in the open, lights on, my knees digging into the upholstery, his shirt still buttoned to the third. The pace and rhythm are set by me—every thrust, every gasp, a measured echo. I say the same things Vanessa says, but with my own voice. I watch his eyes go wide when I bite his shoulder, when I whisper in his ear the exact phrase I once heard from her, recorded and logged.

He comes with a shudder, calling out my name, but for a second I think he might say hers instead. He doesn’t. Limp and spent, he collapses back, as a man would after believing he’d conquered the world.

I climb off him, adjust my dress, and let him bask. He looks at me with a dazed, grateful awe that almost reads as love. “Jesus, Mara,” he says, “What was that?”

I lean in, kiss his temple, and say, “Just missed you, that’s all.” I even managed a laugh. “Maybe we should do this more often.”

He smiles, lazy, and closes his eyes. “Yeah,” he says, “Let’s do that.”

Within five minutes, he’s snoring on the couch, mouth open, head tilted back. After tidying up and resetting the pillows, I folded a blanket over his chest. After retrieving my phone from the bedroom, I return and settled into the club chair opposite him. I log the data: duration, sequence, physical response, and post-coital affect. I record how he never once tried to take the lead, how the more I pressed, the more he surrendered.

I watched him sleep for a full half-hour. Tracing the line of his jaw, I feel the soft pulse in his neck, and the faint scent of unfamiliar perfume mixes with my own. I should feel disgusted, or at least regret. I don’t. All I feel is the rush of power—this new, clean certainty that I can remake myself in any image I need, and he will follow.

When he wakes, he will not understand what happened, only the dim memory of a wife who wanted him so badly she’d gone off-script. He will eat his breakfast, make the bed, and call me “babe” three more times before noon. He will never once suspect that he has predicted, rehearsed, and improved every move.

That night, I lie in bed , staring at the ceiling, and planned my next move.

Power is not in the knowing. Power is in the use.
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Thursday, 3:36 p.m.: The office is loud with performing productivity—Imran on the phone three cubes over, the thrum of the printer, the glass-walled conference room with its endless, pointless strategy meetings. I have my performance: head down, fingers flying over the keyboard, face angled for maximum unapproachability.

The notification appears as a silent banner on my laptop. “FRONT DOOR: Activity detected.” The timestamp is five minutes old.

I opened the app without moving my head. The feed is grainy, two-second delay, but the resolution is good enough: Jonah’s key code, the door’s slow swing, a brief slice of corridor, then Jonah and Vanessa, together, entering like they own it. He holds the door, lets her in first. She does not hesitate.

My vision tunnels; everything outside the rectangle of the video feed is gone. I track their movement: Jonah sets his laptop bag on the counter, Vanessa leans into him, hands already at his chest, their mouths pressed together before the door even closes.

The camera by the hallway catches them as they drift toward the bedroom, arms around each other, laughing. My heart pounds, but my hands are still. I tap the screen, switch to the second camera—the one in the bedroom, the one he’s never noticed, because he’s never been paranoid enough to look for it.

They fell onto the bed. The sheets are the ones I changed yesterday: white, crisp, still faintly smelling of the lavender detergent Jonah hates and I insist on using. I watch as they tear off clothes, knock pillows to the floor, and make a full exhibition of themselves in my bed. I zoom in, adjust the angle. The camera doesn’t have audio, but I supply it in my mind: the sound of grunts and laughter, the slap of skin on skin, the creak of the headboard. I feel each beat in my jaw, clenching so hard my molars grind.

But I keep watching. Not out of masochism, not even out of curiosity, but because I want the data.

I catalog the details: the way Vanessa pulls at his hair, the exact spot on his shoulder where she bites, the careless way they kick off the duvet. I note how Jonah moves, how he never once looks over his shoulder, never doubts that the world is his and only his.

When it’s over, he leaves her in the bed and goes to the kitchen. I watch him pour a glass of water, stand at the window, look out at the city as if he’s solved something profound. I want to reach through the screen, grab him by the throat, and ask if he feels proud, or just empty.

Instead, I open the text thread, type: [“Meeting ended early. Coming home now.”] I press send, then close the feed.

I gather my things with the slow, precise calm of a surgeon prepping for theater. As I pass, I bid Imran a warm goodbye, shut down the computer, and slide it into the bag. I take the elevator to the parking garage, walk to my car, and drive at the speed limit all the way home.

At every red light, I replay the footage in my head, each frame sharpening instead of fading. I see my bed, the dent in the pillow, the faint blue edge of the security cam. I imagine the chaos inside the apartment: Jonah rushing to strip the sheets, to air out the room, to erase the evidence of her perfume. His hands, I imagine, would shake while he checks the time and works out if he can get her out before I show up.

I want him to sweat. I want her to run.

At the building, I park in my usual spot, tap my fingers against the wheel, and breathe in the recycled air. My face in the mirror is unreadable: not angry, not even hurt. Just fixed, determined.

I take the elevator up, keys ready, posture perfect. As I walk down the hallway, I listen for sounds—footsteps, voices, anything. The only noise is the soft, wet hush of the AC and the faint echo of my own steps on the carpet.

At the door, I pause, letting my heart slow. I picture what waits on the other side: the tangle of sheets; the guilt stinking up the air, the echo of Vanessa’s laugh still bouncing off the walls.

I unlock the door and step inside, ready for the last act.

The door shut behind me with a softness engineered for effect—no slam, not even a click, just the whisper of rubber on painted wood. I stand on the threshold, still as glass, letting the silence creep in from the corners. The apartment is holding its breath. I taste the static in the air and let my eyes do the work.

The first evidence is waiting in plain sight: a wineglass on the kitchen counter, half-full, lipstick clinging to the rim in a shade I haven’t worn since winter. A fork abandoned on a plate, the tines crusted with sauce. The mail—sorted, but not in my stacking order. None of it is careless, but all of it is wrong.

There’s a scent in the room, heavy and humid, cut with a sweetness too floral for my palate. I scan for the source, follow it through the living area, past the couch where a blue jacket (not mine, not his) leaves a shallow impression in the cushions. On the armrest, a crease of long, pale hair, silvered at the tip, fanned like a flag. I add it to the file in my head and keep moving.

The hallway is a crime scene of closed doors. At the end, the bedroom is shut. Behind it, the shower is running—hot, hard, with no regard for water bills or time. The tiles will be fogged, the mirror opaque. I picture the sequence: clothes peeled off in a hurry, discarded on the floor, maybe a perfume spritz meant to overwrite the residue. A clumsy panic. I pace the corridor with deliberate slowness, the rubber soles of my flats scuffing the same spot in the runner over and over.

I push open the bedroom door. I don’t knock.

Sheets twisted into a cyclone, the bed is unmade, with two pillows on the floor and a third bearing the deep imprint of a head larger than mine. The foot of the bed has the top blanket bunched up like a body under evidence tape. The bedside lamp is tilted, its shade askew, and the glass of water on the nightstand is missing the coaster. All of it logged, all of it archived.

I sit on the edge of the bed, smoothing the ruined sheet with my palm. My hand comes away with a thread of blond hair coiled around my knuckles. Holding it up to the light, I watch it tremble, as thin as silk, backlit by the sunset’s gold seeping through the blinds. I could be sick. I could scream or throw the glass, or tear the room to shreds. Instead, I lay the hair down on the pillow like a relic and wait.

The shower stops. Footsteps, rapid and panicked, crossed the tiles. There is the muffled thump of a dropped bottle, a curse hissed between clenched teeth. Then the bathroom door opens and he emerges, towel around his hips, skin flushed raw from water set too high. Hair slicked back, eyes wild and dilated, Jonah froze in the doorway.

He sees me. The flicker of surprise is instant, but he chokes it down, arranges his face in the neutral mask he’s practiced in every meeting and every lie. Guilt burns off him in waves. I don’t speak. I tilt my head just a fraction and wait for the performance.

He clears his throat, tugs the towel tighter. “Mara. I—I didn’t hear you come in.”

I let a beat pass. “I wrapped up early. Thought I’d come back.”

He blinks, rapid-fire, scanning the room for any hint of what I might know. His eyes dart to the bed, the rumpled sheets, the hair on the pillow. He opens his mouth, closes it, and tries again. “I—uh—just needed a shower. Long day.”

I nod, slow. “I can tell.”

His knuckles went white on the edge of the towel. He waits for the next move—the accusation, the slap, the scream. I gave him nothing. I let the silence stretch so taut it could slice him in half.

He cracks first. “Is… is everything okay?” His voice splinters on the last word.

I smile, soft as a lullaby, almost kind. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

The question floats, unanswered. I hold his gaze, letting him stew in the acid of it. His eyes flick to the side, away, and for a second he’s a boy caught with his hand in the jar, desperate for an exit he can’t find.

I stand, smoothing my dress down over my knees. The measured, precise motion seems to iron out all the world’s wrinkles, as if fixing them could mend what’s broken. “Get dressed,” I say, tone light. “I’ll make tea.”

He nods, grateful for the assignment, and disappears into the closet. I listen to the frantic rustle of clothes, the zipper catching, the tiny string of curses as he fumbles for socks. Every sound is a confession.

In the kitchen, I fill the kettle, set it on the burner, and lean against the counter. The apartment still holds the evidence: the wineglass, the perfume, the jacket on the sofa. I don’t clean up. I don’t even touch them. Instead, I stand with my hands flat on the granite and watch the tiny bubbles form in the water, waiting for the whistle.

He comes out, fully dressed, hair still wet, face scrubbed raw. He tries for casual, dropping onto the barstool with a sheepish smile. “You really surprised me,” he says.

I set a mug in front of him, the tea bag already bleeding color into the water. “You looked like you needed it,” I say.

He stirs, then lifts the cup, fingers trembling so minutely it would take a seismograph to measure. I savor the tremor. The not-knowing is a better weapon than any accusation.

We sit in silence. He sips. I watch.

Finally, he tries: “You, uh, want to talk about anything?”

I shake my head, the picture of ease. “Not really.” I hold my mug between my palms, let the heat soak in. “Long day. You must be exhausted.”

He nods, unsure. “Yeah. I am.”

I don’t push. I don’t prod. My eyes are calm and my smile inscrutable as I just sit until he can’t bear it.

He stands, restless, paces to the living room, fiddles with the mail, then returns. “Did you… need anything else tonight?” The edge of pleading in his voice is new.

I shrug. “Just you. But if you’re tired, that’s fine.”

He opens his mouth, but no words come out. Instead, he drains the tea, sets the cup down, and stands there, shoulders bowed, defeated.

I reach out, brush his arm with my fingers—light, ambiguous, impossible to read. “I’m going to bed early,” I say. “Join me.”

He nods, eyes wide, as if waiting for the other shoe to drop . When I walk past, I let my hand trail along his spine, a touch that could mean forgiveness or could mean nothing at all. I don’t look back.

In the bedroom, I slip out of my dress, hang it with precision, and slide into bed on the far edge, pulling the sheet up just enough to cover my chest. I lie there, eyes open, cataloguing the ceiling, the shadows, the faint imprint of another body still warm on the mattress.

After a long interval, Jonah enters. He stands in the doorway, watching, then crosses the room and sits on the edge of the bed. He hesitates, then lies down, careful not to disturb the space between us.

He whispers, “I love you,” so quietly it barely reaches my ear.

I don’t answer. I just stare at the dark, cataloguing the moment for later.

There are a thousand things I could say. Instead, I let him stew in his own uncertainty, in the silence so thick it could drown us both.

This is not mercy. This is the beginning of a new pattern.

And it is all mine.
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