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Chapter 1


At first, I convince myself this is simply fact-finding. Anthropological. I slip the key into the ignition at 7:32—just enough time for him to clear traffic if he’s going where I suspect. Jonah’s taillights are easy to spot, even two blocks ahead: the left one is flecked with old bumper paint from last winter, a ragged white crescent he never buffed out.

I keep three cars between us, swerving at the last second into the middle lane whenever the lights threaten to bunch us too close together. It’s mechanical at first, the way I shadow him: turn when he turns, stall at every crosswalk, every yellow light. By the time we leave the gridlock of our neighborhood behind, I’m clutching the steering wheel so tightly that the veins in my hands stand up like cables.

Jonah doesn’t drive like someone hiding. He keeps to the speed limit, blinker every time. A model citizen. That makes it worse. This smooth compliance, as if he’s left his chaos somewhere else. I want him to slip up, to run a red, to leave a skid of burnt rubber. Anything to validate the chase.

He heads south, out toward the water, and I already know where he’s going before he signals the right onto Franklin. Not the glass towers. Those are too expensive, too visible for what he’s after. No, he picked the three-star. Modern on the outside, but always with at least one elevator out of order. I know this hotel. I used to meet him here, before our apartment felt like a shared skin we couldn’t shed.

I cut my headlights a block early and let inertia do the rest. There’s a sound to these parking garages, a hollowness that’s both echo and threat. I coast in behind a delivery van and kill the engine, heart banging loud enough to fill the silence. The air is warmer inside, thick with the exhale of old engines and the faint sweet stink of antifreeze.

He pulls into a spot marked “Guest of the Month.” I snort. How appropriate. Jonah doesn’t even check his mirrors when he gets out, just grabs his duffel and heads for the elevators. The bravado of it, the easy arrogance, makes me want to laugh and scream in equal measure. I let thirty seconds tick by before following, counting each breath as if it were a detonator.

There are concrete pillars every twenty feet. Great for cover, less great for my nerves. My shoes are too loud on the painted floor, so I walk heel-to-toe, rolling the step like a thief in socks. There’s a camera above the trash chute, pointed down the main lane, but I keep my face angled away. If security ever reviewed the tapes, it’d look like I was casing cars. Which is less humiliating in the end?

Jonah’s already at the front desk when I reach the lobby. I duck behind an overgrown ficus and watch him through the leaves. The concierge—a bland man in a jacket at least two sizes too large—barely glanced up as Jonah handed over his card. It’s all so practiced: the sidelong smile, the mock-apology for late check-in, the little joke about “hoping the walls are soundproof.” My cheeks flamed with sudden, involuntary heat. I want to throw the plant at his head.

Instead, I watch. Every detail. He handles the keycard with a magician’s flair, flipping it end-over-end. The way he smooths a hand over his hair, but only after he’s sure the desk clerk is looking. The way he glances at his phone—not for messages, but for the time—before heading for the elevators, always three paces from the wall. Never in the center of the corridor. He’s so fucking predictable.

I could stop here. I could. I tell myself this as I follow him up the carpeted stairwell, two floors behind and counting. But I don’t. There’s a logic to this: knowing is power, or at least it’s something I can use to stop feeling like a ghost in my life.

Third floor. He turns left. The hallways are identical—all taupe and gray and “artwork” that’s just color blocks behind glass. He walks to room 324 and knocks twice, then again, lighter. I flatten myself against the wall at the turn, just out of sight. The door opens a crack, then swings wider, and I glimpse a woman in a black turtleneck and jeans. She leans out, says something low, and tugs him inside. The door doesn’t close fully for a second, and I hear laughter—hers, then his, with that throaty edge he reserves for secrets.

I don’t breathe. I count to ten. Then I slide closer, shoes whispering over the cheap carpet, until I’m across the hall from their door. The peephole reflects a tiny glint of light—I imagine it’s the woman’s eye, and for a mad instant I wonder if she’s watching me, too.

I want to leave. I want to kick down the door. I want to vanish. But mostly I want to see.

There’s a window at the end of the hall with a half-inch gap where the blackout curtain never meets the wall. Their room overlooks the west lot, and by leaning far enough over the narrow sill, I can see the corner of their bed through the glass. The blinds are slatted, not blackout. The overhead lamp is on.

He’s on top of her almost immediately. They skip the awkward undressing because she’s already out of her jeans, legs bare, toes pointed. Jonah’s hands grip her hips, fingers denting the flesh. He pushed her back against the bed, mouth pressed hard against her throat. His body language is almost angry—desperate, like he needs to prove something with every thrust.

She bites his shoulder. He moans, low and unfamiliar. My grip on my purse is so firm that the strap digs into my palm. I should look away. I should erase every detail before it brands itself into memory, but I can’t. My body is a study in contradictions: my mouth is dry, but my palms sweat; my chest is hollow, but my heart keeps tripping over itself. I breathe shallow, through my nose and feel a heat climb up my neck that makes me want to vomit and touch myself at the same time.

Jonah shifts, kneeling on the mattress, and she crawls into his lap. He whispers in her ear—something obscene, judging by her laugh—and she arches her back, rolling her hips against him. I note the specifics because that is what I do: He likes to use his left hand to steady himself. He runs his thumb over the curve of her waist before pinning her down. He kisses with open lips, tongue insistent, almost hungry.

I think of all the times we made love with the lights off, the way he’d only talk dirty after a glass of wine, and I want to pound my fists on the glass until they both look up and see me. But I don’t move. I become the window, the slit of observation. I exist only to witness.

The sex is fast and rough, but not perfunctory. He takes his time at the finish, drawing it out, murmuring into her neck while she clings to his shoulders. When he comes, he bites her collarbone. She screams, once, sharp, like the cry of a startled bird, and then collapses against him, laughing.

Afterward, they lay tangled for a while. He strokes her hair, presses his forehead to hers, and the intimacy of it punches something deep in my stomach. I almost dropped my purse. My teeth chatter, but the night is warm. I’m vibrating with anger, and something else I refuse to name.

I count the seconds, trying to slow my breathing, before backing away from the window. As I turn, my reflection catches in the glass: hollow-eyed, skin flushed, the look of someone who’s just watched her house burn down and realized she wants to build something in the ashes.

I bank every detail. Later, I’ll file them into categories: evidence, ammunition, fuel.

For now, I walk back to the car, keys drawn like a blade between my fingers, head held high. The elevator is broken, so I take the stairs, one measured step at a time. My legs are unsteady, but I don’t fall.

When I reach my car, I sit in the dark for a long time, counting the points of light on the dashboard, tasting salt on my lips.

Tomorrow, I will ask him how his night was. And I’ll know if he lies, not because I’ve caught him, but because I’ve finally learned to see.
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I got home first. I always do lately. Shedding my shoes at the door, they fall with the careless clatter of exhaustion; I go through the motions of a woman who’s been asleep for hours. I change into soft cotton pajamas, tousle my hair just enough, and pull back the covers on my side of the bed so it looks slept-in. I wedge the paperback I keep on my nightstand between the headboard and pillow—an old trick, the dog-eared page a silent witness to my insomnia.

Then I wait.

The apartment is its own ecosystem after midnight. Every pipe in the building groans with the needs of strangers. The fridge cycles on and off with a subsonic hum. I let the sounds crowd out my thoughts until the headlights sweep across the ceiling and Jonah’s car door slams below.

He’s always careful with the keys. Tonight, he tries not to jingle them. The front door swings open, then closes with a hush. I know he practiced on me: as if loud noises might shatter something fragile, or maybe wake the dead. His shoes are off within two steps. Socks, too, balled up and jammed in his jacket pocket. He moves through the dark like a man who never really arrives anywhere.

I keep my breathing slow, measured. When the bedroom door clicks open, I roll onto my side, facing away. I hear him stand in the doorway, maybe taking inventory: is she really asleep, is she angry, will this be one of those nights where we both pretend? His hand hovers near my shoulder, but doesn’t touch. He walks to the bathroom instead. The overhead light snaps on, bright enough to cut through closed eyelids.

And then: a smell. Not his cologne, which is sharp and expensive, but the note beneath. The cloying, sweet-rot perfume of unfamiliar soap. The tang of old sweat, and something deeper—flesh and friction and that faint aftertaste of latex. I can’t decide if I want to weep or laugh, so I settle for neither, blinking into the dark until I’m certain my eyes won’t give me away.

The shower starts up. It runs longer than usual; the water scalding from the sound of it. Maybe he thinks the heat will burn away the evidence. I wait for the pipes to settle before I rise, feet silent on the wood. I cross the living room from memory, touching every anchor point—edge of table, arm of couch, chipped paint on the hallway wall.

The bathroom is a box of white tiles and condensation. He doesn’t hear me open the door, but his silhouette jerks at the edge of the shower glass when I step in.

“Jesus, Mare,” he says, covering his cock with both hands out of instinct, which would be funny if it weren’t so predictable.

I don’t reply. As I let my pajama top drop to the floor, I watched his face, observing how surprise melted into a practiced, sheepish smile, and then into something else. Slowly, I undress completely, mimicking how he used to enjoy it when we were still seducing one another. I step into the shower, crowding him against the cold tile, and the water sheets over both of us. I closed the door behind me with a careful click.

He’s got nowhere to go.

“Long day?” I say, flat.

He nods. Tries for a joke, but the words tangle in his throat.

I palm his chest, slick with water, and push until his back hits the tile with a dull thud. His breath hitches, eyes locked on mine. I dig my nails into the muscle just below his collarbone—not hard enough to hurt, but enough that he flinches. I kiss him, open-mouthed, teeth scraping against his lips. He yields instantly, mouth hungry. Always so eager to please if the rules are clear.

My hands move down. I grip him, rough, and he gasps. He tries to kiss me again, but I twist my head away, pressing my lips to the hinge of his jaw, then down his neck. The soap is fresh, but not enough to mask the animal underneath. I think of that woman’s hands on him, the way she must have sucked bruises into his skin, and I want to leave my own marks.

I shove his shoulders, and he slides down the tile, ending up on his knees. He looks up at me, confused. The water stings his eyes. I tangle both hands in his hair and pull him closer, guiding his mouth where I want it. At first he resists—he’s never liked giving head unless he’s in control—but I hold him in place, and he gets the message. His tongue is awkward, too gentle. I push him harder until he gags a little, and only then do I let up, just enough for him to find a rhythm.

It isn’t about pleasure. Not really. It’s about seeing his eyes water. About making him choke on the fact that I know. That I saw. The shower is full of steam, but the tile beneath my feet is slick and freezing. I shudder, but not from the cold. When I’m about to come, I let out a single, hard gasp—then jerk his face away, and finish myself with one hand, eyes locked on his. I don’t make a sound.

He stares up at me, lips parted. Waiting for instructions, or perhaps forgiveness. He reaches for my thigh, as if he might still make it better, but I step out of the shower, dripping, and leave him on his knees.

I dry off with the towel he left on the sink, careful not to meet my own eyes in the mirror. My skin is mottled red from the heat, the outline of Jonah’s hands on my hips like war paint. I slip back into pajamas, climb into bed, and turn my face to the wall.

He stands in the bathroom for a long time afterward, the water still running. Maybe he’s crying. Maybe he’s just letting the steam erase everything.

When he finally joins me in bed, he lies on his back, not touching, not speaking. We fall asleep like that—separated by a foot of memory and damp, wrinkled sheets.

He dreams loudly. I don’t.
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The next morning, I made eggs. I hate eggs, but they’re the thing wives are supposed to make when they want their husbands to think everything is normal. The smell of frying butter masks the wet heat of last night, but only barely. I listen to the scrape of Jonah’s fork as he eats in silence, head bent low, hair still damp. He won’t meet my eyes.

He finishes in three bites, stands, and rinses the plate. His movements are too careful, as if he’s trying to avoid setting off a tripwire.

“You working from home today?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “Meeting. I’ll be late.”

He nods, as if that’s a fact to be filed away, not an invitation to talk. He leaves the apartment with a clatter of keys and a muttered goodbye, and I count to ten before I exhale. The window over the sink fogs with my breath. I scrape his half of the eggs into the trash and stare at the bright, scrambled yellow. Picturing the woman from last night, I recall how her head fell back when he kissed her neck. I try to picture her making eggs for him, and almost laugh.

When I came home that night, Jonah’s already in bed. Not reading, not watching TV, just lying there in the dark. I leave the lights off and peel out of my work clothes, letting them puddle on the floor. I slide under the covers and press my cold feet against his shins. He jumps, startled, but doesn’t pull away.

We lay like that for a long time. I can tell he’s awake—his breath is shallow, pulse flickering at the hollow of his throat. I watch him, waiting for the moment he breaks, but he just keeps his eyes closed, lashes dark against his cheek.

I want to punish him. I want to see how far I can push before he pushes back.

I roll over and straddle his hips, pinning him with the full weight of my body. He stiffens beneath me, surprised. I lean down, mouth at his ear.

“You like it when I talk about your cock, don’t you?” I whisper.

He blinks up at me, confused. “Mara—”

“When I tell you how good it feels?” I slide my hand down, wrap it around him, already hard. “You want me to say it?”

He nods, throat bobbing. I stroke him slow, squeezing at the head the way I saw that woman do, the way he never admitted he liked. His lips part, but no sound comes out. I watch his face, the tension in his jaw, the helpless need. It’s intoxicating—this power. I feel it hot in my blood, low in my belly.

“Say it,” I demand, voice sharper now. “Say you want it.”

“I want it,” he managed, barely above a whisper.

I grind down, rubbing myself against him until I’m slick. I line him up, sink onto him with a long, slow push. He tries to thrust, but I clamp down with my thighs, controlling the pace.

“Good boy,” I say, just loud enough for both of us. He shudders.

I ride him hard and fast, hands flat on his chest to keep him pinned. I fuck him like I’m trying to erase every trace of that other woman, to overwrite her with my body. He moans, desperate, and I laugh—short, sharp, mean.

“You want to come for me?” I say, tightening around him.

He nods again, frantic.

“You want me to tell you how much better you feel than anyone else?” I push, voice dripping contempt.

He closes his eyes, face contorted, and I slam down, again and again, until I feel him lose control.

“Go ahead,” I say. “Show me.”

He comes hard, hips bucking up off the mattress, hands clutching at the sheets. I watch his face as he falls apart. It’s the most honest thing he’s done in months.

I don’t let him go. I grind against him, chasing my orgasm. He whimpers, too sensitive, but I use him anyway, rubbing myself on his cock until I’m shaking, nails digging crescent moons into his chest. When I come, I press my teeth to his shoulder, biting down hard enough to bruise. A mark for a mark.

After, I climb off him and lie flat on my back, chest heaving. The room smells of sweat and sex and old, unfinished arguments. He doesn’t speak. He rolls to the side, facing away, and pulls the blanket up over his head.

I stare at the ceiling, waiting for the darkness to fill me up. Instead, I feel electric—charged, alive, dangerous. I run my hand down my body, tracing the wetness between my legs, the soreness in my muscles. I imagine that woman again, but now it’s me riding her, me holding her down; me making her say all the things I want to hear.

Jonah falls asleep almost immediately, exhausted, spent. I watch his back rise and fall, steady as a metronome.

I’ve never felt more awake.

I lie there, eyes open, replaying every moment. Every sound, every scent, every twitch of his body. I file them away, cross-referencing them with what I saw in the hotel room. I wonder if he’s dreaming of her, or if he’s dreaming of me.

I hope it’s both. I hope it’s neither.

I hope he wakes up tomorrow and can’t tell the difference.

Jonah sleeps like a man who’s run a marathon. He sprawls, every limb splayed, as if the air above the covers is enough to soothe the muscles I spent the last hour working to exhaustion. He’s never snored before, but tonight there’s a soft, almost contented wheeze with every exhale.

I stay on my side, watching him through the gray light filtering in from the street. With the blinds half-closed, it casts bars across his chest, ribs, the gentle rise and fall of his stomach. It’s so peaceful that I want to reach inside his dream and scatter it.

Instead, I stay perfectly still, replaying every moment—every word, every sound, every twist of his face when I said things I’d never said before.

I know him better than anyone else . Better, even, than he knows himself.

I touch his chest with one finger, tracing the line of a small, puckered scar near his nipple. He got it in high school, from a bicycle crash he tells no one about. Most people wouldn’t even notice it, but I always look for it in the dark, a private waypoint. Tonight, I imagine it as a tally mark, a notch for every lie he’s told me, every story I’ve let pass unchallenged.

I scroll through my phone, brightness dimmed so the glow won’t wake him. Wednesday, always Wednesday. I set a repeating event, a new entry titled “Recon” with a location pin dropped right on that hotel. I added a note: “Camera above the trash chute—avoid. Best angle from the third floor, west end.” The words make my pulse slow, deliberate.

I think about the woman, the way her back arched when he bit her shoulder. I think about the wet, desperate sounds I made tonight, louder than usual, deliberate. I hope the neighbors heard. The next time he tries to fuck her, I hope he hears me in his head, louder and meaner than she ever could be.

I catalog every advantage. My memory for details. My willingness to play dirty. The fact that he still believes I’m too fragile for the truth, or that I’d break if I ever really saw him for what he is. That’s what men like him count on: your desire to look away, to not see.

But I saw.

I will keep seeing.

Next to me, he stirs, mouth working, hand twitching over the sheets. I watch the movement, waiting to see if he’ll reach for me, or for a phantom. He doesn’t. He just curls into himself, fetal and defenseless.

I run my hand down his chest, slow and gentle, not wanting to wake him. There’s a smear of dried sweat, a faint ridge of muscle. My nails leave pale lines, temporary, like the memory of pain that fades but never fully goes away.

I think about telling him. About laying it all out, every secret, every lie, every night I spent counting the seconds between his text messages. I wonder if he’d confess, or if he’d try to gaslight me, turning my certainty into suspicion until I started doubting my own senses again.

But I don’t want confession. I want leverage.

I want control.

I pull the blanket up to his shoulders, tuck it around him, and lie back against the pillow. My body aches, but in a good way—a raw, used-up satisfaction that lingers under the skin. My mind, though, is crystal clear. I watch the faint blue numbers on the alarm clock and count down the hours until I can start again.

Tomorrow, I’ll make eggs.

Tomorrow, I’ll be perfect.

And he’ll never see me coming.


Chapter 2


Every Wednesday, I park three blocks away from the hotel, just past the split-level where the trash trucks leave trails of sour milk and rot. The extra walk is not for stealth—Jonah’s not nearly that vigilant—but because the act of walking calms my nerves. Or it did until last week when I expected not just the confrontation but the watching itself. Now it’s not about calm, but about escalation.

I leave my phone in the glove compartment, battery dead, as insurance against my impulse to record. If I ever lost control and filmed something, there would be no putting that memory back in the box. I think of it as a fail-safe. A line I won’t cross. For now.

Tonight, I know Jonah’s schedule down to the quarter-hour. He’ll text me at 6:57, something bland and plausibly busy. “Going to run late—grabbing drinks with the CTO. Might just crash at the office if we go long.” As if the CTO’s office was three miles from this hotel and not across the river. By 7:05, he’ll have checked in, using the card registered to his second email, the one I only found because he’s never creative with passwords.

I glide through the lobby at 7:12 exactly. The woman at the desk wears lipstick the color of a bruise, and her greeting is so syrupy I could drown in it. I nod, noncommittal, and keep walking. Gold accents everywhere—on the lamps, on the elevator doors, even on the caddy for the free pens. It’s ostentation without purpose. The carpet is plush enough to erase footsteps. I don’t leave tracks.

I know from experience that the best vantage point isn’t the hallway window—it’s the service alcove behind housekeeping, just around the corner from Room 312. It has a tiny mesh grate for airflow, designed to let the cleaning staff breathe when they smoke between shifts. If I angle myself right, I get an oblique view through their room’s side window, shielded by a concrete overhang so nobody looks up unless they’re deliberately searching.

This is my sixth time. Maybe seventh, if I count the night I lost my nerve and left before anything happened. But I learn something each time. Tonight I come prepared: a scarf to wrap over my face for warmth, and gloves thin enough to operate my car keys but thick enough to hide fingerprints, which is laughable because what would they even charge me with? Voyeurism? Obsession? Grief?

The window is cracked as usual, venting stale air into the night. I crouch, heartbeat measured, and peer through the mesh.

Jonah’s already inside, suit jacket draped over a chair, the woman from before perched on the edge of the bed. She has short, dark hair, and she always wears black turtlenecks—as if she’s doing performance art about anonymity. Her name is Laura. Or Lara. Maybe Lana. It doesn’t matter. He never says her name out loud, not even once.

They don’t waste time. No awkward drinks, no small talk. Just a kiss—hard, not sweet—then her hands on his belt, his mouth at her neck, urgent and clumsy. I see the way she fists her hands in his shirt, yanking it loose, the force enough to pop a button. Jonah flinches, then laughs, and it’s a sound I don’t recognize. I press closer to the grate.

Their sex is nothing like ours. It’s all speed and friction, no lead-in, just hands and mouths and the slap of bodies hitting the mattress. Laura straddles him, skirt bunched at her hips, legs strong and pale. She grinds against him, hard, until he loses composure and flips her over, pinning her wrists above her head. He’s rough with her. I’ve never seen that look in his eyes before—a kind of need that verges on animal.

I want to look away. I do. But I can’t. It’s like watching myself from the outside, a split-screen: one Mara pressed to the glass, the other Mara in that room, at the mercy of someone she once thought she understood.

My breath fogs the mesh, hot and erratic. I wipe it away with my glove, but it just comes back thicker. My mouth is dry, my pulse hammering at the base of my throat. I realize, distantly, that I’m shaking.

On the bed, Jonah grips her hips so tightly his knuckles blanch. He slams into her, over and over, his face twisted in concentration. She claws at his back, gasping, and the sound cuts through the window even with the glass between us. I wonder if the front desk hears. I wonder if anyone else is watching.

And then I feel my hand. It’s under the waistband of my jeans before I even register the movement—automatic, like scratching an itch. I want to stop. My fingers are already moving, and I want to rewind and erase the last five minutes. I match their rhythm, the friction and pressure, my breath syncing with theirs.

I tell myself this is research. That I am collecting evidence. But the shame makes it hotter, somehow. My cheeks are burning, and my skin is slick with sweat under the scarf, and my thighs are trembling. I press my palm flat, then circle, then press again. It takes everything not to moan.

Inside the room, the scene speeds up. Jonah’s pace is brutal now, like he’s trying to punish the bed for holding them both. Laura’s eyes roll back, her mouth open in a wordless scream. He claps a hand over her mouth—her lipstick stains his fingers. They writhe together, desperate and unsynchronized, but somehow it works. When he finishes, he howls. Not a metaphor. He actually howls, raw and full-throated, and the sound makes me clench so hard I see stars.

I come at the same moment, my knees buckling, breath choking in my lungs. The glass fogs over completely, and for a moment, I lose my balance and have to grab the ledge to stay upright.

I ride the aftershocks, muscles quivering, until the world sharpens again.

Inside, the scene dissolves. Jonah lies sprawled on the bed, chest heaving. Laura curls against his side, her hand resting just above his heart. He pets her hair, slow and tender, and the contrast wounds me more than any roughness could.

I wipe my hand on my jeans, disgust mingling with a thrill I can’t name. My face is red, hair damp at the nape from sweat. I feel hollowed out and full at the same time.

I back away from the window, taking care not to leave anything behind—not even a stray fiber of scarf. I walk down the fire escape, every step deliberate, and merge with the city’s noise like nothing happened.

In the car, I stare at my reflection in the rearview mirror . My pupils are blown wide, mascara smudged. I look like a woman who’s just had sex in a stairwell, which is not technically true, but isn’t exactly false either.

I want to scream at myself. Instead, I grip the wheel and start the engine, every sense on high alert.

Tomorrow, I’ll make eggs.

Tomorrow, I’ll look him in the eyes and ask how his night was, and he will lie, and I will know exactly what it costs him.

I file the memory away, every detail sharp as glass.

When I return to the apartment, it’s dead quiet except for the building’s ancient heater clanking through its nightly death throes. I listen at the door before entering, half expecting to catch a trace of someone else’s perfume, some fresh evidence of trespass. But all I get is the lingering scent of Jonah’s aftershave, cut with the faint, inorganic sweetness of laundry pods.

He’s on the couch, still in his work clothes, TV muted, staring at a blank phone screen. His posture is perfect: one leg crossed, tie loosened, body angled toward the entrance like a dog pretending not to wait at the window for its owner. I slip out of my shoes and stand there a minute, letting the silence pool between us.

“You’re home early,” he says, voice a little raw.

“Traffic cleared up.”

He nods, slow, as if decoding my words for hidden threats. I watch him stand, run a hand through his hair, and walk over like he’s closing distance on a wounded animal. I step forward to meet him, and the choreography is seamless: he opens his arms, I fold in; we hug. He kisses my cheek, and I pretend not to see the shadow that flickers behind his smile.

“I was just about to order takeout,” he said. “Chinese? Or the Greek place?”

“Let’s wait,” I say. “I’m not hungry yet.”

I brush past him into the bathroom, shutting the door a little too hard. The mirror is a crime scene: hair wild from the wind, lips bitten raw, cheeks still flushed from earlier. My hand remembers the heat between my thighs, the way my touch blurred with the image of his infidelity. I wash my face twice and floss with mechanical precision. Each time I spit into the sink, I imagine it as an exorcism.

When I return to the living room, Jonah’s on his phone, but he looks up instantly, blue eyes wide and wounded.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Just tired,” I say, and walk to the bedroom.

He follows, obedient. He always does.

The room is chilly, but the heater vent ticks and hisses, promising comfort if we wait long enough. I sit on the edge of the bed, watching the city’s blue haze slide in through the blinds. Jonah hovers in the doorway, unsure if he’s wanted. I let him marinate there, the silence thickening until it became an invitation.

He strips off his shirt and pants, folding them with exaggerated care. I leave my clothes on, except for the socks, which I toe off under the covers. He stands in his boxer briefs, skin pale against the dark sheets, and looks at me with an awkward, expectant hope.

“Come here,” I say, my voice lower than I intended.

He obeys, climbing into bed, the mattress dipping with his weight. He hesitates, waiting for me to roll toward him, to spoon or pet his hair, the way I did when things were uncomplicated. I don’t move. I just watched him, letting the seconds stretch out.

“Did you have a good day?” he asks, smiling the smile of a man who wants to believe the question will break the tension.

“It was productive,” I said. “Yours?”

He pauses, a fraction too long. “Meetings. Lots of them.”

“What did you eat for lunch?”

He blinks. “Cafeteria salad.”

“Dressing?”

“Balsamic,” he says, and his lips twitch, betraying the first lie.

I feel a surge of energy, bright and mean. I reach over and touch his thigh, my palm flat, thumb stroking back and forth. His breath catches, and I can see him recalibrating—maybe this will be one of those nights where sex is a peace offering, or a reset, or just a way to avoid talking.

I lean in, kissing him, slow at first. His lips are soft and cold, but they warm under mine. I tasted the lie on his tongue, or maybe I just imagined it.

He moans a little when I bite his lower lip, and I push him onto his back, climbing over him, pinning his wrists above his head. He laughs, nervous.

“Mara, what—”

I squeeze harder, forcing his arms flat. “Let’s play,” I whispered in his ear, echoing Laura’s voice. I watched her say it earlier, watched his eyes go black with hunger.

He stiffens, surprised, but then melts into it, his body yielding. I grind my hips against him, feeling the outline of his cock straining through the thin fabric. He’s hard already. It’s almost disappointing how little resistance he puts up.

I pull his boxers down and bite his shoulder, leaving a red mark. I wonder if Laura ever left marks, or if she was careful to avoid evidence. I want him to think about it every time he showers.

I stroke him, slow and rhythmic, the way I saw her do it. His breathing goes shallow.

“Fuck,” he says, eyes squeezed shut. “That’s—Jesus, Mara.”

“Do you like this?” I ask, my voice a little too sweet.

He nods, desperate.

I shift my weight and straddle him, lining him up and sliding down in one motion. He gasps. I rock my hips, slow at first, then faster. I dig my nails into his forearms, holding him down. The look on his face is almost devotional.

He tries to thrust, to regain some rhythm, but I control the pace, squeezing and relaxing, giving him just enough to keep him on the edge. I remember every detail from the hotel—the way he liked to be choked, the way he liked to have his nipples twisted, the things he never asked me for.

I do them all.

He groans, louder than usual, and I see the flicker of embarrassment when he realizes it. I ride him hard, using him, grinding until I feel myself tense up, close to the edge. I lean down and whisper, “Don’t come until I say,” and the look in his eyes is half fear, half worship.

He holds out as long as he can, but I know the signs. I feel the tremor in his thighs, the way his toes curl against the sheets. When I finally let myself come, I clamp down and ride it out, digging my nails in deep. He whimpers. Only then do I let him finish, and he shudders, hips bucking uncontrollably.

When I climb off him, he pulls me in, kisses my neck, and tries to snuggle. I let him, for a moment, just to see if he’ll confess, if the guilt will rise and overflow.

He doesn’t say a word.

He falls asleep almost immediately, dead to the world.

I lie awake, heart still racing, body loose but mind sharp as ever. I turn onto my side and stare at the back of his head, at the faint red mark on his shoulder, at the way his jaw slackens in sleep.

I wait until his breathing evens out, then slip from bed and creep to the kitchen, phone in hand. I scroll through his call log, his texts, his emails. The deleted folder is empty, but the outbox has a draft: “Next time, room 524?” It’s not been sent, but the timestamp is tonight.

I save the screenshot and tuck it away.

Back in the bedroom, I watch him sleep, trying to decide what’s more satisfying—knowing, or waiting for him to break.

When the sky turns pale, I curl up behind him, press my chest to his back, and whisper, “I love you.”

He stirs, says it back, voice thick with sleep.

I close my eyes and catalog the moment, every micro-expression, every micro-lie.

Next week, I’ll find a new vantage point . Maybe the fire stairs, or the roof.

I want to see it all.

I want to know exactly when he realizes I’m watching.


Chapter 3


Ipicked the table because it's half in shadow, half in sun, the way I imagine a confessional should feel. Lila shows up eight minutes late, which is early for her, and spots me before I've even finished my first glass of water. She wears sunglasses the size of her face and a scarf tied in a bow around her neck, like she’s hiding a vampire’s hickey. I make a note to ask about it as leverage.

"Mare, darling, you look like you haven't slept since the Bush administration," she says, sliding into the chair across from me and shoving the sunglasses up to her forehead. She looks me over with surgical precision, smile just a little too sharp.

"Flatterer," I say, reaching for my water again. The glass leaves a wet ring on the menu, and I wipe it away with my thumb.

She leans in, elbows on the table, chin propped on her fist. "You ordered yet?"

"I'm not hungry," I say, scanning the menu anyway, as if the right combination of bitter greens and overpriced cheese could cure whatever is eating me alive from the inside out.

Lila raises an eyebrow. "Then why the text at 10:23 a.m.? ‘Lunch, urgent, your pick, you owe me.’ That’s not the voice of a woman with a well-regulated breakfast routine."

She’s right. I never text before 11. It's our unspoken rule—she needs mornings for yoga and espresso, I need them for pretending I didn't spend the night awake in my head. But I called the meeting, so the onus is on me to perform.

I glance at my phone. No new messages, but I unlock it anyway, swiping out of habit. The battery is at 86%. I calculate how long that will last if I keep staring at it every thirty seconds. I set it down face up.

Lila snatches it. "Am I competing with a high-stakes eBay auction, or are you waiting for Jonah to confess to a murder?"

"Neither," I say too fast. I tap my fork against the rim of my water glass, a small, bright bell.

She sighs theatrically, handing the phone back. "If I didn’t know you, I’d think you were having an affair. Or plotting one." She lowers her sunglasses so her gaze meets mine head-on, unfiltered. "But you don’t do secrets, Mare. You do data. Which means if you’re off, it’s not random."

I want to laugh, or at least roll my eyes. Instead, I smile, pushing the tines of my fork against the soft pad of my thumb until it leaves a mark. "It's work," I say. "The quarterly review. My boss is riding everyone like she thinks the world will end if the numbers aren't right."

Lila lets that sit, unsatisfied, and turns her attention to the server, a willowy guy with a mustache that makes him look like an out-of-work barista. She ordered a kale salad with extra bacon and a glass of something dry and overpriced. I pretend to look at the menu, then order the first thing I see—beet tartare, which I know I’ll hate.

When the server leaves, Lila leans in, softer now. "You know you can talk to me, right?"

"About what?"

She sighs again, but this time it’s real, a gust that ruffles her bangs. "I don't know. You tell me. Why the nervous energy? Why the... whatever this is?" She gestures at my hands. I’m twisting my wedding band around my finger, knuckle to knuckle. I freeze.

I could tell her. I could lay it all out: the stakeouts, the hotel windows, the way my body betrays me every time I watch my husband fuck someone else. But there’s power in withholding, and I’m not ready to surrender that.

"It's stupid," I say. "Jonah and I had a fight last night. About the dishwasher, of all things." This part is true, even if it was a proxy war for all the things we can’t say.

She snorts. "If there were a Nobel for passive-aggressive domestic disputes, you’d both be set for life. Who won?"

"He did," I say, letting myself sound defeated.

She narrows her eyes, studying me. "You’ve never been this distracted before. Not even during the Peterson account."

I flinch. The Peterson account was the only time I ever missed a deadline. She knows it, and she’s weaponizing it. I take a long drink of water, almost draining the glass.

"You’re relentless," I say, trying to sound affectionate.

"You’re deflecting," she counters, with a little smile that means checkmate. "If you wanted to small-talk, we could have FaceTimed. You wanted to see my face in daylight. So spill it, or I’m ordering dessert just to make you suffer through a crème brûlée interrogation."

The food arrives. The beet tartare looks like something you’d scrape off a running shoe. I force down a bite, the dirt-sweet taste making my teeth ache.

"Fine," I say, swallowing hard. "I’ve been… out of sorts. Work is shit, home is weird, I haven’t slept, and every time I close my eyes I dream about losing my teeth." I meant for it to be funny, but my voice wobbles.

Lila’s expression goes soft. She spears a piece of kale, chews thoughtfully. "You’re lying about something," she says, not unkindly.

I stare at her, and for a moment I’m back in college, the two of us trading secrets in dorm rooms with the lights off and the world outside suspended in time. Lila has always had this effect on me—a gravitational pull toward confession. I feel myself tipping toward it, the words gathering at the back of my throat.

But I can’t. Not yet.

"Remember when you dated that woman who lied about her name for three weeks?" I say, shifting gears. "What was her real name again?"

Lila groans, delighted by the change of topic. "Celeste. But she went by ‘Artemis’ because she thought it was more mysterious. Joke was on her—I fucked her roommate the night I found out."

"Of course you did," I say, the laugh genuine this time.

Lila smiles, lets me have my pivot. "If you ever want to do that, by the way, I fully support your right to revenge-fuck your way through the city."

"I'll keep it in mind," I say.

We linger over the rest of lunch, swapping war stories about old jobs, old lovers, old wounds. But the conversation never quite recovers its old rhythm; there’s a glitch in the pattern, a tension that vibrates just below the surface. I catch myself looking at my phone three more times, even though I know there are no new messages. Lila watches me each time, saying nothing.

When the check comes, Lila snatches it, scrawling her signature with a flourish. "Next time, your treat. And I want the good ramen, not the bullshit fusion place."

"Deal," I say, but my voice is thin.

She stands, wraps the scarf tighter around her neck. For a second, I wonder if she’s hiding a bruise after all, or if it’s just armor against the cold. She hugs me hard, then pulls back and searches my face.

"Whatever it is," she says, "I'm here when you’re ready to actually talk about it."

I nod, unable to trust myself to speak.

She gives me one last look, then disappears into the stream of people on the sidewalk.

I sat there for a long time, watching the condensation slide down the empty glass, my ring finger throbbing where I’d twisted it raw. When I finally stand, my legs are unsteady, but I make it to the street.

I don't look back, but I know Lila is right. I am lying about something.

The question is, how long can I keep it up before she tears it out of me?

By 2:15, I had read the same email twelve times and cannot remember a single word. The numbers in the spreadsheet swim and morph, columns refusing to line up. In the glass reflection of my monitor, I catch the movement of my own fingers: picking at a hangnail, then methodically aligning every office supply within reach. My desk looks like the crime scene of a compulsive straightener.

Wednesday. Always Wednesday.

I check the time on my phone, then the slim silver watch on my left wrist, then the tiny digital clock in the corner of my screen. The minutes tick in sync. I know exactly where Jonah is. I could track his location, but I don’t need to. The ritual is as predictable as my own.

At 2:16, I roll my chair to the window, scan the parking lot four stories below, and picture him: not in his car, but in the hotel, Room 524, the one with the "upgraded" rainfall shower and the view of the river. I imagine him half-dressed, shirtsleeves rolled, tie slung over a lampshade, his laptop open but untouched on the desk.

I imagine her, too. Laura, Lara, Lana—whatever the fuck her name is. She is stretched across the bed, legs crossed at the ankles, reading the hotel notepad upside down, doodling dirty cartoons in the margin. I see her in sharp focus, because that is how my brain works: high-resolution detail, catalogued and cross-referenced.

I know what to do.

I pull up his contact, thumb hovering over the call button. I could wait until later, but I want the timing to hurt, just a little.

On the third ring, he answers. The breathlessness is subtle, but I hear it.

"Hey, Mare," he says, his tone an octave too high, voice coming through slightly hollow.

"Hi, love. Did I catch you at a bad time?"

"No, no. Just wrapping up a meeting," he says, and then a pause, almost imperceptible, as if he is glancing over his shoulder. "What’s up?"

"Just wondering when you’ll be home tonight. I’m thinking of making that pasta you like. The one with the lemon zest and peas."

Another pause. "That sounds great. I—uh—should be done here by five, six at the latest. You need me to pick anything up on the way?"

I smile, though he can’t see it. "No, I’ve got it covered. Just wanted to hear your voice."

"Everything okay?" he asks, and there is genuine concern there, wrapped in a layer of guilt so fine most people wouldn’t hear it. But I do. I always do.

"Of course," I say, injecting a note of sunshine. "You know me. Overthinking as usual."

He laughs, relieved. "Wouldn’t have you any other way."

"Text me when you’re on your way. I’ll open the wine."

"Will do," he says, softer now. "Love you."

I made him say it first. Always. "Love you too."

He hung up, and I set the phone on my desk, watching my reflection grin in the black glass.

But the best part isn’t the call. The best part is running the tape in my head, frame by frame: Jonah scrambling to silence the phone, the woman’s raised eyebrow, the quick finger to his lips, mouthing, "Shhh," as if she is a child who needs reminding. I imagine the heat between them, interrupted and redirected, the tension that will hang over the rest of their afternoon like static.

I lean back in my chair, basking in the afterglow of my performance. There is pleasure in this, sharper than sex, cleaner than confession. A sense of control I haven’t felt in weeks.

I spin slowly in my chair, surveying the office—every cubicle a tiny stage, every life unfolding according to scripts nobody questions. I picture tonight: the home-cooked meal, the candle I will light, the way I will look at him and know every lie as it leaves his tongue.

I open my notebook and, with the neatness of a scientist, jot down a reminder: "Buy lemons. Sharpen knives."

This is how you build a case, one piece at a time.

Tonight, the cross-examination begins.
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I give myself the rest of the day to prep. The act is everything—timing, setting, costume. I leave work an hour early, feigning a dentist appointment, and hit the drugstore for travel-sized candles and a lipstick shade called "Dominion." At home, I sweep the bedroom for clutter, make the bed tight enough to snap a quarter, wipe down the mirrors until my face winks back at me, strange and a little dangerous. I even rearranged the books on my nightstand: nothing with broken spines, nothing that could be used as evidence of what comes next.

For the soundtrack, I go with the album he used to play in college—soft jazz with a beat just a hair too quick to relax to. I cue it up, low volume, barely audible unless you listen for it. The bottle of wine is already breathing in the kitchen, a decoy for domestic normalcy.

The hardest part is the lingerie. I found the set online after zooming in on a blurry photo from the hotel’s hallway security feed. Black mesh, scalloped edges, a bra with strappy bands that draw the eye and leave nothing to the imagination. I debated whether to buy the same one, or to go with something similar but not identical. In the end, I chose precision. If he notices the match, it will only make him sweat harder.

I check myself in the mirror: the bra rides high and cuts deep, pushing my breasts together like a gift wrapped for his eyes alone. The panties are more string than fabric. The garter is unnecessary, but I wear it anyway—sometimes too much is the exact right amount.

By the time Jonah gets home, every light in the apartment is off except for the candles. He steps into the foyer, keys jangling, and calls my name in the soft, uncertain tone he reserves for nights when he fears a fight.

"Mara?"

"In here," I say, and the jazz carries my voice to him like a signal flare.

He steps into the bedroom and stops, backlit by the hallway, eyes wide. He looks at the candles first—maybe thinking I’ve planned an intervention, or a murder, or both. Then his gaze landed on me.

I lounge on the bed, legs crossed, one hand stroking the curve of my thigh. I watch his eyes take in every detail: the lingerie, the wine, the made bed, the impossibility of this being anything but a trap.

He stands in the doorway, caught between fight and flight. I watch the Adam’s apple bob in his throat. "Wow," he says, finally, as if it is all he can muster.

"Like it?" I say, my tone is velvet.

He nods, slow, never taking his eyes off me. "You look—" he stops. "You look incredible, Mare."

Taking my time, I rise from the bed, my hips swaying enough to remind him who taught him the meaning of hunger. I cross the room, stop just short of touching him. I reach up, loop my fingers in his tie, and draw him close enough to smell the nervous sweat on his neck.

"Rough day?" I asked, tracing the collar of his shirt with one nail.

"You could say that," he breathed, voice ragged.

I lead him to the bed, push him down, then straddle him, knees planted on either side of his thighs. The candles throw long shadows; the jazz skitters in the background. I unbutton his shirt with methodical care, revealing the smooth planes of his chest. I dig my nails in just enough to leave faint red lines. He shivers.

"Tell me," I say, leaning in so my lips brush his ear, "is this what you want?"

He makes a sound, half-moan, half-confession. "Yes. Yes, fuck—Mara—"

I slide my hand down, palm flat against his stomach, moving lower until I feel him strain against the fabric of his pants. I unzip him, free him, and stroke once, twice, slow and deliberate. He grips the sheets, knuckles white.

I lower my mouth to his neck, bite just hard enough to make him gasp, then whisper: "Tell me I’m yours." The exact words she used, the ones I memorized from their open window, their careless noise. I want to see if he flinches. I want to see if he even notices.

He obeys, eyes wide, voice hoarse. "You’re mine. Always."

I ride him like a dare, grinding down, pace shifting from a slow tease to the punishing rhythm he craves. Each time he gets close, I pull back, hovering just above, denying him until he is nearly in tears.

He begs—literally begs—and I let him, savoring the crack in his composure. My hand clamps around his throat, thumb pressed to his pulse, and I watch the fear and lust, and confusion war on his face.

I lean in, kissing him with bruising force. "Is this how you like it?" I say, echoing the mistress’s timbre.

He groans, desperate. "Yes. God, yes."

Hard and fast, I slam down on him, using him until the snap of release builds in my gut. I don’t let up. I don’t give an inch. When I finally come, I grind my hips so hard against him I see stars.

He shudders, losing it, his whole body convulsing under me. The sheets are a mess. The air reeks of sweat and candle wax and victory.

I collapse onto his chest, both of us slick with exertion. I trace circles on his skin, listening to his heartbeat slow.

He whispers my name over and over like a prayer.

For a moment, I almost say it—I almost tell him I know, that I watched, that this complete performance was an echo of what he thought he could hide from me.

But I don’t.

Instead, I kiss his mouth, softer this time, and murmur, "You’re a good liar, Jonah. But I’m better."

He doesn’t react, already half-asleep, spent and pliant as wet clay.

I slide off him, tuck the blanket around his shoulders, and watch him drift. His face is open, unguarded, and for a moment I feel something almost like pity.

Almost.

I rise, gather the empty glasses, and blow out the candles. The bedroom is dark again, shadows clinging to every corner. I look at my reflection in the mirror: the streaks of mascara, the bite marks blooming on my throat. I look wild, victorious.

I sit at the edge of the bed, watching him sleep. Every so often, his eyelids twitch, as if the dreams are coming fast and bright.

Tomorrow, I will make eggs.

Tomorrow, I will up the ante.

But for tonight, I am content to be the watcher. The judge and the jury.

For once, I am not the one waiting to be caught.

I close my eyes and plan my next move, pulse still drumming with anticipation.

Let him think the secret is safe.

Let him wonder why his wife is suddenly everything he ever wanted.

Let him sweat.


Chapter 4


There are a thousand rooms in this city, but only one where I can stand outside my life and see it as pure data. Mine is on the thirty-second floor, all reflective surfaces and soundproofed luxury, with blackout curtains that seal out the city’s light. The only illumination is the blue phosphor haze of my laptop, perched on the pressed-white duvet like a sleeping animal. I sit cross-legged on the bed, silk robe untied, the ambient chill of central air prickling my legs. I’ve turned off every light, even the bathroom night-glow, because I want to see the screen and nothing else.

I log in.

The security app requires two-factor authentication, which is a joke since the only thing I’m protecting is my need to know. I punch in the code, wait for the ping, and the live feed fills the screen: our bedroom, unoccupied, lit by the bedside lamp I leave on for “ambience,” as if there’s anything ambient about a marriage on the verge of collapse.

The timestamp in the corner reads 6:58 PM—right on time. Wednesday, always Wednesday. Jonah’s in a meeting, supposedly. I tilt my head, sip vodka from a hotel tumbler, and wait for the scene to develop.

He’s never late. Tonight, he enters at 7:01, tie askew, jacket already off, one hand raking through his hair like he’s been rehearsing stress in the mirror. My body responds to this, even now—his hands, the memory of them. He crosses to the closet, pulls out a change of clothes (navy t-shirt, gray sweats; the uniform of a man about to do something dirty) and tosses them on the bed. Then he sits, bends to untie his shoes, and for a moment I see the slackness in his face, the way his mouth drops open when he thinks no one is looking.

But I am.

He glances at his phone, thumbs a quick text, and pockets it again. There’s an interval—thirty-eight seconds, I count—before the door opens. A woman enters, quick and silent. I know her type instantly: everything black, from the motorcycle jacket to the leggings to the chunk-soled boots. Her hair is a precision-blunt bob, the color of wet asphalt. She carries a messenger bag and a palpable aura of “I’m not staying the night.”

She doesn’t remove her shoes. Instead, she marches straight to the bed and pushes Jonah back so he’s sprawled, arms at his sides like a crash-test dummy. She climbed on top, knees pressing into the mattress, and cupped his face in both hands. She kisses him hard, and for a moment the camera can’t decide who is consuming whom. Jonah’s hands go instinctively to her hips. She rocks, slow, then fast, and I note the way his eyes close, the way his body arches up to meet her.

There is no shyness. No gentle peeling of layers. Within a minute, she’s stripping him—first the shirt, then the pants, leaving only the boxer briefs straining at the front. She keeps her jacket on. He reaches for her zipper, but she slaps his hand away, a game I never thought he’d play. The sound is soft but distinct, a pop on the audio feed that makes me jolt.

She moves down, kissing his chest, leaving a smear of lipstick above his nipple. Then she rakes her teeth across his ribs, biting hard enough to leave a mark. Jonah moans, an unfiltered sound I’ve never heard from him before. I watch his face, watch the flush creep up his neck, the way his hands curl in the sheets. He’s not acting and performing for an audience. He does not know he’s being watched.

This should hurt. It does, but not in the way I expected. There’s a sick satisfaction in seeing the raw truth—no edits, no plausible deniability. The sex is rough, but not impersonal. She rides him, her back to the camera, and I study the flex of her shoulders, the indentations where Jonah’s fingers grip hard enough to bruise. At the moment he comes, he grabs her by the hair and buries his face in her neck, muffling a sound that is halfway between a cry and a laugh.

I’m trembling. Watching so closely that my eyes sting with tears I refuse to let fall, I realize I’ve been holding my breath for minutes. I should close the laptop, should shut down the feed, but I don’t. I keep watching as they untangle, as she rolls off and lies beside him, both of them panting, sweat shining on skin I know and my own.

I touch myself, slow at first—just a palm pressed flat between my thighs, grounding, clinical. But the longer I watch, the more the data shifts. My fingers trace the seam of my body, mirroring the rhythm of their aftermath. I slip two fingers inside, twisting, pushing, and let the shame burn through me like a fuse. I watch Jonah stroke the woman’s hair, tucking a loose strand behind her ear with a tenderness that’s almost obscene. She laughs, low and throaty, and pinches his side. He flinches, then kisses her collarbone.

The bedsheets are the ones I picked out last Christmas, soft as moth wings. I wonder if they smell like me, if they feel the difference. I wonder if he even thinks about me at all in this moment, or if I am only ever real to him as a negative space—a gap he fills with other people’s bodies, other people’s laughter.

I come before either of them moves again, jaw clenched so hard I taste blood. The pleasure is bitter, electric. It isn’t like coming with Jonah—it’s sharper, like glass in the mouth. When I’m done, I let my hand fall open, the silk of my robe sliding off my shoulder. I close my eyes and listen to their breathing through the tinny laptop speakers.

There is no post-coital cuddling. After five minutes, she sits up, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, and tugs her clothes back into place. He follows her to the door, kisses her once, and then she’s gone, boots clacking down the hall. He stands there a long time, head bowed, before returning to the bed and staring at nothing.

I log out, power down the laptop, and stare at the ghost-image on the inside of my eyelids. The city is silent above the thirty-second floor, just HVAC and distant sirens. I curl into the sheets, wrap them around my body, and inhale the artificial scent of hotel detergent. I press my fingers to my lips, tasting salt.

Every Wednesday, I tell myself I’m collecting evidence. Tonight, I know better.

I’m collecting leverage.

I’m collecting power.

Even humiliation is a weapon, if you’re willing to hold it by the blade.

Tomorrow, I will text him. I’ll ask how his night was. He will lie, because that is what we do. But I will remember this: the way he looked in the moment he thought no one was watching. I will remember, and I will use it.

This is what marriage is, in the end—a record of observation, a ledger of who owes what to whom. Tonight, I am the one keeping score.
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I watched them for exactly seventeen minutes, counting each second in the silent tick of my hotel’s minimalist wall clock. In the bedroom feed, Jonah and the woman speak little. They sprawl in the aftermath, arms and legs overlapping in that reckless, unselfconscious way of people who expect to vanish from each other’s lives before daylight. She checks her phone, types something, and laughs at the screen. He looks at her, the way he used to look at me—like he’s memorizing the shape of her face before it disappears.

At 7:25, she dresses, still in that black-on-black aesthetic, but now softer: hair mussed, lipstick a little smudged, a flush high on her cheekbones. Jonah puts his clothes on in the opposite order he took them off, which is how I know he’s nervous. He straightens the bed, then messes it up again, as if staging a scene for an imaginary visitor.

I close the video, check the timestamp, and compose a message.

"Meeting ended early. Heading home now. See you in 20."

I hit send and immediately switched back to the feed. Jonah’s phone vibrates on the bedside table. He glances at it, goes pale, and holds it so close to his face that the camera picks up nothing but the reflection of the message in his pupils. I watch his shoulders bunch, the exact posture of a man who’s just realized he’s working with a ticking clock.

He moves fast, not gracefully, tripping over the bedspread and barking a shin on the nightstand. He grabs the woman by the wrist, says something urgent I can’t lip-read, and propels her down the hallway, out of the camera’s field. The apartment’s layout is an open secret—anyone familiar with it knows the back door connects to the fire stairs, a direct shot to the parking lot. Jonah returns three minutes later, alone, breathing hard. He stands in the bedroom doorway, hands on hips, surveying the battlefield.

I could almost pity him if I didn’t already know how much more he has to lose.

He strips the sheets, stuffs them in the hamper, then yanks a spare set from the closet. He makes the bed with hospital corners, just like I taught him. The old ones—our favorites, the ones with the faint constellation of bleach stains—are now evidence, sealed away. He opens the window, letting in a blast of November air, and sprays half a can of air freshener in wild, sweeping arcs.

He checks his phone again, thumbs out a reply: "Just watching TV, take your time."

I barked a laugh that startled myself. Then I close the laptop and take inventory: hair, a little wild; skin flushed; lips chapped from biting. With trembling precision, I reapply lipstick, aiming for a perfect Cupid’s bow with “Flare,” a color I’ve never worn before today. I tie the silk robe tighter, then exchange it for my oldest jeans and a sweater soft enough to telegraph comfort. I want to look like the woman he married, or maybe the woman he thinks I still am.

The elevator ride down is glacial; the lobby deserted except for a woman in business attire crying softly into her phone. She doesn’t look up. Outside, the street is empty; the air is bright with a chill that smells like metal and first snow. I drive with the window cracked, letting the wind rip through the careful architecture of my hair. I see my reflection in every darkened storefront, a ghost in motion.

The city shrinks behind me. The suburbs are all sodium streetlights and the occasional pulse of blue from a patrol car. I let the car idle in our driveway; the engine ticking down, watching the glow from our living room window. I can’t see movement, but the TV flickers like a heartbeat.

I timed my entry perfectly: door open, heels off at the mat, keys on the dish. I walk into the apartment and inhale. The air is thick with the scent of citrus, overlain with a note of something heavier—leather, sweat, maybe even ozone from the fuck-electricity that’s still grounded in the walls.

Jonah is in the kitchen, back to me, pouring wine into two glasses. He turns, and his face is the mask of a man who’s rehearsed this greeting a dozen times in the last ten minutes.

“Hey, babe,” he says, voice too bright. “That was fast.”

“Traffic was a miracle,” I replied, letting the lie shimmer between us. “Missed you.”

He crosses the room in three long strides and kisses me hard. His lips are stiff, but his hands on my waist are hot, trembling. I let him hold me, feeling the charge in his grip, the way his whole body strains to seem casual. I brush a hand through his hair, freshly damp, still smelling of the shampoo he only uses when he wants to impress someone.

I lean in, sniff, and make a show of smiling. “You showered,” I say, as if it’s a joke.

He laughs, but it comes out cracked. “Had to. Got sweaty doing… nothing.”

We sit together on the couch, legs entwined, the TV flickering with the sound muted. He strokes my knee absently, fingers twitching like a pianist who’s forgotten the melody.

I asked about his day, and he spun a story so flat, so generic, I wanted to clap. I watch his face: the microexpressions, the pauses, the wetting of the lips before each sentence. He’s not as good a liar as he thinks.

After a while, we drift to the bedroom. He kisses me again, softer this time, hands less certain. I let him undress me, let him touch me the way he used to when he believed in us. I note every difference—the way his left hand hesitates at my hip, the way his breath hitches when I trace a finger down his spine. When he’s inside me, I hold him so tight he can’t move, just to see if he’ll fight or surrender.

He surrenders.

Afterward, we lie side by side, sweat cooling on our skin. I trace idle circles on his chest and say, “Love you.”

He says it back, and I file the tone away for future analysis.

He drifts off quickly, exhaustion pulling him under. I stare at the ceiling, wide awake, inventorying every detail: the made bed, the open window, the faint echo of perfume that isn’t mine.

This is how you build a case, one piece at a time.

Tomorrow, I’ll cook breakfast. Tomorrow, I’ll watch him squirm under the weight of his own secret.

For now, I close my eyes and catalog the moment. Every lie, every tell.

Because next time, I want him to know I’m watching.
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The next morning, I woke before the sun. I’m ravenous.

The kitchen smells like burnt toast and cheap Colombian, the kind that leaves a bitter oil on the roof of your mouth. I let the bread smolder a little, the way Jonah likes it, and timed the eggs to land just as he shuffles in, pajama bottoms low on his hips. His hair is unwashed and sleep-curled, and for once, he doesn’t look at his phone. He looks at me, searching my face for yesterday’s weather.

“Morning,” he says, voice sticky with sleep.

“Morning,” I reply, plating the eggs and sliding them across the counter. I take my coffee black, ignoring the open carton of oat milk he bought last week to please me. I want him to see I am not a woman who needs things softened.

He eats mechanically, eyes never leaving my hands as I stir sugar into my mug. There’s a silence—denser than the one we wore last night—where I can almost see the gears turning behind his forehead, compiling a risk assessment of everything he might say or do.

I break it, as always.

“We should talk about us,” I say, pouring more coffee, not meeting his gaze.

He looks up, surprised. “Are you… okay?”

I keep my voice flat, careful. “We’re not okay. But I think I know what I want.”

He hesitates, fork mid-air, and I watch his knuckles go white around the metal. “Do you want to… leave?”

“Not yet.” I let the words hang, savoring their ambiguity. “But we need new rules.”

He blinks, the relief half-masked by confusion. “What rules?”

I smile, and he shivers.

“Honesty,” I say. “No more pretending. And if you fuck someone else, you tell me.”

He chokes on the coffee, coughs, and recovers. “What—”

“Rules are simple. I watch; you perform. If you want to keep me, want me more than the lie.”

He doesn’t speak. He just nods slowly, and I know I’ve scored a direct hit.

I finish my breakfast, lick the yolk from my fingers, and rinse the plate with surgical care. Then I cross the kitchen and, without warning, press my body to his back, arms around his chest. He freezes, then relaxes, and I feel his heart galloping against my palm.

“You’re not as clever as you think,” I whisper in his ear, low and dangerous. “But you can learn.”

I let him go, walked to the bathroom, and closed the door with a gentle click.
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He’s home early that night. I wait until he’s halfway through a conference call, then slip into the bedroom and arrange myself on the bed—naked, unselfconscious, legs spread just wide enough to be an invitation. The room is chilly, but my skin is on fire.

When he enters, he stops in the doorway. The shock is real, the desire just as sharp. He scans my body, my face, as if he’s searching for the fine print of a contract.

I crook my finger.

He moved to the bed, eyes locked on mine, the mask gone for the first time in months. I pull him down, guide his hand to my thigh, then higher. He’s trembling again. I let him explore, slowly, until he’s hard. Then I roll on top, pin his wrists with my knees, and slide him inside me.

He moans, breathless, and I clamp a hand over his mouth. “No noise,” I commanded.

He obeys.

I start slow, a lazy grind that makes him strain for more. When he bucks, I dig my nails into his chest. The pain makes his eyes go wide, the color surging in his cheeks.

Then I begin.

I tell him, in the softest, cruelest voice, exactly what I saw last night. Every move, every touch, every word. Like a pornographic bedtime story, I narrate it for him, unspooling the memory. I mimic the other woman’s accent, her laugh, the little gasp she made when he came. I describe the bruise on his ribs, the mark on his neck, the way his face looked when he thought nobody was watching.

At first, he tries to stop me, tries to fuck back hard enough to drown out my words. But I don’t let him. I hold him down, force him to listen, and I watch the shame rip through him—then mutate, as shame always does, into a twisted pleasure.

He comes before I do, helpless and shuddering, eyes squeezed shut like a penitent at confession. But I keep going, ride him through the aftershocks, until I finish too, clenching around him so tight he yelps.

Afterward, I lie back, breathing hard, and let the silence wrap us up.

He reaches for me, tentative, but I roll away and watch him from the far side of the bed.

“I know everything,” I say, not even looking at him. “I always have.”

He’s quiet a long time. Then, softly, “Are we… okay?”

I laugh, and the sound is new even to me.

“We’ll see.”

He gets up, pads to the bathroom, and I hear him sob once—quick, guttural, the way a man cries when he thinks he has to get it out before anyone hears.

I sit up, light a cigarette I don’t need, and watch the smoke curl in the cold blue glow from the hallway.

This is not the end. This is the trial run.

We will play this game again. Next time, maybe I’ll let him see what it’s like to be watched, to have every secret undressed in the dark.

Maybe next time I’ll bring someone home.

Maybe next time I’ll let him see how it feels.

I exhale, cataloging every future.

This is not about forgiveness.

This is about staying alive.

I lie back on the sheets, legs splayed, and think about all the ways you can own someone—body, mind, memory.

I decided I will try them all.
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