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CONTENT NOTE

This novel depicts psychological abuse, sexual coercionwithin marriage, and institutional control. It containsscenes of degradation and non-consensual powerdynamics.
It is not a romance. It is not erotica.
Read at your discretion.
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Prologue
The kitchen still smelled like the onions she'd sautéed atsix forty-five, before he was up, before the house had fullycommitted to being awake. Jeff stood in the doorway withhis briefcase in one hand and his tie loosened with theother and watched her reach for the olive oil on the secondshelf, the one she always had to stretch for, and the stretchpulled her shirt up two inches above the waistband of herleggings and showed the pale strip of skin beneath, and hethought, not for the first time, that he could measure hiswhole life in these glimpses.
She turned. Saw him. Smiled.
"There's leftover risotto."
"Perfect."
She went back to the stove. He set the briefcase by thedoor. Loosened the tie the rest of the way, pulled it overhis head, folded it once, draped it over the back of thekitchen chair. These were rituals. The order mattered:briefcase, tie, shoes, jacket. If he changed the order,something was wrong. If he sat down before removing hisshoes, she'd look at him. Not with concern—with attention.She knew the order too.
He opened the refrigerator. The risotto was in the bluebowl, the one with the chip on the rim from the time she'dknocked it against the faucet. He'd superglued it. Threeyears ago. Four. He couldn't remember. The bowl had been
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chipped for so long it had become part of its identity, like ascar on someone you love.
He microwaved it, standing with his back to her while theplate turned slowly behind the glass, the hum filling thequiet kitchen. She was chopping something. Garlic, maybe.The sound was small and deliberate—*tap, tap, tap*—theknife hitting the board with the controlled rhythm ofsomeone who had made this motion ten thousand times.
The microwave beeped. He sat at the island. She didn't sitwith him—she never did during the week, she ate earlier,she said she wasn't hungry at eight—and the absence of heracross the table was not a wound but a fact, the way thechip in the bowl was a fact. You stopped noticing after awhile. You didn't stop feeling it.
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Chapter 1
He found it one morning, on the kitchen island, face-down,open to a page she had been reading.
The magazine was one of the new ones. Glossy, oversized,thick with perfume samples and ads for skincare that costmore than his first car. They had started appearing in themail three months ago, replacing the cooking publicationsand the shelter magazines she used to subscribe to. Thenew ones had names like Elevate and Verity and featuredcover lines about boundaries and reclamation andbecoming the architect of your own life. He had flippedthrough one once, in the bathroom, and had felt vaguelyuneasy without being able to say why. The articles weren'thostile. They weren't about men at all. They were abouther. Her space. Her needs. Her untapped potential. Theyread like operating manuals for a life that didn't includehim.
This one was open to a spread near the middle. She hadprobably been reading it over breakfast. The coffee cupwas still in the sink, a faint rim of lipstick on the edge. Themagazine was just there, face-down, the way you leaveanything you haven't put away yet.
He turned it over.
The headline, set in clean serif type over a photograph ofan attractive woman in her forties walking alone along abeach, read:
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DIVORCE AT FORTY: Why the Second Act Is BetterThan the First
Jeff stood at the island in his boxer briefs and undershirt,holding the coffee pot, and read it.
The article was long. Four pages. It profiled threewomen—a corporate lawyer in Chicago, a gallery owner inSanta Fe, a former stay-at-home mother in Greenwich—who had left their marriages after twenty or more years.The tone was warm, unhurried, and utterly without doubt.Not a single voice in the article wondered if the decisionhad been hard. Not a single voice expressed regret. Thesubtext was not subtext at all: leaving was strength.Staying was fear.
Jeff's eyes moved to the sidebar on the right side of thepage. It was headlined: The Numbers: What She'sActually Entitled To.
It was laid out like a financial infographic—clean, colorful,designed to be digested over a latte. Bullet points. Boldstatistics. Pull quotes from a New York divorce attorneyidentified only as "a partner at a leading Manhattan firm."
Jeff read the bullet points. He read them slowly, the way aman reads a diagnosis.
In marriages lasting longer than fifteen years, courts inNew York, New Jersey, and Connecticut typically awardalimony for a duration equal to one-third to one-half thelength of the marriage. A twenty-year marriage can meanseven to ten years of monthly payments.
The primary residence is awarded to the custodial spousein over seventy percent of contested cases where children
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are involved. In cases without children, the outcomedepends on financial capacity—but the spouse with thelower earning power is heavily favored.
"Women don't realize how much leverage they have," theattorney is quoted as saying. "The law was written toprotect them. The courts are not neutral. They arestructured to ensure that a woman who has spent twodecades supporting her husband's career does not walkaway empty-handed. If you built the life, you own a pieceof it. It's that simple."
"That simple."
Jeff set the coffee pot down. His hands were perfectlysteady. He noticed that, and the steadiness struck him asstrange, because something inside him was not steady atall. Something inside him was sliding, like a load shiftingin the back of a truck on a curve.
He looked at the magazine again. At the beach. At thewoman walking alone. At the clean, serif headline thatpromised her a better second act.
It was just a magazine. Women read magazines. Diane hadalways read magazines. She had probably flipped past thetable of contents, seen the headline, and read it the wayanyone reads anything over breakfast—casually, half-attentive, with one eye on the coffee and the other on theclock. It didn't mean anything. It was an article, not a plan.People read about things they would never do. People readabout climbing Everest every day.
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He closed the magazine and set it on the counter, right-sideup, the way she had probably left it before she wentupstairs to shower.
Then he made his coffee.
________

Parker had come back from lunch that day and sat in hisoffice with the door open and stared at his computer screenfor forty minutes without moving the mouse. Jeff hadwalked past twice. The second time, Parker said, withoutlooking up: "She got the brownstone."
Jeff stopped. "What?"
"The brownstone. Forty-one years of equity between meand the bank, and she got it. Judge signed this morning."
Parker's voice was calm. Not the calm of a man holdinghimself together—the calm of a man who had alreadyfallen and was describing the ground on the way down.
"The kids?"
"Alternate weeks. She's claiming the primary residenceaffects custody stability. Her attorney filed a brief." Parkerfinally looked at him. His eyes were dry and focused, theway eyes get when they've decided not to feel something."Jeff, I paid for that brownstone. I paid for the renovation.I paid for the new roof in 2019. I have the receipts in afolder in my desk right now. The judge looked at thereceipts and gave her the house."
"What about—"
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"Alimony. Eight years or remarriage, whichever comesfirst. Child support on top. My take-home is going to be—"He stopped. Did the math in his head. Jeff watched him doit, watched the numbers land like stones in still water, oneby one. "Thirty-six percent of what it is now. I'm fifty-three years old, Jeff. I'll be sixty-one when this ends. If itends."
Jeff didn't say anything. There was nothing to say. Thenumbers spoke for themselves, and they spoke in the voiceof a system that had been designed, slowly and overdecades, to produce exactly this outcome.
"I'm in Jersey now," Parker said. "Studio apartment. Oneroom. I moved the clothes I could fit in three suitcases.Everything else is in the brownstone. She's keeping it orselling it—I don't get to know which."
He stood up. Straightened his tie—a reflex, the kind ofthing a man does when his body doesn't know what else todo. He walked past Jeff and down the hall toward therestroom, and Jeff watched him go and thought: that manis gone. Not dead. Gone. The Parker who'd played golf onSaturdays and talked about his daughter's soccer gamesand kept a bottle of Scotch in his bottom drawer—that manhad been replaced by something smaller, something that fitin a Jersey studio with three suitcases of clothes.
Jeff went back to his office. Closed the door. Did not openthe bottom drawer where his own Scotch sat.
________
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The risotto was good. It was always good. Diane's cookinghad been the first thing he'd noticed about her, fifteen yearsago, at the dinner party where his college roommate hadintroduced them. She'd brought a lemon tart. The crust wasperfect—flaky, buttery, not too sweet—and when he'dasked her about it, she'd said, "My grandmother's recipe,"with a kind of casual pride that assumed everyone'sgrandmother had a recipe like that. They weren't all likethat. He knew. His mother's cooking had been functional,sustenance, calories arranged on a plate. Diane's cookingwas something else. It was the kind of thing a man couldbuild a life around.
He ate. She cleaned. The tap ran. She washed the knife, theboard, the bowl she'd used for the garlic. Her movementswere efficient and unhurried—she'd done this so manytimes that her body had memorized the sequence, and hermind was somewhere else. He wondered where. He didn'task. He'd stopped asking a while ago. Not because hedidn't care—because the answers had started to feel likewalls.
"How was work?"
"Fine."
"Did you eat?"
"I'm eating now."
She nodded. Dried her hands on the towel. Walked pasthim toward the living room. Her hand touched his shoulderas she went—brief, light, the weight of her palm resting onhim for half a second—and the touch was so ordinary, soreflexive, that it could have meant nothing. It could have
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meant I see you, you're here, this is fine. It could also havemeant I'm touching you because I'm supposed to, becausethis is what wives do when they walk past their husbandsin kitchens, because if I stop touching you something willchange and I'm not ready for it to change.
He couldn't tell which. He'd never been able to tell which.That uncertainty was the quietest thing in the house, andthe most constant.
________

The other ones—the ones who'd come before Parker, theones he'd watched from a distance, the names thatcirculated through the firm like a quiet disease—Crawford,from Mergers, who'd moved into his brother's guest roomand still wasn't out two years later. Emery, from Tax,whose wife had taken the house in Darien and both carsand the dog, and who now lived in a one-bedroom inBronx and had lost twenty pounds he couldn't afford tolose. Goldberg, from Real Estate, who'd simply stoppedcoming to work one day and was later found to be living ina hotel near the airport, paying weekly, no forwardingaddress.
These were not tragic stories. There was nothing dramaticin them. They were arithmetic stories. The marriage ended.The court divided the assets. The man walked away withless than half, because half was the mathematical best case,and the math never gave you the best case. It gave you feesand adjustments and the house you'd paid for and thechildren you'd raised and the dog you'd walked everymorning, and when the math was done, you were fifty or
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fifty-five or sixty, and you were alone, and you were poor,and the dating market was a slaughterhouse for men whowere fifty and alone and poor.
Jeff knew the numbers. He was a financial professional. Hecould model outcomes. He'd modeled his own, late atnight, in the home office Diane had set up for him whenthey'd bought the house—the one with the nice view andthe kitchen island where he was sitting right now. Themodel was not kind.
He thought about his Partnership. Three years of eighty-hour weeks. Three years of telling himself it was forthem—for the house, for the schools they'd never needbecause there were no children, for the retirement thatwould let them travel when he was sixty and she was fifty-three.
He had given her everything except the one thing sheactually wanted: his presence.
And she had stopped asking for it. That was the part hecouldn't forgive himself for. Not that she had withdrawn—it was that he hadn't noticed until the withdrawal wascomplete. One day he looked up from his desk and realizedthe house was quiet, and it had been quiet for months, andhe had never once stopped to ask why.
The partnership vote had been unanimous. The firm hadgiven him a raise, a corner office, and a seat at the table hehad spent his entire career fighting to reach.
Now he sat at that table and did the math on losing it all.
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The house: $1.4 million, $620,000 in equity. Hers,probably, or split, which in practice meant hers because hecouldn't afford to buy her out.
The retirement accounts: $890,000. Split. His half:$445,000. Enough to feel like something. Not enough to beanything.
His salary: $285,000. There were no children—just the twoof them, and fifteen years of a standard of living the courtwould insist Diane maintain. Alimony would drop his take-home to something that would pay for a small apartmentand not much else.
His age: forty-six. In fourteen years, he'd be sixty. Infourteen years, he'd be the man in the Jersey studio withthree suitcases, except he wouldn't have Parker's calm.He'd have whatever was left after the thing that kept himtogether—the house, the routine, the sight of Diane in thekitchen at six forty-five—was taken apart and distributedby a judge who'd spent eleven minutes looking at his file.
He rinsed his plate. Put it in the dishwasher. The kitchenwas clean now, and Diane was in the living room, and theroom was quiet in the way rooms get when the day isending and the people inside it have nothing left to say toeach other.
He found her on the couch with her phone. The TV wason, volume low—some home renovation show, the kindwhere couples picked between three houses and arguedabout countertops. She didn't look up when he sat in thearmchair across from her. Her feet were bare. They werealways bare in the evening—it was a habit he'd neverquestioned and now couldn't stop noticing. Her feet on the
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ottoman, the arches curved, the toes slightly curled, thesheer pink polish she'd started wearing a few months ago.She crossed her ankles. Uncrossed them. The movementwas idle, unconscious—the kind of thing a body doeswhen the mind is elsewhere.
He watched her feet the way he always watched them:quickly, then away, then back. The pattern was soingrained he no longer registered it as a choice. It was justsomething his eyes did when her feet were in the room, theway his lungs pulled air when there was air to pull.
The TV showed a couple standing in a kitchen that wasn'ttheirs, arguing about subway tile. The wife wantedherringbone. The husband wanted straight stack. The wifesaid, "I just think it would look nicer," and the husbandsaid, "It's also forty percent more," and the wife gave him alook—not angry, just tired—and the husband saw the lookand said, "You know what, let's do herringbone," and thewife smiled, and the tension dissolved, and the narratorsaid something about compromise.
Diane looked up from her phone.
"Do you think that's a nice kitchen?"
"It's fine."
"It's not our kitchen."
"No."
She went back to her phone. He went back to her feet. Themoment passed like moments pass in living rooms acrossthe country every night—unremarkable, weightless, thekind of moment that only becomes significant later, when
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you look back and realize it was the last time somethingwas still whole.
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Chapter 2
The plane lifted off the runway at JFK at eight-fifteen inthe morning, and for the first forty-five minutes, Jeffpretended to read a financial quarterly. He turned the pagesat regular intervals. His eyes moved across the columns oftext. He absorbed nothing.
Diane was in the window seat. She had put on her noise-canceling headphones the moment the wheels left theground and hadn't taken them off since. She was watchingsomething on her phone—a series, maybe, or a video. Thescreen's glow turned her face blue and flickering in thedarkened cabin. Occasionally she smiled. Not at him. Atwhatever was happening in the space behind her eyes.
He set the quarterly in the seatback pocket and looked atthe back of her head.
They had tried the conventional route first. Six months ofThursday evenings with Dr. Lenard—a soft-spoken manwho charged four hundred dollars an hour and specializedin what his website called relational realignment. Jeff hadapproached it the way he approached everything:methodically. He listened better. He initiated more. Hepaid attention to the signals she gave and tried to respondto them, and sometimes he got it right, and sometimes—often—he could feel, in the silence afterward, that he hadnot. That she was sitting next to him in the therapist'soffice, very still, in the way a person sits still when theyare deciding not to say something. He never asked what thesomething was.
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Five hours and fifty minutes to landing.
He had made Partner in January. Three years of misseddinners and rescheduled vacations and Diane falling asleepalone in the master bedroom while he sat in his officeunder fluorescent lights, reviewing term sheets at midnight.Three years of telling himself it was for them—for thehouse, for the life they'd built.
What he never said—what he barely admitted to himself—was what those three years had cost her.
Diane had worked for a small, respected curatorial practiceon the Lower East Side. She had an eye for space and lightthat made other dealers envious. It wasn't a hobby; it wasthe architecture of her identity. And she had held onto itthrough the first twelve years of their marriage, even asJeff's hours grew longer and the household logistics fellincreasingly on her.
Then, six months ago, they started seeing Dr. Lenard.
The therapist had talked about removing stressors. Aboutcreating space for intimacy. About the need for one ofthem to bend. And Diane, desperate and exhausted andwilling to try anything, had made the calculation that Jeffapparently could not: she quit the gallery.
She told him it was fine. She told him it would give themthe time they needed to reconnect. She told herself that ifshe cleared the decks, Jeff would finally step back from theledge of his ambition and meet her in the middle of theirlife.
He didn't.
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The partnership vote came three months into therapy. Jeffcelebrated with the senior partners at a steakhouse inMidtown while Diane stayed home.
The therapy had ended in March. Not badly—no rupture,no final session where truths were finally said. It simplyconcluded, the way an expensive subscription concludeswhen no one remembers to cancel it. Lenard called it anatural plateau. Jeff had nodded, grateful for the clinicallanguage.
Diane had nodded too. But something in her eyes had gonequiet and flat, the way a sea goes flat just before thepressure drops.
He thought about Parker. Not about the brownstone or thealimony or the Jersey studio—those were details,mechanics, the visible machinery of destruction. Hethought about Parker's face when he'd said I paid for thatbrownstone. The word paid. The way it sat in the sentencelike a gravestone. As if the paying should have meantsomething. As if the twenty years of showing up andwriting checks and sitting across from a woman at dinnerand carrying the weight of a shared life on his shoulders—as if all of that paying should have added up to somethingthe court couldn't take away.
But it hadn't. The court could take all of it. And the takingwas not malicious—it was administrative. Forms filed.Motions granted. Signatures applied. The machine ran theway it ran, and the man who'd been fed into it came out theother side diminished and quiet.
Jeff leaned his head against the window. The acrylic wascold against his temple. Outside, thirty-five thousand feet
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above the Atlantic, there was nothing but blackness. Nolandmarks. No reference points. Just the hum of theengines and the slow, blinking wing light tracing aninvisible arc through the dark.
Five hours and ten minutes to landing.
He turned his head and looked at Diane again. She was stillwatching her screen, her face tilted toward the blue glow.She had crossed her legs. Her foot, in a low suede pump,was resting on its heel, her ankle exposed. She waswearing slim black trousers and a cream-colored cashmeresweater that she had bought the week before, withoutasking him about it, without mentioning the price. Smallthings. The kind of things a woman buys when she is nolonger consulting anyone about the life she is building.
He could not imagine the seat beside him without her.
This was the thought. Not the house, not the equity, not theretirement accounts. The seat. The specific presence of herin the seat beside him—the way she reached across him toclose the window shade, the way her shoulder brushed hisarm when she shifted position, the way her shampoosmelled faintly above the recycled cabin air. Without her,the seat was just polyester and a folding tray. Without her,the flight was just transportation. Without her, the life theywere flying toward was walls and a mortgage and silencein the evenings where her voice used to be.
He could survive the financial ruin. He couldn't survive herabsence. That was the arithmetic the court didn't model, thevariable that didn't appear on any spreadsheet. He had builthis entire identity around being her husband—not the title,not the legal status, but the act of it. The daily, invisible act
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of being the man who came home to her, who sat in thearmchair across from her, who watched her feet on theottoman and listened to her ask about countertops and atethe risotto she'd made and felt her hand on his shoulder asshe walked past. Take that away, and what was left?
Four hours and fifty minutes to landing.
He closed his eyes. The fear settled into his chest likesomething with weight. Not a stone—a presence. Theknowledge that he would do anything. Not the dramaticanything of movies—no crimes, no violence. The quietanything of a man who understands, in the darkened cabinof a plane over the Atlantic, with his wife's elbow sixinches from his own, that there is no line he will not cross,no humiliation he will not accept, no version of himself hewill not become, if it means keeping this.
He would sign anything. He would agree to anything. Hewould become anything.
The thought didn't scare him. That was the worst part. Itshould have scared him—the realization that his love forher had no bottom, that there was no depth beyond whichhe would say no, this is too much, I won't do this. But itdidn't scare him because it wasn't a realization. It wassomething he'd always known, filed away in the samedrawer where he kept the other truths he couldn't afford toexamine: that he was not enough for her, that he'd neverbeen enough for her, that the gap between what shedeserved and what he could provide was widening everyyear, and that one day—soon, maybe already—the gapwould become a chasm, and she would look across it andsee him on the other side, small and inadequate and
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holding a chipped blue bowl, and she would stop reachingacross.
He opened his eyes. The cabin was the same. The hum ofthe engines was the same. The blue glow of her screen wasthe same. The woman beside him was the same, and theywere hours from reaching somewhere, and he still didn'tknow what he had agreed to.
Three hours and twenty-five minutes to landing.
He closed his eyes again.
It started during the summer, with the subtle, terrifyingrealization that his wife was outgrowing him.
For the last decade, Diane had been comfortably settledinto her body—carrying a few extra, soft pounds that madeher familiar and safe. But two months ago, a switch hadflipped. She started going to an elite private gym inMidtown. The extra weight didn't just vanish; it shifted, re-sculpting her silhouette with a poised grace. Her posturestraightened. Her chest seemed bolder, her waist tighter.When she began wearing fitted dresses and high heelsaround their living room, the sharp, confident click of herstilettos on the hardwood floor would physically stop thebreath in Jeff’s chest. She had never looked more beautiful,and Jeff had never felt more desperate to keep her.
Then came the phone.
It became a permanent fixture in her hand. Jeff wouldcome home from the firm, exhausted and wanting toconnect, only to find her curled up on the living room sofa,her face illuminated by the blue glow of her screen. She
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texted relentlessly, her thumbs flying across the glass evenduring their quiet, post-dinner television hours.
"Who are you talking to?" Jeff finally asked one evening,unable to hide the anxious edge in his voice.
"Sarah, a friend," Diane answered smoothly, her eyesnever leaving the screen. "We met in Dr. Lenard's waitingroom. Right before one of my private therapy sessions."
Jeff frowned, stepping into the living room. "Who is she?Since when have you two gotten so close?"
"We started going to the same gym," Diane said, casuallyflipping her hair over her newly toned shoulder. "Shedoesn't work. She just volunteers for some high-endcharities. Her husband is loaded—some hotshot partnerover at Goldman Sachs."
The name-drop was meant to pacify him, placing thismystery woman safely inside their wealthy Wall Streetsocial circle, but it only made the knot in Jeff's stomachtighter.
The secrecy escalated. One Tuesday night, Jeff came homeearly and walked into the bedroom. Diane was so absorbedin a hushed phone call that she didn't hear the door open.The moment she saw his reflection in the mirror, she endedthe call with a sharp, guilty quickness, offering a smile thatdidn't quite reach her eyes.
The paranoia peaked on a sweltering Saturday afternoon inlate July. Jeff was sitting out on the terrace, a cold drink inhis hand, when he heard Diane’s voice drifting through thecracked glass of the sliding door. She was pacing thebedroom, speaking in a low, intense murmur. Jeff strained
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to listen, but he could only catch disjointed, bafflingfragments.
"...Lucia," she murmured. "aha, early March?"
A long pause.
"Six hours. Yes, I know. One-fifty, tops."
Jeff stared out at the Manhattan skyline, his mind racing.Was it a surprise trip? A real estate purchase? He spent thenext week agonizing over the fragments, waiting for theother shoe to drop.
Exactly seven days later, it did.
Jeff walked into the kitchen on a Friday evening, looseninghis tie. The massive marble island was completely bare,except for a single, heavy, matte-black envelope restingdirectly in the center.
Diane was nowhere to be seen.
Jeff walked over and picked it up. He slid the thick, cream-colored brochure out of the dark sleeve. The font waselegant and minimalist. Below a stunning photograph ofturquoise water and a sun-drenched infinity pool thatlooked like something pulled from a dream, small, serifedletters read: Élysée Retreat: A Structured Approach toMarriage Renewal.
He opened it. Read the first paragraph. Then the second.
He closed the brochure, set it down on the marble, andlifted his gaze.
Diane had entered the kitchen silently and was watchinghim. She was standing directly across the island from him,
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her hands flat on the countertop. Her face was open—noaggression, no guilt, just the steady, clear gaze of a womanwho had made an absolute decision and was simplywaiting to explain it.
"It's a program," she said. "A month. It's designed forcouples like us."
Jeff stared at her. "Couples like us."
"Couples who are stuck."
He looked at the brochure again. The word structuredcaught his eye. He read the paragraph it appeared in. Thelanguage was clinical, reassuring, legal. A bindingcontractual framework. Defined rights and responsibilities.Jurisdictionally shielded. The words didn't alarm him—heworked with contracts for a living. What alarmed him wasthe space between the words. The space where the thingthey were describing actually lived.
"How much?"
"Expensive."
"How expensive, Diane?"
"Terribly," she murmured, completely unbothered by thereality of the money. "But don't worry, darling. You canafford it."
He was quiet. She was quiet. The kitchen was quiet.Outside, a bird was singing—something simple andrepetitive, three notes, over and over, like a question itdidn't expect an answer to.
"What does the program do?" he asked.
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"It helps us."
"Helps us how?"
She looked at him. And for a moment—just a moment—something passed across her face that he couldn't read. Notguilt. Not defiance. Something softer than that, and moredangerous. Something that looked like the expression of awoman who has stopped apologizing for what she wants.
"I think you should read it." she murmured. "I think we’rerunning out of options, Jeff. Then we'll talk."
She picked up her coffee. Walked out of the kitchen. Herbare feet made no sound on the tile.
He sat alone at the island with the brochure in front of himand the chipped blue bowl beside it and the bird stillsinging its three-note question outside the window.
He opened the brochure. He read.
And the fear—the deep, presence-in-the-chest fear he'dbeen living with for months, for years—did not rise. It wasalready there. It had been there so long it felt like part ofhim, like a limb he'd been born with. What rose insteadwas something else. Something that felt, in the moment,like relief.
You would sign anything. You would agree to anything.You would become anything.
He kept reading.
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Chapter 3
The drive from the Hewanorra Airport took twentyminutes, most of it along a two-lane coastal road thatsmelled of salt and drying brush. Diane sat in the passengerseat of the black SUV the resort had sent, her sunglasseson, her attention directed toward the ocean. Jeff sat besideher. He had not touched her since they boarded the flight inNew York.
He watched her reflection in the tinted window. Shelooked calm. Not the forced, brittle calm of a womanentering a difficult negotiation, but the deep, structuralcalm of a woman who had already made her decisions andwas merely waiting for the scenery to catch up.
The SUV turned off the asphalt onto a private, unmarkedroad paved with crushed white stone.
"Nearly there, Mr. and Mrs. Hayes," the driver said. It wasthe first time he had spoken since loading their luggage.His voice was smooth, neutral, professional.
The road wound through dense, mature tropical foliagebefore opening suddenly into a wide, circular drive.
Élysée Retreat did not look like a clinic, and it did not looklike a hotel. It looked like the private estate of someonewho valued discretion above all other currencies. The mainbuilding was a sweeping structure of pale stone and darkglass, surrounded by terraced gardens. There was nosignage. No branding. Only the heavy, oppressive silenceof extreme wealth.
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As the SUV glided to a stop, two staff members steppedout from the shade of the portico. They were dressed inimmaculate, tailored linen—one man, one woman.
The driver opened Diane’s door first.
The female staff member, who looked to be in her latethirties with a posture that suggested she had never neededto apologize for anything, offered Diane a warm, specificsmile.
"Mrs. Hayes. Welcome to Élysée. I am Corinne. I will beyour primary liaison during your stay." Corinne extended ahand, and Diane took it. It was not a greeting directed at acouple; it was a greeting directed entirely at the woman.
Jeff stepped out of his side of the SUV. The tropical heathit him instantly, heavy and damp, sticking his shirt to hisback. He stood by the open door, waiting for Diane to lookover at him, to share a glance of nervous solidarity, toacknowledge that they were crossing the thresholdtogether.
Diane did not look back. She was already speaking quietlywith Corinne, her posture relaxed, her sunglasses pushedup into her hair.
The male staff member approached Jeff. He was younger,perhaps thirty, with the broad shoulders of a swimmer andthe neutral, blank expression of a man whose job it was tomanage objects, not people.
"Mr. Hayes. I am Kendrick. Please leave your luggage; ithas already been routed." Kendrick did not offer his hand."If you will follow me, we will proceed directly to intake."
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Jeff looked past Kendrick to where Diane was walking upthe wide stone steps with Corinne.
"Diane," Jeff called out.
She paused on the steps and turned. For a fraction of asecond, the distance between them felt entirely normal—ahusband checking in with his wife before a hotelreceptionist asked for a credit card.
"I'll see you inside?" Jeff asked, aiming for casual andlanding somewhere near pleading.
Corinne smiled at Diane, then looked down at Jeff. "Mrs.Hayes will be proceeding to the West Wing for herorientation. Your intake, Mr. Hayes, is in the EastPavilion."
Jeff’s stomach tightened. The brochure had mentionedseparation, but the reality of it—the sheer, clinical speedwith which they were being pulled apart in the driveway—felt like a physical blow.
She looked at him, her lips curving into a soft, almostpitying smile. "Be good, Jeff," she said lightly. "I'll see youwhen I see you."
It wasn't cruel. It was simply factual. She turned back toCorinne, and the two women disappeared through the darkglass doors of the main entrance.
Jeff stood on the crushed stone, the heat pressing down onhim.
"This way, Mr. Hayes," Kendrick said softly.
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They walked on a path paved with volcanic stone slabs.Barely fifty yards in, they came to a heavy, iron-reinforcedwooden door set into a dense wall of areca palms.Kendrick entered a code on a small, almost invisible metalkeypad tucked into the foliage, and the door unlocked witha loud, metallic clang.
Jeff stepped through. Behind him, hidden in the foliage, hecaught a glimpse of the barrier the palms were concealing:a twelve-foot braided-wire fence, the same fence theirSUV had passed through when they arrived at the resort.He hadn't thought about it at the time—he had been toobusy watching Diane's reflection in the tinted glass.
Now he understood. The fence surrounded the entirepeninsula. And it also divided it.
The East Pavilion was not luxurious.
It was clean, functional, and entirely stripped of comfort.Jeff followed Kendrick down a long, open-air corridorlined with minimalist concrete pillars. There were no oceanviews here. The air smelled of ozone and hot stone.
Kendrick led him into a long, windowless office thatsmelled of industrial cleaner and warm electronics. Severalmetal lockers, a metal desk sat at the far end, flanked bytwo straight-backed chairs. Along the left wall, a row ofheavy-gauge steel file cabinets stretched from the door tothe back corner—drawer after drawer of them, each onefitted with a small label holder and a combination lock.The drawers were immaculate, identical, and very full. Jeffcould hear the faint, subliminal hum of a server racksomewhere behind the cabinets—the soft, relentless pulseof data being stored.



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 31/238

"Please have a seat," Kendrick said, taking the chair behindthe desk. He opened a slim manila folder. "You will beoccupying Room 404. Your personal effects will becataloged and stored. You will have no access to yourphone, your laptop, or any outside communication for theduration of your thirty-one-day stay. Do you understand,Mr. Hayes?"
"Yes," Jeff said.
"Before we proceed, I want to outline how your time herewill be structured," he said. "Your days will be divided intothree categories: physical training, theoretical education,and psychological sessions. Physical training beginstomorrow at seven thirty a.m. with a group fitnessassessment. Theoretical education covers topics rangingfrom the psychology of arousal to marriage dynamics.Psychological sessions are one-on-one with a licensedtherapist and are tailored to your specific profile."
He paused, letting the words settle. "Your schedule will beposted daily on the digital board in your quarters.Attendance at all morning physical conditioning, afternoonseminars, and evening journal sessions is mandatory."
"Your progress in all three areas is tracked daily," hecontinued. "These reports are shared with your wife andher counseling team each evening. Transparency is a coreprinciple here, Mr. Hayes. Nothing you do in the Men'sQuarter is private from your wife. This is by design."
Jeff felt something tighten in his chest. She gets a reportcard. On me.
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Kendrick met his eyes without flinching. "It's not ajudgment. It's a tool. Your wife needs to see yourengagement and progress to build trust in the process.Many husbands find that knowing their wife is watchingactually motivates them. Some even find it" —a brief,careful pause— "stimulating, eventually."
Jeff said nothing. He wasn't there yet. He wasn't sure he'dever be there.
Kendrick went through the remainder of the intake—medical questionnaire, dietary preferences, emergencycontact (Diane, of course), and a detailed personal historyform that asked questions Jeff had never been asked in hisforty-six years. He filled it out in silence, his handwritinggrowing smaller as the questions grew more intimate.
"Ready, Mr. Hayes?"
Jeff nodded slowly. He felt a strange, floating sensation, asif the man sitting in the chair was someone else. Thirty-onedays, he told himself. I can do thirty-one days of jumpingthrough hoops if it means keeping her.
"Regarding your scheduled meetings with Mrs. Hayes,"Kendrick continued, his tone flat, bureaucratic. "They areset for Day Seven, Fifteen, Twenty-One, and Twenty-Seven. All meetings will take place at eighteen-hundredhours in Mrs. Hayes's quarters. You will be escorted to thegate by a staff member. You will not approach the gateunescorted."
Jeff processed the dates. Day Seven. A week. He wouldnot see his wife for an entire week. The number feltimmense, heavy. But then he did the math. Thirty-one
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days. Four meetings. It was a structure. It was a rule hecould follow. He just had to survive until Day Seven.
"Understood," Jeff said quietly.
"Excellent. Change into the garments provided in thelocker behind you, and proceed to the canteen for theevening meal. Use the time after to get acquainted with theplace. Your program will start tomorrow morning."
Kendrick closed the folder and stood up, leaving the roomwithout another word.

Jeff opened the metal locker. Inside lay a stack of foldedgray clothing: drawstring trousers, collarless cotton shirts,and soft-soled canvas shoes. The clothes were uniform.They were designed to erase the man who wore them.
He stripped off his suit, folded it neatly, and put on thegray clothes. They fit perfectly, which somehow made itworse.
________

The canteen was a long, low-ceilinged hall with concretefloors and rows of utilitarian wooden tables. When Jeffwalked in, the noise was a dull, echoing hum.
There were perhaps twenty men in the room, all wearingthe same gray clothing. Some were older, their shouldersrounded with age and defeat; some were younger,possessing a restless, kinetic energy that seemed entirelyout of place in the bleak surroundings.
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Jeff took a plastic tray, received a portion of grilledchicken and steamed vegetables from a silent kitchenworker, and found an empty seat near the end of a longtable.
He ate mechanically. The food had no taste. His mind wasentirely consumed by the geography of the resort. Wherewas the West Wing? How far away was Diane right now?Was she eating in a dining room? Was Corinne pouring herwine?
Thirty days, he thought, gripping his fork tightly. I justhave to take this shit for thirty days. I can do it.
"First day?"
Jeff looked up. The man sitting across from him was in hislate thirties, with dark, thinning hair and a face that lookedas though it hadn't fully relaxed in months.
"Yeah," Jeff said. "Jeff."
"Mark," the man replied. He didn't offer to shake hands."You look like you're calculating."
"Calculating?"
"Counting the days until your first meeting," Mark said, adry, humorless smile touching his mouth. "We all do it.Day Seven is the longest week of your life."
Jeff looked at him. "When is your next one?"
"Day Twenty-One," Mark said, looking down at his tray."Tomorrow."
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Jeff felt a sudden, surprising wave of solidarity. They wereall in the same boat. They were all just husbands, enduringa humiliating corporate retreat to save their marriages.
"How was your Day Fifteen?" Jeff asked, hoping for someinsight into what the meetings actually entailed. Did theytalk? Did they undergo couples therapy in her room?
Mark was quiet for a long moment. He picked up his fork,turned it over, and set it down again.
"It was... brief," Mark said softly. He didn't elaborate.
Jeff let it go, assuming the man simply didn't want todiscuss the intimate details of his marriage with a stranger.As his gaze drifted down the long wooden table, he noticeda younger man, aggressively fit, eating with rapid, nervousenergy two seats away.
When the man reached for his water glass, Jeff’s eyescaught on his forearms.
The man’s wrists were wrapped tightly in white athletictape. Just below the edge of his short-sleeved gray shirt,Jeff saw a series of angry, red scabs raked across the insideof the man's elbow. They looked like deep scratches,healing poorly in the humid air.
Jeff looked further down the table. Another man, older,had similar tape wrapped around his left wrist, the whitefabric stained faintly brown near the heel of his hand.
Jeff turned back to Mark, keeping his voice low.
"What's with the tape?" Jeff asked, nodding subtly towardthe younger man. "Do they have us doing obstacle coursesor something?"
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Mark followed Jeff's gaze. The dry, humorless smilevanished completely from Mark's face.
"No," Mark said quietly. "No obstacle courses. Thephysical conditioning is tough but no such thing."
"Then what happened to them?"
Mark picked up his water glass. He took a slow sip, hiseyes fixed on the blank concrete wall at the far end of thecanteen.
"Occupational hazard," Mark said, his tone entirely closedoff. "You'll figure it out."
Jeff frowned, but he didn't press it. He returned to his meal,the strange detail of the bandaged wrists filing itself awayin the back of his mind, drowned out by the louder, moreimmediate thought that he was only on hour four of aseven-day wait.
________

Suite 404 in the East Pavilion wasn't a dungeon; it was amasterclass in sensory deprivation. The walls were painteda flat, clinical white, completely bare of art or distraction.A single square window let in the twilight sun but offered aview only of a high, blank courtyard wall. The furniturewas aggressively basic: a small laminate table, a rigidwooden chair, and a twin-sized bed with perfectly tucked,stiff cotton sheets.
Above the table, a glowing red digital clock ruthlesslydictated the schedule, a constant reminder that his time wasno longer his own. Jeff sat on the edge of the narrow
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mattress, wearing his linen uniform. He rested his elbowsheavily on his knees and buried his face in his hands. In theimpeccably clean, white-tiled bathroom a few feet away, asimple frameless mirror hung over the sink—waiting toforce him to look at his own exhaustion. The room wasn'tsqualor. It was the absolute, sterile erasure of his identity,and it was already working.
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Chapter 4
The West Wing was not a building so much as anecosystem of pure, unadulterated privilege.
Diane followed Corinne past a series of cascadingreflecting pools, through a courtyard shaded by massivebanyan trees, and up a floating glass staircase. The airsmelled of jasmine and sea salt. There were no corridors.Instead, elevated teak walkways connected individual,free-standing structures, each one hidden behind screens oftropical bamboo and blooming hibiscus.
"Suite Twelve," Corinne said, stopping before a set ofhand-carved mahogany doors. She pressed her palm to adiscreet biometric scanner set into the stone wall. Thedoors unlocked with a heavy, satisfying thud.
Corinne pushed them open and stepped aside. "After you,Mrs. Hayes."
Diane walked in, and her breath hitched.
She had stayed in five-star hotels before, but this wassomething entirely different. The suite was massive—easily two thousand square feet—designed with an open-concept layout that blurred the line between the indoorsand the tropical landscape. The floors were cool, palelimestone. The walls were paneled in raw silk andbleached teak.
"The living area," Corinne said smoothly, gesturing to asunken lounge featuring a curved, cream-colored linensofa, a low marble coffee table, and a fully stocked wet
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bar. Beyond the lounge, a wall of floor-to-ceiling glasspanels was pushed entirely open to the sea breeze.
Diane walked toward the light. The glass opened onto aprivate terrace that seemed to hover over the cliffside. Asmall infinity plunge pool glittered in the sun, its waterbleeding seamlessly into the horizon of the ocean below. Adaybed, shaded by a billowing white canvas canopy, sat atthe edge of the water.
"The bedroom is through here," Corinne continued, leadingDiane back inside.
The bedroom was dominated by a king-sized platform beddraped in gossamer netting, the sheets made of a silk sofine it looked like spun water. But it was the bathroom thatfinally made Diane stop and stare. It was larger than herfirst apartment in New York. A freestanding soaking tub,carved from a single block of black volcanic stone, satbeneath a skylight. The walk-in shower was entirely opento a private, walled-in garden of ferns and orchids.
"Your wardrobe has already been unpacked and arrangedin the dressing room," Corinne said, her voice a soothingmurmur. "The tablet on the bedside table controls theclimate, the lighting, and the privacy screens. It alsoconnects you directly to the spas, the beauty center, and thekitchens. You may order anything you desire, at any hour."
Diane turned to look at Corinne. The sheer scale of theluxury was disorienting. At home, she managed thehousehold. She knew when the mortgage was due, sheknew when the dishwasher needed salt, she knew whenJeff was stressed about his billables. Here, there wasnothing to manage.
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"What is the schedule?" Diane asked, feeling a strangeneed for structure.
Corinne smiled, an expression of gentle, maternalamusement. "The restaurant, the cafeteria and the terraceare open until 22:30, and the French bistro on the top floorof the main building is open from three in the afternoon,but... there is no schedule, Mrs. Hayes. You are here toremember what it feels like to simply exist. The only fixedappointment on your calendar is a meeting in this suite,seven days from now, at eighteen-hundred hours."
Diane frowned slightly. "A meeting?"
"With your husband," Corinne clarified. "If you choose toreceive him."
If you choose. The phrasing caught Diane off guard. "Idon't have to?"
"You do not have to do anything you do not wish to do,"Corinne said softly. "I wouldn’t recommend it but, you canskip a meeting if you feel like it. You have full controlover your program and your husband’s, Mrs. Hayes. I willleave you to settle in. A chilled bottle of Laurent-Perrier iswaiting in the bar fridge. Please, enjoy the afternoon."
Corinne bowed her head and slipped out the mahoganydoors, leaving Diane entirely alone in the massive, silentsuite.
Diane walked over to the wet bar. She opened the fridge,pulled out the Laurent-Perrier, and poured herself a glass.She carried it out to the terrace, kicking off her shoes, andstood at the edge of the infinity pool, looking out over theocean.
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She thought of Jeff. She pictured him standing by the SUVon the crushed white stone, looking lost and anxious, hissuit sticking to his back in the heat. She felt a brief,familiar tug of guilt. She should have smiled at him. Sheshould have told him she loved him before walking away.
But as the cool champagne hit her throat, the guilt met theoverwhelming silence of the suite, and the guilt lost.
Because beneath the guilt was something else. Somethingshe had never admitted to Dr. Lenard, because articulatingit would have made her a monster, and she did not want tobe a monster. She only wanted to be alive.
The dread was gone.
For the first time in longer than she could calculate, Dianewas in a bedroom and she was not bracing herself. InManhattan, the master bedroom had become a space ofquiet, suffocating choreography. She knew the script byheart: the gentle clearing of his throat, the careful way he’dreach across the Egyptian cotton, his hand landing on herhip with that familiar, searching pressure. It was a lovingtouch. A considerate touch. And the moment she felt it, aheavy, sinking weariness would drag through her bones.
She had tried to want him. She had tried to summon theheat they’d had in their twenties, but it was like trying tostrike a match on wet glass. The friction was gone. All thatwas left was the obligation—the monthly surrender whereshe lay still, controlling her breathing, performing a gentleenthusiasm so as not to wound him. She had become aprop in his validation, a warm body required to reassurehim that he was still the man, still the provider, still thecenter of her world. The sex wasn't an act of connection
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anymore; it was a tax she paid to maintain theinfrastructure of their comfortable life.
And the infrastructure was beautiful. Their apartment, theterrace, her huge walk-in wardrobe—it was a life otherwomen envied. But Diane had realized, she was livinginside a beautifully furnished mausoleum. She was thirty-nine years old. She was still young. And the terrifyingthought that had begun to wake her up at 3:00 AM was notthat Jeff was failing her, but that this—this gentle,predictable, sexless Tuesday stretching into infinity—wasall there would ever be.
Therapy had been a cruel joke. Dr. Lenard had given themexercises. Make a date night. Tell him what you need.Listen to her boundaries. As if desire was a spreadsheetthat could be balanced. As if you could negotiate a spark.Jeff had tried so hard. He had been so eager, so desperateto please, and his desperate eagerness only made thedeadness inside her worse. You cannot resuscitate a pulsewith guilt.
She took another sip of the champagne. The suite aroundher was vast and empty, but it did not feel lonely. It feltlike an exhalation.
We're doing this to save the marriage, she told herself. Heagreed to it.
She felt the ocean breeze on her back. She felt bare. Shefelt exposed. And for the first time in a decade, she felt thefaint, dangerous stirring of something she had thought waspermanently extinguished.
Anticipation.
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She set her glass down on the limestone. Her fingers wentto the buttons of her blouse. She let the silk drop to thefloor, followed by her skirt, leaving her standing in theopen air in nothing but her underwear. She didn't lookaround to see if anyone was watching. She didn't care.
She stepped naked into the sun-warmed water of theplunge pool, and as the heat closed over her skin, she letout a breath she realized she had been holding for years.
________

In the men’s pavilion, the lights came on at six exactly.
Not bright enough to shock, only enough to make itimpossible to remain in the comfort of half-sleep. Jeffopened his eyes to a white ceiling and, for a few awfulseconds, the feeling that he had been caught somewhere heshould not be. Jeff rose, dressed in the gray uniform, andfollowed the stream of silent men to the communalshowers. The water was lukewarm and the pressure waslow. He stood under it with his eyes closed, letting thewater run over his face, trying not to think about the factthat somewhere on the other side of the fence, Diane wasprobably still asleep on silk sheets.
Breakfast was at 06:30. The canteen served the same grim,portion-controlled meal: oatmeal, a hard-boiled egg, a sliceof whole wheat bread, a small cup of black coffee. Jeff atewithout tasting it. The men around him ate in silence, theireyes fixed on their trays. The only sound was the scrape ofutensils on plastic.
At 07:30, the physical conditioning began.
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The instructor was a man named Miller—mid-thirties,compact, with the coiled stillness of a middleweight boxer.He didn't shout. He didn't need to. His voice carried theflat, unhurried authority of someone who had never lost afight.
They ran. Two miles around the perimeter of the EastPavilion compound, the tropical sun already pressing downlike a physical weight. The air was thick with humidity,and within ten minutes, Jeff's shirt was soaked through.
The men ran in single file, their canvas shoes slappingagainst the crushed stone path. No one spoke. No onebroke formation. Miller ran alongside them, his breathingperfectly even, occasionally calling out pace adjustmentswithout raising his voice above conversational volume.
Jeff's lungs burned by mile one. His legs ached soon after.Near the end, he was running on pure, animalstubbornness—the same instinct that had carried himthrough the final weeks of his Partnership push, when thehours blurred and the coffee stopped working and the onlything left was the refusal to stop.
He finished. Barely. He stood at the edge of the courtyardwith his hands on his knees, gasping, his vision graying atthe edges.
Miller walked past him without a word. He made anotation on the clipboard.
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Chapter 5
The classroom was at the end of the main corridor, open onone side to a planted courtyard where water moved overblack stone. Twelve men sat on floor cushions arranged insemicircles. Some were older than Jeff, some younger. Afew looked athletic enough to pass through the experiencewith a kind of detached confidence. Most did not. Mostwore the same expression Jeff suspected was on his ownface: careful blankness stretched over private alarm.
At the front of the room stood a man in his fifties withsilver hair and a posture so upright it looked almostceremonial. He wore simple black, no resort insignia, nolanyard or badge.
"Good morning," he said. "I'm Theo."
His voice had the strange softness of people who neverneeded to raise it.
"Some of you are here reluctantly. Some enthusiastically.Most of you, I expect, are somewhere in between. That'sall right. You are not here to perform confidence. You arehere to become honest."
No one spoke.
Theo gestured to the cushions. "Sit."
They sat.
"What most men fear," Theo continued, walking slowlyamong them, "is not discomfort. Not really. Discomfort ismanageable. What they fear is reduction. Irrelevance. To
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discover that their wives can flourish in spaces where theythemselves are not central."
Jeff felt, with instant resentment, that the man had reachedinto his ribcage and touched something private.
Theo seemed to register the shift in the room withoutlooking at anyone directly.
"This retreat does not exist to punish you," he said. "Nordoes it exist to erase you. It exists to examine certain habitsthat many couples bring into intimacy—habits ofentitlement, performance, avoidance, dependency, passiveresentment. Some women arrive here burdened by years ofaccommodation. Some men arrive here burdened by thebelief that love should protect them from change."
Jeff kept his face still.
He had expected the language to be cruder somehow. Moreobviously ideological. Instead it was maddeninglypolished, couched in therapeutic terms that left him withlittle to push against. There was no dramatic declarationthat men were weak and women superior. Only a smoothrepositioning of assumptions in which his discomfortbecame evidence of unfinished work.
"Close your eyes," Theo said.
Jeff obeyed because everyone else did.
"Imagine your wife moving through her day here withoutreference to your needs," Theo said. "Imagine her comfort,her pleasure, her curiosity. Imagine her being attended towell. Imagine her laughing freely. If this produces anxiety,



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 47/238

do not fight it. Observe it. Ask what it believes it isprotecting."
The silence that followed was almost unbearable.
Jeff did not need to imagine Diane laughing freely. Heimagined her at breakfast alone and was startled by theintensity of the image—not because it was erotic butbecause it felt intimate in a way he had not expected. Shehad always been beautiful to him; now she seemed to beentering some fresher category beyond beauty, one thathad less to do with him than he could comfortably bear.
His throat tightened.
What did his anxiety believe it was protecting?
His place, obviously.
But the answer that came beneath that one was uglier: hisillusion of generosity. His self-image as the patienthusband, the loving one, the man who had agreed to thisterrible, absurd place because he wanted to save hismarriage. Perhaps he had agreed because somewhere inhim, he believed that agreeing would matter more than theoutcome. That willingness itself would earn him moralcentrality.
The thought made him feel briefly sick.
"Breathe," Theo said.
Jeff did.
________
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Lunch was grilled fish and brown rice. Jeff sat alone at theend of a table, pushing the rice around his tray with aplastic fork. His body ached from the run. His mind achedfrom the class.
He kept returning to Theo's question: What does youranxiety believe it is protecting?
The answer was obvious: his marriage. His home. Hisplace in Diane's life.
But beneath that answer, like a shadow beneath a stone,was another one. The one he didn't want to examine. Theone that whispered: You're not afraid of losing her. You'reafraid of losing the version of yourself that she madepossible. The man who provides. The man who protects.The man who is needed.
Take away the need, and what was left?
Jeff pushed the tray away and stared at the concrete wall.
The afternoon was unscheduled. Jeff lay on his bunk inRoom 404, his hands folded on his chest, staring at thewater stain on the ceiling. The red digital clock read 14:22.The hours stretched ahead of him like a gray, featurelessplain.
He thought about Diane.
He pictured her in the West Wing—because of course itwould be a wing, not a compound. He imagined softlighting, cool air, the sound of water. He imagined hersitting by a pool, reading a book, her bare feet dangling inthe water. He imagined her laughing at something a staff
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member said—a casual, easy laugh that she used to reservefor him.
He tried to imagine her thinking about him. Checking herphone. Wondering how he was doing.
The image wouldn't hold. Every time he tried to placehimself in her mind, the picture blurred and dissolved, likea reflection in disturbed water.
I'll see you when I see you, Jeff.
Not "I love you." Not "I'll miss you." Not even "Goodluck."
When I see you.
As if his existence were a weather event—something shewould acknowledge when it arrived and not think aboutwhen it didn't.
Jeff rolled onto his side and pressed his face into the thinpillow. It smelled of industrial detergent. He closed hiseyes and willed himself not to think about the seven daysbetween now and their first meeting.
He failed.
The evening session was at 19:00. Jeff followed the streamof men to a small, quiet room off the main corridor—notthe classroom, but a smaller space with a single desk, twochairs, and a potted plant that looked like it had beenselected for its absolute inability to inspire any emotionwhatsoever.
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A woman was waiting for him. She was small, precise,with dark eyes that seemed to see past every defense heerected. She wore a simple linen dress and no jewelry.
"Mr. Hayes," she said. "I'm Dr. Yuen. Please sit."
Jeff sat.
She didn't open a folder. She didn't consult a tablet. Shesimply looked at him with the patient, unhurried attentionof someone who had all the time in the world.
"How was your first full day?"
"Long," Jeff said.
"That's honest," Dr. Yuen said. "What was the longestpart?"
Jeff considered the question. The run? The class? Theempty afternoon?
"The silence," he said. "Not the noise—there's plenty ofnoise here. The silence inside. The part where you're alonewith your own head and there's nothing to fill it with."
Dr. Yuen nodded slowly, as if he had said something she'dbeen waiting to hear.
"What did the silence say?"
Jeff looked at the potted plant. Then at the wall. Then athis hands.
"That I'm afraid," he said quietly. "That I've been afraid fora long time. And that coming here didn't make me brave. Itjust made me too tired to pretend I'm not afraid."
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Dr. Yuen didn't respond immediately. She let the silence sitbetween them—the same silence Jeff had been runningfrom all day—but in this room, with this woman, it didn'tfeel like a void. It felt like a space where something truecould exist, if he was willing to let it.
She started to ask questions. General at first—about hisbackground, his marriage, his daily routines at home. Thenmore intimate: his sex life, his insecurities, the moments hefelt most invisible in his own house.
Jeff answered carefully at first, measuring each word theway he measured risk in a portfolio. But after half an hour,he realized he was responding mechanically, the filtersdropping away without his permission. Maybe it was themorning's physical exertion. Maybe it was the afternoon'ssilence. Maybe it was simply the weight of the daypressing down on his eyelids.
After another few minutes, Jeff was slowly overcome bydrowsiness. His answers grew shorter, less guarded. Hefound himself saying things he hadn't intended to say—small, private truths that slipped out between breaths likecoins falling from a pocket he'd forgotten to close.
Eventually, Dr. Yuen rose, signaling the end of the session.
"Thank you, Mr. Hayes," she said. "We'll go deepertomorrow."
Jeff wasn't sure if that was a promise or a threat.

________
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Back in Room 404, Jeff lay on his bunk in the dark. Thered digital clock glowed like a small, angry eye: 22:47.
He closed his eyes and thought about the kitchen at home.The risotto. The way she always had to stretch for the oliveoil on the second shelf. The two inches of pale skin aboveher waistband.
He held the image carefully, the way you hold somethingyou are no longer sure belongs to you.
Then Theo's voice drifted through his mind, soft andmerciless:
What does your anxiety believe it is protecting?
Jeff turned onto his side and pressed his face into thepillow.
He didn't have an answer yet. But the question was stillthere, sitting in the dark with him, patient and immovable,waiting for him to be honest enough to face it.
He slept, eventually. But the sleep was thin, and thequestion was there too, curled up beneath his dreams like acat beneath a blanket, watching him with unblinking eyes.
________

By the afternoon of Day Two, Diane realized that ÉlyséeRetreat was not just pampering her; it was systematicallydismantling the woman she had been.
It started at the spa. She had booked a basic massage, butthe esthetician, a woman with incredibly soft hands and a
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clinical eye, had looked at her and suggested the "FullRenewal Protocol."
Diane agreed, simply because it was easier than making adecision.
The protocol began in a blindingly white, sterile room withan intense pulsed light (IPL) laser.
"We recommend complete removal," the technician hadsaid smoothly, adjusting the protective goggles overDiane's eyes. "Most of our guests find that returning to acompletely bare, smooth state enhances the sensoryexperience of the resort's other therapies."
Diane had hesitated for only a second. For fifteen years,her grooming habits had been dictated by routine and whatshe assumed Jeff liked—tidy, practical, maintained. Goingcompletely bare felt scandalous, almost adolescent.
"Do it," Diane had said.
When she walked out of the treatment room an hour later,her skin humming and sensitive, she felt a strange, thrillingvulnerability. It was an intimate, deeply sexual shift, eventhough she was entirely alone.
From there, she had been led to the salon. She sat in aplush leather chair while a stylist studied her shoulder-length, practical brown hair.
"You have an exquisite neck, Mrs. Hayes," the stylistmurmured, lifting the heavy hair off her shoulders. "Youare hiding it. We should sculpt this. Bring it up, expose thenape. And the color needs heat."
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Two hours later, Diane looked in the mirror and barelyrecognized herself. Her hair was chopped into a sharp,severe, incredibly chic bob that left the back of her neckcompletely bare. The color had been lifted and dyed a rich,blazing reddish-brown. It was the haircut of a woman whodid not care if her husband found it "too aggressive." It wasthe haircut of a woman who wanted to be looked at.
She walked out of the salon and headed toward the mainpool area, feeling the coastal breeze against the exposedskin of her neck.
The main pool was a massive, free-form lagoon,surrounded by swaying palms, white cabanas, and sunkenlounges. The air was filled with the low thrum of a bossanova beat from hidden speakers and the clinking of crystalglasses.
Diane found a shaded spot near the edge of the water,where a shallow basin was filled with hundreds of tiny,darting Garra rufa fish.
She sat down, ordered a margarita from a passing waiter,and slipped her feet into the cool water. The fish instantlyswarmed her toes, their tiny, toothless mouths nibblingaway the dead skin in a bizarre, ticklish vibration.
"They take some getting used to, don't they?"
Diane looked to her left. Sitting two feet away, her ownfeet submerged in the basin, was a striking woman in herlate forties. She had silver-blonde hair, broad shoulders,and was wearing a sheer white sarong over a metallic goldbikini. She held a martini glass and looked at Diane with agaze of absolute, unshakeable confidence.
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"I'm Diane," Diane said, smiling over the strange sensationin her feet.
"Marianne," the woman replied. She took a slow sip of herdrink, her eyes sweeping over Diane's sharp new haircut."First season?"
"Yes," Diane said. "Is it that obvious?"
Marianne laughed. It was a rich, throaty sound. "Notobvious, no. But you still have that slight tension in yourshoulders. The tension of a woman who is unconsciouslywaiting for her husband to ask her where his keys are."
Diane blinked, startled by the accuracy of the statement."Does that go away?"
"By Day Four," Marianne promised, swirling the olive inher glass. "This is my third season. I come back every yearfor a recalibration."
"A recalibration of what?"
Marianne looked out over the pool. "Of my patience. Athome, I am the CEO, the mother, the wife, the manager ofmy husband's fragile ego. Here, I am exactly what I wantto be. I don't manage anything."
As if on cue, a man walked out of the water of the mainpool and approached their basin. He was young—perhapstwenty-eight—with a physique carved from dark, wetmarble. He wore black swim trunks. Water sheeted off hischest and caught in the dark hair on his stomach.
He didn't look like a guest, and he didn't act like a waiter.
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"Marianne," the young man said, his voice a low, smoothbaritone. He knelt smoothly on the wet stone beside her.He didn't ask if she needed anything. He simply reachedout, took the empty martini glass from her hand, andreplaced it with a fresh, chilled glass he had brought withhim.
"Thank you, Julian," Marianne murmured, not looking athim, her eyes still on Diane.
Julian lingered for a moment, his hand resting casually onthe stone near Marianne's thigh. He looked at Diane,offering a smile that was absolutely polite and entirelydevoid of the anxious, pleading neediness that Jeff carriedlike a physical weight.
"Welcome to Élysée," Julian said softly. He stood up andwalked away, disappearing into the crowd of loungingwomen.
Diane stared after him. Her pulse was beating slightlyfaster. "Does he work here?"
"They are called the entertainers," Marianne said, taking asip of her fresh drink. "Or, informally, the bulls. They arevetted, tested, and entirely at our disposal."
Diane’s breath caught in her throat. She thought of thebrochure. A Structured Approach to Marriage Renewal.Suddenly, the structure was becoming terrifyingly clear.
"You sleep with them?" Diane asked, her voice dropping toa whisper.
Marianne turned to look at her. There was no shame in hereyes. There was only a calm, absolute entitlement.
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"Here, nobody imposes anything on you. Neither forbidsanything. Yes, I sleep with them," Marianne said softly. "Ilet them serve me. I let them remind me what it feels liketo be touched by a man who is entirely focused on mypleasure, rather than a man who is using my body tovalidate his own self-worth."
Marianne leaned closer, the scent of expensive sunscreenand gin drifting over the water.
"And the best part, Diane, is that our husbands know weare doing it. And they wait for us anyway."
Diane looked down at the tiny fish swirling around herbare toes. She thought of Jeff, locked away in whateverpavilion Kendrick had taken him to. She expected a waveof crushing guilt to wash over her. She waited for the panicof a faithful wife to rise in her chest.
It didn't come.
Instead, a strange, dark thrill bloomed low in her stomach.She looked back up at Marianne, and then across the poolto where Julian was standing in the sun.
"Where is the boutique?" Diane asked quietly. "I need tobuy some new shoes."
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Chapter 6
The East Pavilion operated on a schedule designed toprevent thought by enforcing exhaustion.
It wasn’t just the repetition; it was the escalation. Everymorning, the physical conditioning pushed the men slightlyfurther. If they ran three miles on Day Two, they ran fouron Day Four. The calisthenics became longer, the restperiods shorter. Jeff, at forty-six, found himselffunctioning in a state of perpetual, dull muscle ache.
By the time the afternoon seminars rolled around, the menwere physically drained. Jeff quickly realized this was notan accident. It was a strategy. They were being deliberatelyexhausted so that when they sat in the air-conditionedseminar rooms, their mental defenses were toocompromised to argue. They absorbed the resort'sphilosophy—the lectures on "the myth of possession" and"compersion"—in a drowsy, numb state, allowing the ideasto bypass their critical thinking and settle directly into theirsubconscious.
Jeff sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress was adequate.Everything was adequate. That was the word for the Men'sQuarter—adequate. Functional. Sufficient. It was, herealized, the first environment he'd been in in years thatdidn't cater to his expectations as a successful professionalwho could afford the best. Here, he was not a client. Hewas a subject.
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He thought of Diane. He imagined the soft lighting, thehigh-thread-count sheets, the view of the ocean maybe, orthe gardens. He imagined her being welcomed, beingattended to, being told she deserved pleasure, that herdesires mattered, that the next four weeks were about her.
He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. Fromsomewhere down the hall, he heard voices—other men,arriving, settling in, going through the same intake. Hewondered how many of them were as terrified as he was.He wondered how many of them were more terrified.
Outside, the tropical sun was setting over the resort,painting the sky in amber and rose. Somewhere on theother side of the resort, Diane was probably being handed aglass of champagne by someone whose entire job was tomake her feel like a queen.
Jeff closed his eyes.
You love her, he told himself. You love her enough to behere.
It was true. It was the only thing that was still undeniably,uncomplicatedly true.
Whether that love would be enough to carry him throughwhat came next—through the training, the conditioning,the slow and deliberate dismantling of everything hethought he understood about himself and his marriage—hehad no idea.
________
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Somehow, the days settled into a rhythm faster than Jeffexpected.
Mornings began at five forty-five, a soft chime from thewall-mounted speaker that was impossible to ignore andpointless to resist. The showers were communal—open, nopartitions, which felt designed to strip away the lastpretense of privacy on day one. Jeff stood among the othermen on that first morning, water streaming over his body,acutely aware of the unspoken rule: no eye contact belowthe neck. He'd never been shy about his body—mediumbuild, reasonably fit for forty-six—but something aboutstanding naked in a row of equally naked men underfluorescent light made him feel reduced. Perhaps that wasthe point.
Breakfast was identical in structure to dinner: no choices,no substitutions, served promptly at six thirty. Thenphysical training—a mix of group runs around thecourtyard, bodyweight circuits, and stretching sessions ledby a fit, expressionless woman in athletic wear who neverraised her voice but somehow commanded totalcompliance. The training was not brutal. It was relentless.Every minute of every session was accounted for. Therewas no downtime, no lingering, no opportunity to stand atthe edge and watch. You participated or you were quietlynoted.
Theoretical lectures filled the mid-morning. They sat in asmall classroom—ten men, rows of desks, a whiteboard—and a soft-spoken man named Dr. Linden guided themthrough material that Jeff found alternately fascinating anddeeply uncomfortable.
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The first lecture was titled "The Biology of Desire: WhyShe Wants What You Cannot Give." The second:"Inadequacy Is Not Identity: Reframing the Male SexualRole." The third: "The Architecture of Arousal:Understanding Compersion."
Dr. Linden never raised his voice either. He never shamed,never mocked, never pushed. He simply presented, withthe calm authority of a man describing weather patterns,and then asked the room to reflect. The reflections werewritten—never spoken aloud—and collected at the end ofeach session.
Afternoons were for one-on-one therapy. Dr. Yuen— thewoman with dark eyes that seemed to see past everydefense he erected. Their sessions grew in length. Everytime there were at least forty-five minutes of her askingquestions and him giving careful, measured answers. Shewould listen without interruption, without note-taking,without visible reaction. When the sessions ended, she saidonly: "We'll go deeper tomorrow."
________

The dining room was familiar by now. The floor waslinoleum—clean, durable, indifferent. A serving line ranalong the far wall, where two women in aprons ladled foodinto segmented trays with the unhurried rhythm of peoplewho had done this thousands of times.
Jeff got in line. The tray was plastic, the kind you'd find ina hospital or a school cafeteria. He moved down theserving line and received: a portion of grilled chicken,
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steamed brown rice, a scoop of mixed vegetables, a smallside salad with vinaigrette in a sealed plastic cup, and aslice of whole wheat bread. A glass of water waited at theend. No menu. No choices. No second helpings implied.
He stood for a moment, tray in hand, scanning the room fora seat. The social geometry of cafeterias is universal—clusters of friends, pairs of acquaintances, and the solitarymen at the edges—and this one was no different, exceptthat no one here was a friend yet, and the edges werecrowded.
"Jeff, come sit with me. I'll introduce you around."
Mark led them to a table near the middle of the roomwhere two other men were already eating. He gestured tothe empty chairs, and they sat down.
"This is Greg," Mark said, nodding toward a man acrossthe table. Greg was younger—maybe thirty-five—withdark hair, a sharp jaw, and the coiled stillness of someonetrying very hard not to react to anything. He gave Jeff atight nod and returned to his food without speaking.
"And this is Martin." The second man was perhaps forty,soft around the middle, with thinning hair and a kind facethat seemed designed for looking apologetic. He smiled atJeff with genuine warmth.
"Welcome to the club nobody wants to join," Martin said.
Mark laughed—a full, easy laugh that felt strangely out ofplace. "He's joking. Mostly. How are you holding up,Jeff?"
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Jeff cut a piece of chicken. It was perfectly cooked—seasoned well, moist—but it tasted like nothing. "I don'tknow yet. Still processing, I guess."
"That's healthy," Mark said. "I was a wreck my first nights.Couldn't eat. Lay awake staring at the ceiling until three inthe morning, then cried in the shower. You're alreadydoing better than me."
He said this without shame, without embarrassment, theway someone might describe a minor surgical procedure.Jeff studied him more carefully. There was somethingcomposed about Mark—not resigned, not defeated, butsettled, like a man who had passed through a storm andfound the air on the other side unexpectedly calm.
"And now? Are you... okay with it?"
Mark considered the question seriously, which Jeffappreciated. He chewed, swallowed, took a sip of water.
"Okay is a moving target," he said. "Week one, I was notokay. I was furious. Not at my wife—at the situation, atmyself, at the whole absurd premise of being here. I keptthinking: I'm a grown man. I'm a partner at my law firm. Idon't need someone to tell me how to be a husband." Hepaused. "Week two, I was confused. The programmingstarts to work on you in ways you don't expect. Notbrainwashing—they're very clear about that. It's morelike... erosion. They don't knock down your walls. Theyjust keep the water running until the foundation softens."
Greg, across the table, made a small, dismissive soundwithout looking up. Mark noticed but didn't react.
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"Week three," Mark continued, "is where I am now. And Iwould say I'm not just okay. I'm something I didn't expectto be." He met Jeff's eyes. "I'm grateful."
"For what?"
"For understanding my wife. For the first time in nineteenyears of marriage, actually understanding what she neededand why I couldn't give it to her—and realizing that doesn'tmake me less of a person. It makes me a different kind ofpartner. A useful one, in a way I never was before."
Martin nodded beside him. "Mark's our success story," hesaid, with a tone that was admiring but also faintly wary,like a man watching someone walk across a frozen lakeahead of him.
Jeff turned to Greg. "What about you? When did youarrive?"
"Three days ago," Greg said flatly. He finally looked up,and his eyes were hard. "And I'm not grateful. I'm notsettled. I think this whole thing is fucking insane, and I'mhere because my wife gave me an ultimatum: this ordivorce. So no, I'm not going to sit here and talk abouterosion like it's a beautiful thing."
The table went quiet. Mark didn't flinch. Martin looked athis plate. Jeff felt the tension settle over them like a lid.
"That's fair," Mark said calmly. "I felt the same way."
"You didn't come here because of an ultimatum," Gregsaid.
"No. My wife suggested it. Gently. After two years oftherapy that went nowhere. I agreed because I love her and
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because I was out of ideas." He paused. "But the result isthe same, Greg. Whether you walked through that gatewith a smile or with a gun to your head, you're here now.And the process doesn't care how you feel about it. Itworks on you either way."
Greg's jaw tightened. He pushed his tray back and stood."I'm not hungry." He walked out of the dining roomwithout looking back.
Martin watched him go, then sighed. "He'll be fine. Or hewon't. Some men fight it harder than others. The staff saysit doesn't change the outcome—just the timeline." Heglanced at Jeff. "How about you? Why are you here?"
Jeff set down his fork. The question was simple, and he'danswered it a hundred times in his own head, but saying italoud to strangers in a fluorescent-lit cafeteria made it feeldifferent. More real. More final.
"Because Diane deserves to be happy," he said. "And Ihaven't been able to make her happy. Not in the way thatmatters most to her. And I love her too much to let that bethe reason we fall apart."
Martin gave a slow nod. Mark smiled—that same easy,settled smile.
"That's a good answer, Jeff," Mark said. "It's the rightanswer. But I'll tell you something I wish someone had toldme on day one." He leaned forward slightly. "The answergets more complicated. Not worse—just morecomplicated. Because loving her enough to be here is thebeginning, not the end. What they're going to do in thatbuilding—" he gestured vaguely toward the corridor— "is
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going to take that love and stretch it into shapes you don'trecognize. And you're going to have to decide, again andagain, whether those shapes are still love."
Jeff didn't respond immediately. He picked up his bread,tore off a small piece, and ate it slowly.
"What shapes did it become for you?" he asked quietly.
Mark's smile softened into something more private. "That'sa conversation for week two," he said. "Trust me. You'renot ready for it yet."
The common room was adjacent to the dining hall—alounge area with a television that only played naturedocumentaries, a shelf of books that appeared selected fortheir specific thematic relevance, and several couchesarranged in clusters. Jeff didn't stay long. He shook handswith Mark and Martin, received a murmured "good luck"from the latter, and made his way back to his room.
The corridor was quiet. Other men passed himoccasionally—some nodded, most didn't. The air carriedthe faint antiseptic smell of institutional cleaning products,layered beneath something subtler, something almost likethe scent of a locker room. He wondered if that wasintentional.
The room was exactly as he'd left it. But something hadchanged. On his pillow, placed with geometric precision,was a manila envelope. Beside it, a small, white card withthe resort's logo and a single line in elegant typeface:
Evening reading. Please complete the enclosedquestionnaire before breakfast. Your wife's counselingteam will receive your responses at 8 a.m.
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Jeff sat on the bed and opened the envelope. Inside weretwo items.
The first was a printed booklet, perhaps twenty pages,bound with a simple staple. The cover read:"Understanding Desire: A Primer on Female Sexuality andMale Response." The subtitle, in smaller italics: "Preparedexclusively for the Élysée Retreat Men's Program."
He flipped it open. The first page began:
"For most men, sexual desire is a simple equation:stimulus equals response. For most women, desire is morecomplex—it is contextual, emotional, accumulative. Awoman's arousal is built over time, through attention,anticipation, feeling seen, feeling wanted, feeling safeenough to surrender. When a husband cannot providethese conditions—whether through physical limitation,emotional unavailability, or simple incompatibility—thewife's desire does not disappear. It goes hungry. And ahungry desire does not fade. It sharpens. It turns. It beginsto seek..."
Jeff closed the booklet. He'd read enough to understand itsintent. It was the opening salvo—intellectual, clinical,designed not to shame but to educate, and in educating, togently but firmly establish a premise: your wife's desiresare real, they are valid, and you have not met them.
He set it on the nightstand and picked up the second item:the questionnaire.
It was a single page, front and back, with twelve questions.The print was clean and small. Jeff read through themonce, then again, his pulse ticking up with each line.
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On a scale of 1–10, how would you rate your current levelof anxiety about this process?
Describe, in two to three sentences, what you believe yourwife feels when she thinks about your sexual relationship.
Have you ever felt a sense of arousal when imagining yourwife with another man? If yes, describe the circumstances.If no, are you certain?
What does the word "inadequate" mean to you personally?
If your wife told you, today, that she felt attracted toanother man at this resort, what would your first emotionalresponse be? (Please be honest. There are no wronganswers, only useful ones.)
Rate the following statement: "My wife's sexualsatisfaction is more important than my pride." (Stronglydisagree / Disagree / Neutral / Agree / Strongly agree)
Jeff read question six a third time. Then he set the paperdown on the bed and pressed his palms against his eyes.
The silence of the room pressed in. No phone—those hadbeen collected at intake, sealed in labeled envelopes, to bereturned at the end of the stay. No laptop. No book he'dchosen himself. No connection to the world outside thiscompound. Just the white walls, the firm mattress, thefluorescent light from the corridor bleeding under the door,and the questionnaire lying on the bed like a quiet, patientinterrogator.
He picked up the pen that had been provided—a plainblack ballpoint—and looked at question six again.
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My wife's sexual satisfaction is more important than mypride.
He thought of Diane in the car that first day, her handsfolded, her eyes forward. He thought of her in thereception pavilion, her face lighting up when Corinnespoke to her—really spoke to her, the way no one hadspoken to her in a long time, the way he hadn't spoken toher. He thought of the six months of therapy, the stale airof Dr. Lenard's office, the way Diane would sit with herarms crossed and her jaw tight and say, "I just need to feeldesired, Jeff. I need to feel like someone looks at me andwants me. Is that so much?"
And he had said, "No. Of course not."
And then nothing had changed.
He circled Agree.
Not Strongly agree. Not yet. But Agree. Because it wastrue, or at least it was true enough that he couldn't honestlycircle anything else.
He worked through the rest of the questions slowly,writing in careful, small handwriting. On question three—about arousal at the thought of his wife with anotherman—he wrote: No. Not that I'm aware of. Then, after apause, he added: But I've never been asked to think about itbefore.
On question five—her first emotional response if she feltattracted to another man—he stared at the blank space for along time. What would he feel? Jealousy, obviously.Humiliation. Anger, maybe. But underneath all of those,buried deep, in a place he didn't want to visit—was there
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something else? Something that felt, in its most embryonicform, like relief? Like the relief of a man who has beenholding up a ceiling and is suddenly told he can set downhis burden?
He wrote: I think I would feel afraid. But I'm not sureafraid is the only thing.
He finished the questionnaire, placed it back in theenvelope, and set it on the nightstand beside the primer.Then he turned off the lamp.
The darkness was immediate and total. No streetlights, nophone screen glow, no ambient light from a hallwaynightlight. Just black.
He lay on his back, arms at his sides, and listened to thebuilding settle around him. Distant footsteps. A toiletflushing. The muffled sound of a shower running throughthe wall. The ordinary sounds of other men, alone in theiradequate rooms, staring at their adequate ceilings,beginning their first night of a process that none of themfully understood.
Somewhere across the resort—past the gardens, past thereflecting pool, past the white linen curtains of a suite hewould not see for three days—Diane was probably notlying awake in the dark. Diane was probably being poureda glass of wine. Diane was probably being asked how shefelt, and being listened to, and being told that her feelingsmattered.
And tomorrow morning, at eight o'clock, her counselingteam would open an envelope and read his answers. Theywould see his handwriting, his hesitations, his careful,
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circling words. They would see a man who had circledAgree instead of Strongly agree, and they would knowexactly what that meant.
Jeff closed his eyes.
Four weeks, he thought. Twenty-eight days.
Twenty-seven now.
He slept, eventually, but it was a thin, restless sleep, full ofhalf-formed images—fluorescent lights, questionnaires,Diane walking away through white linen curtains withoutlooking back. And beneath it all, like a current he couldn'tquite feel but knew was there, something shifting,something loosening, the faintest first tremor of erosion ina wall he'd spent his whole life building.

________

By the evening of Day Five, the boredom and the lingeringphysical ache had fused into a restless energy that made itimpossible for Jeff to sit still.
He left his quarters and began to wander. He pushed pastthe running track, leaving the manicured crushed-stonepaths for the rougher, unattended garden beyond the sportsfield. The air here was thicker, smelling of damp earth.
Ten yards into the brush, the trees abruptly cleared.
Jeff stopped.
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Rising up from the earth, cutting through the dense jungle,was a wall of smooth, reinforced concrete. It was at leasttwelve feet high. He walked slowly toward it, placing hishand flat against the cool, featureless surface. Looking up,he saw a continuous coil of heavy-gauge razor wireanchored to thick steel stanchions.
Left and right, the wall buried into the dense areca palmforest, but looking carefully, Jeff could see it continuedwith the braided steel fence, which had also razor wire ontop.
So, this is the border to the women's section, he thought,wondering what the other side would look like.
He stepped back, his eyes tracing the surface. About sixfeet off the ground, he noticed a section where the concretehad begun to erode. Small, jagged cracks spread outwardfrom a central fissure.
Jeff remembered the canteen on his first night. Heremembered the young man with the white athletic tapewrapped around his wrists, and the angry, red scabs rakedacross the inside of his elbows.
If you're strong enough,Mark had said, and if you don'tmind bleeding...
Jeff looked at the cracks in the concrete, then up at thesteel stanchions. He didn't know what was on the otherside. He knew it was the women's area, but he had no ideawhat it looked like—whether it was a garden, a building,or just more trees. But he understood now what the menwere doing. They were wedging their toes into thesecracks, tearing their arms against the rough concrete, and
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hanging from the steel bars just to catch a glimpse ofwhatever lay beyond the razor wire.
He didn't try to climb it. He wasn't ready to bleed for amystery, not when his scheduled meeting was only twodays away. But as he walked back to the pavilion, thesheer, pathetic desperation of the wall lodged itself in hismind.
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Chapter 7
The body wellness parlor was called Éclat. It occupied acorner suite on the ground floor of the women's wing—glass walls on two sides, white linens on every surface, anda scent that Diane couldn't quite place: something betweeneucalyptus and jasmine, clean but not sterile, the kind ofsmell that made you want to inhale deeper.
A young woman named Solène—she'd met her briefly atintake—guided her to a treatment room. The room wassmall and warm, with a padded table in the center, softlighting, and a mobile cart bearing an array of bottles andinstruments that looked medical but weren't.
"Today is a body composition assessment and skin toningtreatment," Solène said, her voice carrying the practicedwarmth of someone who had delivered this exact sentencehundreds of times. "I'll be evaluating your skin elasticity,muscle tone, and overall condition. The treatment itselfuses a combination of radiofrequency and microcurrent tostimulate collagen production and improve surface texture.May I ask you to undress to your underwear?"
Diane undressed. She'd been evaluated before—at herdoctor's office, during her annual physical, the experiencealways clinical and brisk, the doctor's hands efficient andimpersonal. This was different. Solène's eyes moved overher body with the same warmth as her voice—not clinical,not sexual, but appraising the way a jeweler appraises a
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stone, turning it to catch the light, looking for flaws andvirtues with equal attention.
"Please lie face down."
Diane lay on the table, her face in the cushioned cradle,and felt Solène's hands begin to move across her back. Thetouch was professional—firm, deliberate, followingspecific lines—but there was something in the pressurethat felt like reading, as though Solène's fingers weretranslating the topography of her body into a language onlyshe understood.
"Your muscle tone is excellent," Solène said, her handspressing along Diane's trapezius. "Consistent. You've beenworking out regularly?"
"For about three months," Diane said into the cushion. "Atfirst it was quite hard. I kind of miss it since here."
"It shows. The consistency is what matters. Sustainedeffort over time produces results that sporadic intensitycan't." Her hands moved down to Diane's lower back. "Youcarry tension here—lumbar region, both sides. Common inwomen who sit for long hours. The treatment will help, butI'd recommend continuing your gym work with a focus oncore strength. If you're here for an extended period, ourpool is available for morning and afternoon sessions.Twenty to twenty-five minutes of swimming is moreeffective than forty minutes on a treadmill, and the waterresistance is gentler on the joints."
Diane made a small sound of acknowledgment. Solène'shands moved to her thighs—the backs first, then, after a
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pause, "I'd like to assess the anterior as well. Would youmind rolling over?"
Diane rolled onto her back. The ceiling was white andsmooth, and she stared at it while Solène's hands movedacross her stomach, her hips, the front of her thighs. Theassessment was more intimate now—the skin of her bellysofter, more exposed—and she felt the urge to suck it in, tohold her stomach flat, to present the version of herself shepresented to Jeff in the dark.
She didn't. She let it be what it was.
"Remarkable," Solène said quietly.
"Remarkable?"
"Your skin quality. At thirty-nine, the level of cellulite youhave—almost none—is exceptional. Most women in thisage range present with some degree of texture, particularlyin the thighs and hips. Yours is minimal. Whatever you'vebeen doing— the exercise, the diet, or just genetics—you're maintaining a standard that most of our guests aretrying to recover."
Diane felt a flush of pleasure—small, unexpected, the kindof pleasure that comes from being seen accurately bysomeone who knows what they're looking at. She'd lookedat her body in the mirror a thousand times and seen theflaws—the softness, the slight asymmetry, the placeswhere gravity was beginning to win. But Solène wasn'tlooking at flaws. She was looking at quality.
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"The swimming recommendation stands," Solènecontinued, her hands moving in slow, circular motionsacross Diane's stomach. "Twenty minutes in the morning,twenty in the afternoon. The water will complement theradiofrequency work we're doing today. You'll notice adifference in skin texture within ten to fourteen days—tighter, smoother, more even tone."
She paused. Her hands rested on Diane's hips, warm andstill.
"Can I be honest with you, Mrs. Hayes?"
"Please."
"You have a great body. I don't say that to everyone—I sayit when it's true, and it's true of you. The bone structure,the proportions, the muscle-to-fat ratio. It's the kind ofbody that ages well, that stays strong and attractive wellinto the fifties and beyond." She paused again. "If youmaintain the swimming, maintain the exercise, andconsider a small intervention in about five years—aliposuction, perhaps, targeting the areas where evenexcellent bodies begin to store fat—the result would beremarkable. You could easily look ten years younger thanyou are for another two decades."
Diane lay on the table and let the words settle. Five years.Liposuction. Ten years younger. The words should havefelt strange—cosmetic surgery discussed the way you'ddiscuss a dental cleaning—but they didn't feel strange.They felt practical. Like planning. Like maintenance.
"Does the resort offer that?" she asked.
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"We offer consultations. The procedures themselves areperformed off-site, by partners we trust. But theassessment, the planning, the preparation—that's part ofwhat we do here. We think of it as long-term bodyarchitecture. Most guests come here to fix a problem. Thesmarter ones come here to prevent problems fromdeveloping."
The treatment began—warm, pulsing sensations thatstarted at Diane's lower back and moved outward, like agentle electric current under her skin. Solène worked insilence, her hands moving with the same deliberateprecision as before, and Diane lay still and felt the warmthseep into her muscles and thought about what Solène hadsaid.
Long-term body architecture.
The phrase stuck. It reframed something she'd been feelingwithout naming—the sense, since arriving, that the resortwasn't just treating her but planning her. Mapping her.Identifying the areas of strength and the areas of potential,the things that could be maintained and the things thatcould be improved, the present version and the futureversion and the gap between them that could be closedwith the right interventions at the right time.
Three months ago, she'd started exercising because she wastired of feeling invisible. Now someone was telling her thather body was architecture—a structure with a blueprint, amaintenance schedule, a renovation plan. And instead offeeling objectified, she felt... seen. Seen the way a building
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is seen by an architect—not as a collection of flaws but asa system with potential.
"I'll consider the swimming," she said.
"Wonderful." Solène's hands moved to her shoulders.
Diane closed her eyes. The warm pulses continued—relaxing, stimulating, working on her at a level she couldn'tquite feel but trusted was happening. She thought aboutJeff. About the last time he'd looked at her body—not withdesire, but with attention. She couldn't remember whenthat had been. Years, maybe. Before the frustration, beforethe silence, before the flinch.
Solène had looked at her body for twenty minutes and seenquality. Seen potential. Seen a structure worth maintaining.When was the last time Jeff had looked at her that way?
She pushed the thought away. Not because it waspainful—because it was irrelevant. Jeff's attention was nolonger the metric. The metric was her body, her standard,her decision to maintain or neglect or improve. The resortwas teaching her that. One warm, pulsing treatment at atime.
When the session ended, Solène handed her a small card—a printed summary of the assessment, withrecommendations. Swimming: AM/PM, 20-25 min. Corefocus. Radiofrequency: 3 sessions weekly. Skin texturereevaluation: Day 14. Long-term consultation: availableon request.
Diane took the card. Slipped it into the pocket of her robe.
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"Thank you, Solène."
"Thank you, Mrs. Hayes. Your body is a pleasure to workwith."
Diane walked back to her suite through the afternoon light,the card in her pocket, the warmth still humming under herskin, and she thought: great body. Stays sexy for manyyears. Liposuction in five.
Not if. When.
The word made her smile. Not a big smile—a small,private one, the kind of smile that lives on the inside of themouth and doesn't need an audience.
Three months ago, she'd been a woman who flinched whenher husband touched her shoulder. Now she was a womanwith a blueprint.
__________

At seventeen-forty-five on Day Seven, Kendrick escortedJeff through the heavy, iron-reinforced wooden gates thatseparated the two halves of the resort.
The transition was instantaneous. The harsh, functionalaesthetic of the East Pavilion vanished, replaced by thelush, curated luxury of the West Wing. The airimmediately smelled sweeter, heavy with the scent ofblooming night-jasmine and sea salt.
Kendrick led him down a winding path of polished stone toa set of hand-carved mahogany doors. He stopped, his
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posture rigidly professional. "Suite Twelve. You have sixtyminutes."
Jeff pushed the heavy door open and crossed the threshold.The contrast hit him like a physical blow.
The air conditioning was a frigid, soothing rush, laced withthe rich, unmistakable scent of expensive orchids andSantal perfume. He stepped onto a floor of pristine, vein-matched Calacatta marble that gave way to a hand-tuftedsilk rug so plush he could feel its softness even through thethin soles of his cheap canvas shoes.
He walked slowly through the grand antechamber, hismind struggling to process the sheer scale of the space. Itopened up into a breathtaking, two-story sunken lounge. Acascading chandelier of hand-blown glass hung from thevaulted ceiling like frozen rain. To his left, a massive wetbar carved from black onyx was fully stocked with crystaldecanters and rare vintages—a stark, mocking reminder ofthe tepid tap water he had been rationed for a week.
Everywhere he looked, there was an aggressive,unapologetic display of wealth. Massive, vibrant floralarrangements bloomed in imported vases. Original abstractart slashed across the walls. The far side of the room wasentirely enclosed by floor-to-ceiling glass panels, pushedcompletely open to reveal a private terrace, an infinity poolglowing with azure light, and a sweeping, unobstructedview of the Caribbean Sea.
It wasn't a hotel suite. It was a temple of opulence. And asickening realization twisted in Jeff’s gut: My money ispaying for all of this.
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"Diane?" he called out, his voice cracking slightly in thecavernous room. He suddenly felt incredibly small, hyper-aware of his rough, unwashed skin and shapeless uniform.
"Over here, Jeff."
She was lounging on a curved, cream-colored linen sofa.
Jeff stopped dead in his tracks. His brain struggled toreconcile the woman in front of him with the wife he hadlived with for fifteen years.
Her hair was gone. The practical, shoulder-length browncut had been sheared away into a sharp, aggressively chicbob that exposed her nape. The color was a rich, blazingreddish-brown. But it wasn't just the hair. Her skin wasglowing, impossibly smooth and radiant, as if every ounceof tension had been permanently erased from her body.
She was wearing a sheer, pale silk sarong tied loosely overa dark, plunging swimsuit. The fabric clung to her curves,and as she shifted on the sofa, the sarong parted to revealthe smooth, completely bare expanse of her legs.
She crossed one leg over the other, dangling a high-heeled,pointed mule from her foot. Her toenails were painted astriking, unapologetic crimson.
"Hello, Jeff," Diane said. Her tone was not cold. It waswarm, musical, and dripping with a relaxed, felinesensuality.
"Diane," Jeff breathed. He felt a sudden, overwhelmingrush of love and sheer, staggering physical desire. "Mygod, you look... you look beautiful."
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Diane smiled. It was a slow, genuinely amused smile. Shetook a sip from a crystal glass filled with something paleand sparkling.
"Thank you, darling," she murmured. She didn't stand upto hug him. She simply gestured to a plush armchairopposite her. "Sit down. You look exhausted."
Jeff sank into the chair. He felt hyper-aware of hisshapeless gray uniform, of the sweat drying on his neck, ofhow small and drab he looked in her lavish, sun-drenchedworld.
"I missed you," Jeff said, leaning forward, resting hiselbows on his knees. "The pavilion... it's been a longweek."
"Has it?" Diane asked, her eyes sparkling with mild,teasing curiosity. "Tell me about it. Are they working youterribly hard?"
She already knew exactly how hard he was working.Corinne had set up her app to receive his dailyperformance metrics—his running times, his heart rate, hisseminar attendance. But she wanted to hear him say it.
"The physical training is intense," Jeff admitted, rubbingthe back of his neck. "Running, calisthenics. They push usuntil we can barely stand. And then there are theseseminars in the afternoon..."
"Oh, sweetheart," Diane cooed, pouting her lips. Shereached down and adjusted her mule, his eyes followed themovement of her sleek, perfectly manicured hands. "Thatsounds so hard. I wish I could make it easier for you."



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 84/238

"I'm surviving," Jeff said, his eyes glued to the curve of herankle. "It's just the silence. Not seeing you. That's thehardest part."
Diane let out a low, teasing laugh that made Jeff's chestache. Stretching luxuriously across the sofa, she reachedboth arms over her head like a contented cat, an amusedlittle smile playing on her lips as she watched him stare."Well, you're seeing me now," she purred. "Drink it in."
She shifted her weight, reclining further back into the sofa,draping one arm along the backrest. She was utterlyunselfconscious, radiating a comfortable, dominant energythat was entirely new. She asked him about the food,acting delightfully scandalized when he described thebland, portion-controlled meals, contrasting it playfullywith the lobster ceviche and champagne she had enjoyedfor lunch.
For nearly fifty-five minutes, she kept him there. She didn'trush him out. She allowed him to bask in her presence,soaking up his desperate, hungry attention like sunlight.She was warm, she was engaging, but Jeff could feel aninvisible pane of glass between them. She was no longerhis partner; she was a vision he was being permitted tovisit.
"I love the new hair," Jeff said softly, as the hour drew to aclose.
Diane reached up and ran her fingers through the sleek,reddish-brown strands. "Do you? I decided it was time tostop hiding my neck. It feels wonderfully light."
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"I've been sleeping so well here. The bed is incredible—thesheets are like nothing I've ever felt. And in the morning, awoman comes in and brings me coffee in bed. Just—sets iton the nightstand and leaves. No conversation, noexpectations. Just... service." She said the word lightly,almost playfully, as if tasting it. "It's such a small thing, butI can't tell you how much it's changed how I feel when Iwake up. I feel... attended to. Like my comfort matters."
She let that sit between them. Jeff felt it land—not as acomplaint, but as a description. A window into a world shewas inhabiting that he had no access to.
She glanced at the delicate gold watch on her wrist.
"Our time is almost up, Jeff," she said, her tone softeningwith a patronizing fondness. She finally stood up,smoothing the sheer silk of her sarong over her hips.
Jeff stood quickly, stepping toward her. He reached out,his hands trembling slightly, and gently gripped her bareshoulders. Her skin was incredibly soft, smelling ofcoconut oil and jasmine. He leaned in and kissed her.
Diane kissed him back, her lips warm and pliant, but shedidn't press her body against his. She allowed the kiss,accepting his devotion without returning its desperateintensity.
She pulled back gently, offering him that same amused,sensual smile.
"Go back to your pavilion, Jeff," she whispered, giving hischest a light, dismissive pat. "Rest up. I suspect they’ll berunning you even harder next week."
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Kendrick opened the door exactly at eighteen-hundredhours. Jeff walked out of Suite Twelve, his heart pounding,his body humming with a heavy, unfulfilled arousal.
He had survived the first week. He had seen her. She waswarm, she was beautiful, and she had given him the fullhour. But as he followed Kendrick back to the gate, theterrifying truth settled into his stomach.
She hadn't asked him a single question about how he felt.She had only asked him how he was enduring. She wasslipping out of his orbit, and the worst part was, she lookedabsolutely magnificent doing it. And the most terrifyingtruth of all, the one he would never be able to confess toDr. Yuen, was the physical ache he was carrying back tothe gray pavilion. Not just the ache of missing her, but theheavy, pulsing arousal that her dismissal had left behind.She had treated him like a servant, and his body hadrewarded him for it.”
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Chapter 8
To mark the end of the Week One "Immersion Period," thehusbands were granted a single, five-minute phone call.But it wasn't a right; it was an allowance. Jeff had to fillout a small paper slip with the name and number of therecipient, slide it beneath the plexiglass window of theintake office, and wait. The request was then texted to theWest Wing. Only if the wife replied with her explicitapproval would the husband be permitted to dial.
The morning sun over the cafeteria terrace was a brilliant,forgiving gold. At nine o'clock, the air was already warm,perfumed with the scent of blooming jasmine and sea salt.
Diane sat at a shaded table near the edge of the limestonepatio, wearing a crisp, oversized linen shirt that slippedcasually off one tanned shoulder. A young, alarminglyhandsome waiter stood a respectful two paces away, handsclasped behind his back, waiting in absolute silence for herto open the menu.
Before she could, Marianne appeared. She dropped into theadjacent bamboo-woven chair with the languid, bonelessgrace of a woman who had been thoroughly exhausted inall the right ways. She sighed, her movements lazy as shereached across the table to steal a glance at Diane's menu.
"Have you tried the heated rooftop pool yet?" Marianneasked, her voice carrying a husky, morning-after rasp.
"No," Diane replied, adjusting the collar of her shirt.
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"You must. It’s entirely dark up there—just thesegorgeous, dim azure lights glowing up from underwater.The water is almost body temperature, not bracing like themain pool. And the service comes directly from that poshFrench bistro on the main building top floor. We had abeautiful red Bordeaux and a plate of imported chèvre."
Diane arched an eyebrow over the rim of her sunglasses."We?"
Marianne smiled, a slow, sly curling of her lips. "Stig tookme up there. You know him? The towering blond Swede?Former hockey player?"
"I've seen him around the cabanas."
"He was acting a little mellow after dinner, but Istraightened him out," Marianne giggled, leaning in closer,lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "We gotinto the water, and I asked him exactly how long he couldhold his breath."
Diane paused. "Why?"
"Well, darling, not just to stay underwater. I wanted to seehow well he could use his tongue while he was downthere." Marianne let out another delighted, shamelessgiggle. "Girl, I tell you, any man loves a physicalchallenge. It was absolutely fabulous... floating on myback in the warm water, the stars glistening above,drinking a heavy red wine and just being completelyworshipped. It doesn't get any better than that."
"I imagine it doesn't," Diane murmured. She pushed herdesigner sunglasses back up the bridge of her nose andreclined deeper into the plush upholstery of the bamboo
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chair. A slow, lingering heat pooled in her stomach as shepictured the dark water.
She glanced up at the deferential waiter. "I'll take the EggsBenedict. And the frisée salad with shaved black truffleand heirloom figs."
The waiter bowed his head exactly one inch. "Excellentchoice, Madame."
Diane turned back to Marianne, a faint, lustful smileplaying on her lips. "I really have to try that poolsometime."
The waiter turned to leave, but before he took a step,Diane’s phone chimed softly against the glass tabletop.
She picked it up. The screen glowed with an automatedalert from the East Pavilion Administration:

[REQUEST PENDING]
Your husband has requested a 5-minute telephoneallowance to the following recipient: Maude(Personal Secretary).
Tap YES to approve or NO to reject.

Diane stared at the screen for half a second. Her eyessquinted slightly against the glare of the sun. She didn'tfeel a pang of guilt. She didn't wonder how Jeff was faringin his concrete cell. She just felt a mild, fleeting annoyanceat the interruption.
Talk to your office, darling, she thought, a cool detachmentwashing over her. Make lots of money, it’s the one thingyou’re good at.
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Her perfectly manicured thumb tapped the green YESbutton. She tossed the phone face-down onto the table andpicked up her mimosa.
"I truly hope," Diane sighed, looking out over the sparklingocean, "that the Benedicts are softer this time."
__________

The approval was announced just before the lunch hourbreak. A silent guard escorted Jeff into a sterile,windowless booth containing nothing but a plastic chairand a heavy, key-style wall phone. Above the receiver, adigital timer read 05:00.
Jeff picked up the heavy plastic handset and dialed. Theline clicked, hissed, and then rang.
"Mr. Hayes's office, Maude speaking."
Hearing his sixty-year-old secretary's crisp, professionalvoice sent a painful jolt of nostalgia through Jeff’s chest.For a split second, he wasn't a prisoner in cheap linenpants; he was a name in Manhattan finance.
"Maude, it's me," he said, keeping his voice low, acutelyaware of the guard standing just outside the glass door.
"Mr. Hayes!" Her voice spiked with relief. "It is so good tohear your voice. How is the retreat? Is the connectionalright? You sound quite far away."
"The connection is fine. Listen to me, I only have a fewminutes. Has Chad been handling the quarterly reports? Iseverything holding together?"
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"Yes, sir. Chad is doing wonderfully. Everything isperfectly fine here."
But Jeff had worked with Maude for twelve years. Heknew the micro-tremors in her voice, the slight, forcedelevation of her pitch when she was trying to manage acrisis without bothering him. The digital clock on the wallticked down to 03:14.
"Maude," Jeff said, his tone dropping into the cold,commanding register he used in boardrooms. "Stopmanaging me. What's wrong?"
A heavy, static-filled silence stretched across the line.
"Maude?"
"It's... it's Mr. Parker, sir," she whispered, her professionalveneer finally cracking.
Jeff frowned. He thought about Parker and his lostbrownstone. "What about Parker? Did he bungle the KTmerger?"
"No, Mr. Hayes. Parker is dead."
The digital clock silently ticked to 02:45. The sterile wallsof the booth seemed to press inward.
"He took his own life on Tuesday night," Maude said, hervoice trembling now. "The police found him in the livingroom. He... he put his revolver in his mouth."
Jeff closed his eyes, a cold numbness spreading throughhis fingertips. "Good Lord,why?"
"They said there was no note," she sniffled, struggling tomaintain her composure. "But... well, the police report
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leaked to some of the partners. When they found him, hisphone was resting on the coffee table right in front of him.The screen was still unlocked."
"What was on the screen, Maude?"
"It was his ex-wife's Instagram," she whispered. "A photoof a room in his house. Well, her house. Mr. Hendersonsaid it was Parker home office, but now she hadredecorated it."
The floor beneath Jeff felt like it was dropping away.Parker, a man who ruthlessly dismantled hedge funds forsport, had blown his brains out over a single, pixelatedimage of his former office in his former house.
Jeff thought of the concrete wall. He thought of Diane'slingering fingers on the golden skin of a stranger, herbreathless laughter echoing through the jungle canopy.Parker had broken over a photograph. Jeff was livinginside the nightmare.
00:15
"Mr. Hayes? Are you still there?"
"I'm here, Maude," Jeff managed to choke out, his throattight with a sudden, suffocating panic.
"When are you coming back, sir? We really need your..."
BZZZZZT.
The timer hit zero. The line went dead instantly, replacingMaude's desperate voice with a flat, dial tone. Jeff stoodfrozen in the booth, the heavy plastic receiver still pressed
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to his ear, listening to the hollow electronic hum of hisown isolation.
He thought of Parker's face the day he'd described themath. The calm of a man who had already fallen. Thenumbers had been right. The math had been right. Parkerhad simply reached the end of it before Jeff did.
He sat in the plastic chair for a moment with his hands onhis knees and let that thought go exactly where it needed togo.
Then the guard knocked on the glass, and Jeff set thereceiver down.
The booth was very small. It had always been small, but hehadn't noticed until now — until the walls were the onlything left in it. He thought of Parker's face the last timehe'd seen him in the office — the particular calm of a mandescribing a mathematical problem he'd already solved.The brownstone. The wife. The numbers. Parker had donethe math out loud, in front of Jeff, and Jeff had listened andnodded and gone back to his own spreadsheet, because themath had seemed sound and the conclusion had seemedinevitable and there had been nothing left to say.
He hadn't understood then that Parker wasn't describing afinancial situation. He was describing himself.
Jeff pressed his palm flat against the cool plastic of thebooth wall. A photograph. That was all it had taken. Not aconfession, not a confrontation, not thirty-one days ofsystematic dismantling in a concrete compound on aCaribbean island. Just a rectangle of light on a phonescreen — another man on a lawn in the afternoon sun —
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and Parker had done the arithmetic one final time andfound that the sum didn't justify the work.
Jeff thought of Diane in Suite Twelve. The sarong. Thechampagne. The slow, amused smile of a woman who hadalready made her calculations and was merely waiting forthe scenery to catch up.
The guard knocked once more on the glass, and Jeff stoodup and exited the booth.
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Chapter 9
The transition from the first week to the second was notmarked by any change in the schedule of the East Pavilion.The bell still chimed at zero-six-hundred. The foodremained tasteless. The afternoon seminars continued todeconstruct the architecture of the men’s marriages withpolite, shattering precision.
But for Jeff, everything had changed.
The image of Diane in Suite Twelve was burned into hisretinas. The blazing, reddish-brown bob. The sheer silksarong. The impossibly smooth, glowing skin. The crimsonpolish on her toes. She had looked like a woman who hadjust woken up from a fifteen-year coma, and he had feltlike the blanket she was throwing off.

________

On the morning of Day Nine, the physical conditioningmoved to the beach.
They were taken to the eastern side of the property, whichthe brochure had not photographed. This was not the WestWing's immaculate crescent of white sand. This was a tidalinlet — a wide, flat expanse of black mud that smelled ofsulfur and rotting vegetation, exposed by the low tide andbaking slowly under the nine o'clock sun.
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Each man was handed a canvas sack filled with wet sand.Forty pounds, approximately. No one weighed them. Theweight was approximate in the way that all discomfortshere were approximate — calibrated not for precision, butfor effect.
The instruction was simple: cross to the far marker andreturn. Repeat.
There were no shouted commands. Miller and two otherinstructors stood at the edge of the firm ground withclipboards and stopwatches, watching in silence. Thesilence was worse than shouting. It meant the pace wasentirely your own failure.
Jeff stepped off the bank and sank immediately to mid-calf. The mud was cold beneath the surface, dense andsucking, releasing each foot with a wet, obscene sound thatseemed designed to humiliate. The canvas sack dug intothe back of his neck. His canvas shoes — no, the canvasslip-ons, he had to keep reminding himself he no longerwore dress shoes — filled instantly with black water.
Around him, the other men moved in the same slow,degrading struggle. Nobody spoke. There was only thesound of labored breathing and the rhythmic, reluctantsurrender of the mud giving up each foot.
Ahead of him, a heavyset man in his fifties stumbled andwent down on one knee. The mud took his leg to the thigh.He stayed there for a moment — not panicking, justpausing, in the way a man pauses when he is decidingwhether he has anything left. Then he pressed both palmsinto the filth and pushed himself upright and kept moving.
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Jeff watched him and felt something that was not quite pityand not quite solidarity. It was closer to recognition.
He thought of Diane. Not of the sarong or the bob or thestranger's arm. He thought of her in the kitchen at six forty-five, reaching for the olive oil on the second shelf, thestretch pulling her shirt up two inches. He held the imagein his mind like a handhold and dragged his right foot freefrom the mud and put it down again.
Miller said nothing. The stopwatch ran. The sun moved.
By the time Jeff reached the far marker and turned back,his shirt was plastered to his chest and his hands wereblack to the wrist. He could not feel his feet. He could feeleverything else.

________

Meanwhile, the open-air restaurant on the West Pavilion’sterrace was a masterpiece of tropical elegance. Diane sat ata sun-dappled table with Marianne and Victoria, a striking,old-money heiress from Boston.
A soft, synchronized ping broke the ambient hum of theterrace. Diane’s phone lit up on the table. A second later,Marianne’s did the same. Then Victoria’s.
It was a push notification from the Élysée Administration:
[GUEST INVITATION: OBSERVATION DECK]
Dear Ladies. If you are interested in seeing your husbandsduring an extended physical session taking place on the
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South Beach, you may take the B elevator to the top floor,Room T4. From there, you will have the best view withoutbeing disturbed by the strong coastal wind. Staff willprovide high-powered binoculars and refreshments.
Marianne, however, barely glanced at her screen beforetossing the phone beside her sparkling water.
"Honestly, don't bother," she sighed, waving a manicuredhand dismissively. "The observation deck is a waste of amorning."
Across the terrace, the message was already having itseffect. Two women at a corner table picked up theirdesigner bags, murmured excitedly to each other, andhurried toward the mahogany doors. A moment later, athird woman in a wide-brimmed silk hat stood up andeagerly followed them toward the B-Tower, eager for aglimpse of the spectacle.
Diane picked up her phone and read the notification. SouthBeach. Extended physical session. She glanced up, hergaze drifting past the manicured hedges of the West Wingtoward the distant, rocky outline of the eastern inlet.
She stood and walked to the elevator. Half a minute after,she was on the observation deck. A decorative brasstelescope was mounted there, aimed out at the sea. Dianeadjusted the brass knob, pointing the lens toward the darksmear of land across the water.
She squinted through the eyepiece.
The inlet was ugly in a way that felt almost deliberate — aflat, sulfurous gash of black mud, the men reduced to slow,struggling shapes in their stained gray uniforms. One
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figure stumbled and went down on one knee, and shewatched him stay there for a long moment before pressingboth palms into the filth and pushing himself upright.
She stepped back from the eyepiece.
She had expected something — she wasn't sure what.Satisfaction, perhaps, in some dark corner she didn't fullyacknowledge. Or the clean, manageable guilt she had feltwatching him stand lost on the crushed white stone of thedriveway on Day One. That guilt had been familiar, almostcomfortable. It was the guilt of a woman who still cared.
What she felt now was harder to name.
She looked back through the lens, found the strugglingfigure again, and waited for the guilt to arrive. It didn't.Instead there was only a vast, windswept blankness — thefeeling of pressing a bruise and finding that it no longerhurt. She couldn't tell which man was Jeff. They were allthe same gray shape, all equally diminished, all equallyanonymous in the mud.
She wasn't sure if that was a relief or a warning.
This is what you wanted, she reminded herself. You camehere to stop bracing yourself.
But wanting distance and feeling nothing were not thesame thing, and she had always known that. Shestraightened up, smoothing her linen shirt over her hips.
The blankness unsettled her more than the guilt wouldhave.
She walked back to the table, settled into her bamboochair, and reached for her mimosa without speaking.
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"See?" Marianne said, watching Diane's expression with aknowing, lazy smile, as she returned to the table, severalminutes later. "They’re completely covered in it within tenminutes. You can't even tell which one is yours. It'sentirely unappealing."
"How incredibly tedious," Victoria murmured, mirroringDiane's thoughts as she examined her flawless reflection ina compact mirror.
Diane closed her gold-embossed menu, and signaled thewaiter.
"I’ll start with Belon oysters on the half shell, perfectlychilled, with the Sevruga caviar garnish. And please, bringus another bottle of Laurent-Perrier."

________

Day ten. During the midday training, Jeff was runningbeside a man named Arthur, a silver-haired executive fromBoston who looked as though he might collapse at anymoment. At the edge of the track, monitoring their pace,stood an instructor named Miller.
Miller was younger than most of the husbands, built like amiddleweight boxer, with a close-cropped haircut and afaded tattoo on his forearm. Earlier in the week, Jeff hadstruck up a brief, breathless conversation with him betweensets of push-ups. They had discovered they were originallyfrom adjacent suburbs in Long Island. It was the only non-clinical interaction Jeff had managed with any of the staff.
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As Jeff rounded the curve on his final lap, his chestheaving, he slowed to a walk near where Miller wasstanding with a clipboard.
"Keep moving, Hayes," Miller said, not looking up. "Heartrate drops too fast, you cramp."
Jeff put his hands on his hips, gasping for air in the thickhumidity. He looked around. Several of the older men werealready sitting in the grass, their heads down, chestsheaving. The pavilion was a machine designed to breakthem down, physically and mentally, until they were tooexhausted to fight the ideology being poured into themevery afternoon.
"Miller," Jeff panted, wiping sweat from his eyes.
"Yeah."
Jeff lowered his voice. "What happens if someone just...quits? If a guy wakes up on Day Ten and says he can't takethis shit anymore?"
Miller finally looked up from the clipboard. His expressionwas completely neutral, devoid of the aggressivemotivation he used during the drills. He looked at Jeff theway a doctor looks at a patient asking about a terminalprognosis.
"Such things happen sometimes," Miller said quietly. "Twoor three times a season. And it's not pretty."
"Why?" Jeff asked, his heart hammering against his ribs."Do you lock them in?"
"No," Miller said. "It's entirely voluntary. If a husband sayshe's done, he's taken to an office. He's asked to sign some
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legals releasing the resort from liability, and he is driven tothe front gate immediately. He can call a cab from themain reception."
Jeff frowned, wiping his forehead with the back of hishand. "And the wife?"
Miller tapped his pen against the clipboard. "The wife isinformed, of course. But there's no legal ground to expelher. She signed her own contract. She usually chooses tocomplete her stay."
A cold spike of adrenaline shot through Jeff’s exhaustedbody. He pictured himself sitting in a taxi, driving awayfrom the heavy iron gates of Élysée Retreat, leaving Dianebehind in the sun-drenched luxury of the West Wing. Hepictured the empty house waiting for him back home.
"Why do you say it's not pretty?" Jeff asked, his voicebarely above a whisper.
Miller looked out over the track, watching the laststragglers finish their miles.
"Because a man doesn't quit this program unless he'salready broken," Miller said softly. "And when he leaveshis wife here, he knows exactly what she's staying to do.Since I've been working here, all the cases I've heard ofended in divorce within six months." Miller paused, hisjaw tightening slightly. "A guy died soon after he left lastseason. Heart attack. I don't know if there's any connection,but... nobody leaves this place early and finds a happyending."
"Hayes! Keep moving!" another instructor shouted fromacross the field.
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Miller looked back at his clipboard. "Walk it off, Jeff.You've got seminars at thirteen-hundred."
Jeff nodded numbly. He turned and began to walk, his legsfeeling like lead.
You would sign anything. You would agree to anything.
He couldn't leave. The instructor had just confirmed themath he had done in his own head in the dark of hisbedroom back home. Leaving Élysée Retreat meant theend. It meant the Jersey studio, the alimony, the silence.He had to stay. He had to endure whatever was happeningon the other side of the wall, because the alternative wasthe void.
The isolation of the East Pavilion forced the men into areluctant, grim fraternity.
In the evenings, after the tasteless dinner and themandatory journaling sessions, the men gathered in thecourtyard or sat at the edges of the canteen. They didn'tplay cards. They didn't talk sports. They talked about theone thing that had brought them all to this humid, concretepurgatory.
On the evening of Day Eleven, Jeff sat at a table with Markand Arthur.
Arthur was staring into a cup of herbal tea, rubbing thebridge of his nose. He was fifty-eight, a man who hadclearly spent his life in boardrooms, accustomed to givingorders. Here, he looked like a deflated balloon.
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"My youngest graduated from Georgetown in May,"Arthur said softly, not looking at either of them. "Moved toSeattle. The house... god, it got so quiet."
Mark nodded, tracing the grain of the wooden table withhis thumb. "Empty nest."
"Yeah," Arthur whispered. "Twenty-five years of marriage.We spent twenty of them talking about the kids, or themortgage, or my travel schedule. When it was just the twoof us again, we realized we didn't have anything left tosay."
Jeff listened, the familiar dread settling into his stomach.He and Diane didn't have kids, but the silence Arthur wasdescribing was exactly the silence he had lived with for thelast three years. The chipped blue bowl. The meaninglesstouch on the shoulder.
"She told me she wanted a divorce in August," Arthurcontinued, his voice thick with unshed tears. "Said she feltdead inside. Said she wanted to feel something before sheturned fifty."
"So you brought her here," Jeff said gently.
Arthur let out a wet, rattling sigh. "No. She brought mehere. She found the brochure. She said she’d give me onelast chance to save the marriage. But I had to agree to theprogram."
"Did she cheat on you before?" Mark asked bluntly.
Arthur flinched. He looked up, his eyes rimmed with red."Twice. That I know of. A trainer at her gym, and someguy she met at a wine tasting."
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"And you stayed?" Jeff asked, unable to hide the shock inhis voice.
"What was I supposed to do?" Arthur hissed, a flash ofdefensive anger cutting through his grief. "I love her. Ibuilt my entire life around her. If I leave, she takes half ofeverything I've earned, and she goes and sleeps with thoseguys anyway. At least here... at least here, there are rules.At least I know she's coming home with me at the end ofthe thirty days."
Jeff stared at the table. Diane hadn't cheated on him. Notyet.
He looked at Mark’s forearms, resting casually on thetable. He looked at the white athletic tape wrapped aroundMark's wrists, and the scabbed, healing scratches on hiselbows.
"And the wall?" Jeff asked softly. "Is that part of therules?"
Mark’s face went completely blank. He looked around thecanteen, ensuring no staff members were within earshot.
"The wall isn't a rule," Mark whispered. "The wall is adisease. Why do you think they call it Siren’s Wall?
“Why did they build it in the first place?” Jeff asked.“They could extend the chain-link fence and plant trees onboth sides, like on the rest of the compound.”
“The soil is too rocky in that place,” Arthur uttered softly.“I worked in a surveyor’s office, a long time ago. To coverthat spot with trees, one should excavate half a dozentruckloads of rock and fill it with soil. Building a wall was
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probably cheaper. They put up the wire and called it done."He turned his cup slowly in his hands. “I don't think theycounted on the cracks.”
Mark turned to Jeff. “Don't go near it, Jeff. If you cansurvive the thirty days without looking over it, you mightactually make it out of here with your mind intact."
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Chapter 10
While the men of the East Pavilion bonded over the sharedautopsy of their marriages, Diane was discovering that theWest Wing was designed to make her forget she wasmarried at all. By Day Twelve, the physical transformationthat had shocked Jeff during their first meeting had settledinto Diane's bones, altering the very way she carriedherself. The severe, reddish-brown bob felt like armor. Thesmooth, bare skin beneath her expensive, sheer resort wearfelt like an invitation. She spent her afternoons lounging bythe main pool, the epicenter of the West Wing's social life.It was a world of pure, unadulterated indulgence. Womendrifted between the swim-up bars and the shaded cabanas,reading novels, sipping brightly colored cocktails, andlaughing with a volume and freedom that suggested theyhad left their inhibitions at the front gate.
And moving seamlessly among them were the men.
Julian was Diane’s favorite. He was tall, dark-haired, witha physique that belonged on a marble pedestal, but it washis demeanor that truly captivated her. He was attentivewithout being cloying. He anticipated her needs before shevoiced them, and he looked at her with a steady,unapologetic hunger that made her pulse race.
She was lying on a padded chaise lounge under a whitecanvas umbrella, wearing the naughty, plunging blackswimsuit she had bought in the boutique. She was readinga magazine on her tablet, though she hadn't turned a pagein ten minutes.
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"You're tense," a low voice murmured.
Diane looked up. Julian was standing beside her lounger,holding a small bottle of dark, amber-colored tanning oil.He was wearing only black swim trunks.
"Am I?" Diane asked, a slow, lazy smile spreading acrossher lips.
"Your shoulders," Julian said smoothly. He didn't ask forpermission. He simply knelt on the warm stone beside herchair, poured a small amount of the fragrant oil into hispalms, and rubbed his hands together to warm it.
"Turn over," he instructed softly.
Diane hesitated for a fraction of a second. The ghost of herold life whispered that letting a strange, beautiful man ruboil on her body in public was not something a marriedwoman did. But the ghost was very quiet, and Julian's eyeswere fixed on her with absolute, unwavering focus.
She rolled onto her stomach, resting her cheek against herfolded arms.
Julian’s hands made contact with her skin.
Diane let out a long, shuddering sigh. His touch wasnothing like Jeff’s. When Jeff rubbed her shoulders athome, his hands were heavy with anxiety, his thumbspressing too hard, his mind clearly racing with the stress ofhis day or his desperate need for her approval.
Julian’s hands were entirely present. They were strong,rhythmic, and incredibly skilled. He worked the warm oilinto the muscles of her upper back, his thumbs tracing theline of her spine with a slow, deliberate pressure.
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"That looks heavenly."
Diane turned her head. Marianne was settling onto thelounger next to hers, wearing a sheer gold cover-up over awhite bikini. She held a flute of champagne and waswatching Julian’s hands on Diane’s back with casualapproval.
"It is," Diane murmured, closing her eyes again as Julian’shands slid lower, tracing the curve of her waist.
Marianne took a sip of her champagne. "You have ameeting coming up, don't you? Day Fifteen?"
"The day after tomorrow," Diane confirmed, her voicemuffled against her arms. She hadn't thought about themeeting all morning. The thought of sitting in her suite,listening to Jeff talk about how hard he was running on thetrack, felt incredibly tedious.
"Don't let him ruin your evening," Marianne advisedbreezily, gesturing for a passing waiter to bring her a smallplate of fruit. "The first meeting is always a bitsentimental, but by the second, they usually start gettingwhiny. They want reassurance. They want to know youmiss them."
Diane opened her eyes, pushing herself up slightly on herelbows. Julian paused, his hands resting heavily,possessively, on her hips.
"What should I do?" Diane asked, genuinely curious.
"Nothing," Marianne said simply. "That's the point,darling. You do absolutely nothing differently. You don'tprepare for him. You don't dress for him. If you have
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plans, keep them. Let him sit in the antechamber while youfinish getting ready. It’s very good for them to realize theyare no longer the main event."
Marianne picked a piece of pineapple from the plate thewaiter had just set down.
"My husband used to be impossible if I was five minuteslate for dinner," Marianne mused, her eyes tracking ayoung man diving into the pool. "Always pacing. Alwayssighing heavily so I knew I had inconvenienced him.Now..." She smiled, a sharp, cold expression that didn'treach her eyes. "Now, he cooks the dinner. And he cleansthe kitchen afterward. And if the kitchen isn't spotless bythe time I come down for my morning coffee..."
Marianne let the sentence trail off, taking a slow sip of herchampagne.
Diane’s breath hitched. She stared at the older woman. "Ifit isn't spotless...?"
Marianne looked back at Diane, her smile turning wickedand deeply amused. "Let's just say he has learned that mydispleasure has consequences."
Diane lay back down on the lounger. Julian resumed hisslow, hypnotic massage, his thumbs pressing deeply intothe dimples above her hips.
She stared out at the glittering blue water, the heat of thesun baking into her oiled skin. She thought of Jeff. Shethought of the kitchen at home, the chipped blue bowl, theendless, exhausting cycle of managing his quiet, needymoods.
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She thought of Marianne's husband, quietly scrubbing akitchen counter, terrified of his wife's displeasure.
A dark, twisting thrill bloomed low in Diane's stomach. Itwasn't just the idea of sleeping with other men. It was theidea of returning home to a man who had been completely,utterly repurposed. A man who served her, withoutexpecting anything in return.
"Julian," Diane murmured softly, her eyes fluttering shut ashis hands worked their magic.
"Yes, Diane?"
"Are you available for drinks on the evening of DayFifteen?" she asked casually. "Say... six-thirty?"
Julian smiled, his hands sliding up to massage the base ofher exposed, elegant neck. "I would be honored."
Diane didn't smile. She just let her head fall back onto herarms. Her meeting with Jeff was at eighteen-hundred. Shewould give him twenty minutes. That would be more thanenough time for him to watch her put on her makeupbefore she left him sitting there.
On the afternoon of Day Thirteen, Diane lay on the teakdecking of her private terrace, the sun warming the sheer,scandalous swimsuit she had bought two days prior. Hertablet rested on the low table beside her, playing a softbossa nova playlist.
The screen lit up with a silent notification.
Diane turned her head lazily, picking up the device. Thebanner across the top bore the elegant, serifed crest ofÉlysée Retreat.
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Mrs. Hayes: Regarding Mr. Hayes’s progress. Yourhusband is approaching the completion of Week Two. Heis now eligible for selection in the Extended Curriculacourses. Please review the attached options at yourconvenience to customize the remainder of hisprogramming.
Diane read the notification twice. Extended Curricula.
She remembered Marianne’s breezy, unsettling commentby the pool—the image of a husband scrubbing a kitchencounter, terrified of his wife’s displeasure, repurposed intosomething entirely domestic and useful.
A small, genuine thrill moved through Diane’s chest. Thepower Élysée was handing her wasn't just sexual freedom;it was the complete, structural redesign of her marriage.She could select exactly how Jeff would serve her whenthey returned home.
She stared at the link to the prospectus. She should open it.She should read through the options and begin charting thenext phase of his submission.
But as she reached to tap the screen, a shadow fell acrossthe terrace.
Julian stepped out from the open glass doors of the lounge,carrying a silver tray with a sweating silver shaker and twocrystal coupes. He was wearing dark linen trousers and acrisp white shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest.
"I hope I'm not interrupting," Julian murmured, setting thetray down smoothly.
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Diane looked at his broad shoulders, at the dark haircurling at his collar, and at the steady, unapologetic hungerin his eyes.
She pressed the power button on her tablet, plunging thescreen into blackness. The Extended Curricula could wait.
"You aren't interrupting anything important," Diane saidsoftly.
________

In the East Pavilion, the boredom and the physical achehad finally broken through Jeff’s capacity to endure thesilence.
It was late afternoon on Day Fourteen. The sky was thecolor of bruised iron, threatening rain but delivering only asuffocating humidity.
Jeff sat on the edge of his narrow bunk, tearing a strip ofwhite athletic tape from a roll he had bartered for from oneof the older men in exchange for his dessert ration. Hewrapped the tape tightly around his left wrist, then hisright, securing the joint.
He didn't want to do this. Every rational instinct told himto stay in his austere room, to stare at the blank concretewalls, and to wait for his meeting tomorrow at eighteen-hundred.
But the image of Diane in the sheer silk sarong was a livecoal in his brain. He needed to know what she was doing.He needed to know if she was looking for him.
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He left his quarters, moving quickly past the running trackand plunging into the unattended brush. The earth was softand damp. He pushed through the low-hanging palmfronds until he reached the concrete face of Sirens' Wall.
It wasn't empty.
Jeff froze, the humid air suddenly catching in his throat.Several feet away, half-hidden by the broad shadow of abanyan tree, another man was sitting on the damp earthwith his back pressed hard against the concrete.
He was older than Jeff, perhaps in his late fifties, wearingthe same shapeless linen uniform. His forearms werestreaked with fresh, bloody scratches from the rough stone.His eyes were squeezed tightly shut, his breathing heavyand ragged in the quiet jungle air as his hand workedfuriously beneath the bunched fabric of his trousers.
Jeff stood perfectly still. The silence stretched for five,maybe ten excruciating seconds as the man's breathsuddenly hitched.
When the release finally came, there was no pleasure in it.The man’s face didn't soften into relief; instead, it twistedinto a sudden, silent grimace of pure agony. His jawtrembled, and he let out a stifled, pathetic whimper thatsounded more like a wounded animal than a climax.
A sickening realization hit Jeff like a physical blow. Theman wasn't just seeking a base, physical release. He waspressing his spine against the cold concrete to get as closeas physically possible to the West Pavilion. He was doingthis to the memory of his own wife—or worse, to the
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torturous, inescapable thought of what she was doing onthe other side of the wall.
The man’s eyes suddenly snapped open.
He saw Jeff. The grief and pain in the older man’s faceinstantly shattered into wide, terrified panic. With a sharpgasp, he scrambled backward against the wall, his handsfumbling wildly to yank up the linen trousers. He didn’tsay a word. He just stared at Jeff with wet, humiliatedeyes, his chest heaving, before he scrambled to his feet andhurried blindly down the narrow dirt path, disappearinginto the dense foliage.
Jeff stood alone at the base of the wall, staring at thetrampled earth where the man had been sitting. A colddread settled over him.
He turned toward the eroded section of the concrete, took adeep breath, wedged the toe of his canvas shoe into a deepfissure, and jumped.
His hands slapped against the rough concrete, his fingersscrambling for purchase. He dragged his chest and elbowsagainst the wall, the stone tearing through his thin grayshirt, scraping the skin raw. The pain was immediate andsharp, but adrenaline pushed it down.
He reached the top, his fingers wrapping around the thicksteel stanchions anchored just beneath the coils of razorwire.
He pulled himself up. His biceps screamed. His shouldersburned.
For the first time, Jeff looked over the wall.
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The sheer scale of the luxury was a sudden, disorientingassault. It was a sprawling, multi-tiered paradise ofglittering blue pools, swaying palms, and white canvascabanas. Waiters in immaculate uniforms circulated withsilver trays.
It took him twenty seconds to find her.
She was sitting at the edge of the main lagoon, her legsdangling in the water. She was wearing the dark, plungingswimsuit. Her new, sharp reddish-brown bob caught theafternoon light perfectly.
She wasn't alone.
She was surrounded by a small group of women, laughingfreely, her head thrown back. And standing beside her,leaning against a stone pillar, was a man. He was young,impossibly fit, and wearing only dark swim trunks.
Jeff watched the man lean down and say something closeto Diane’s ear.
Diane laughed again. She didn't flinch. She didn't pullaway. She reached up and lightly touched the man'sforearm, her fingers lingering on his golden skin for afraction of a second. It was an entirely casual, incrediblyintimate gesture—the kind of touch a woman reserves for aman she is deeply, comfortably attracted to.
She wasn't looking toward the wall. She wasn't scanningthe perimeter for her husband. She was entirely, radiantlypresent in a world that did not include him.
Jeff’s breath hitched in his throat. He braced himself forthe familiar, protective surge of husbandly anger—the
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instinct to shout her name over the wall. But it didn't come.Instead, a dark, heavy heat coiled deep in his stomach.Looking at his wife, glowing and disturbingly exposed inthat sheer swimsuit under the gaze of other men, a wave ofdeep, visceral arousal flooded through his veins. It wasunbidden, sickeningly intense, and utterly paralyzing.
Clinging to the ledge, he felt the sudden, rigid swell of hisown erection pressing hard into the rough, sun-baked faceof the wall. Through the cheap, thin fabric of his linentrousers, the coarse concrete scraped against him—a harsh,humiliating friction that made his pulse hammer violentlyin his ears.
And in that agonizing flash of heat and shame, it hit him.
The image of the older man at the base of the wall flashedthrough his mind. The bloody scratches on his forearms.The ragged breathing. The pained whimper of a climaxborn from pure, agonizing grief. He understood. Jeffunderstood exactly what had driven that man into the dirt.Élysée wasn't just isolating them; it was actively rewiringtheir brains, turning their own despair and sexualhumiliation into a trap they couldn't escape.
The weight of the realization, mixed with the blindingshame of his own body's betrayal, short-circuited hisstrength.
Jeff’s arms gave out.
He plummeted backward, hitting the soft earth with aheavy thud. The wind was knocked out of him. He wasgasping for air, staring up at the darkening canopy of trees,
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his body still rigid with an arousal he had never asked forand could no longer control.
The physical pain in his torn elbows was nothing comparedto the hollow, terrifying void opening up in his chest. Markhad been right. It was worse to see it. He lay in the dirt, hisbody still rigid with an arousal that made him want tovomit. The resort had reached inside him and flipped aswitch he didn't know existed, tying his devotion to hisown degradation.
"First time?"
Jeff gasped, rolling onto his side.
Standing a few feet away in the brush was a man withdistinguished, silver-white hair and a sharply lined face.He looked to be around sixty-five, wearing the sameindefinite gray uniform, though he carried it with a strange,quiet dignity.
"Yeah," Jeff choked out, clutching his ribs.
The older man stepped forward and offered a hand. Jeffhesitated, then took it. The man’s grip was surprisinglystrong. He pulled Jeff to his feet.
"Glenn," the man said softly.
"Jeff."
Glenn looked at the blood seeping through the torn sleevesof Jeff’s shirt, then up at the razor wire.
"It's a brutal climb," Glenn murmured, his eyes full of adark, exhausted empathy. "Especially when you aren'tprepared for what's on the other side."



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 119/238

"I saw her," Jeff whispered, the words tasting like ash."She was... she looked so happy."
Glenn nodded slowly. "They always do." He released Jeff'shand and gestured back toward the pavilion. "Go cleanthose cuts, Jeff. Don't let the instructors see them bleedingduring dinner. We can talk some day, if you want. Afterthe journal sessions."
Jeff nodded numbly. He stumbled back through the brush,leaving Glenn standing alone in the shadows of the wall.
________

The digital clock on the wall of Jeff’s room read 17:15.
Day Fifteen.
Jeff stood in front of the small, stainless-steel basin. Thefluorescent light above the mirror cast harsh, unforgivingshadows across his face. The room was no larger than awalk-in closet—a narrow bunk, a metal locker, and thesink. There was no counter space. His single, thin towelhung from a hook on the concrete wall.
He was holding a cheap disposable razor, trying to shavethe stubble from his jawline.
He was shaking.
The tremor started in his core and radiated outward,making his hands vibrate uncontrollably. He had slept forperhaps two hours total. The image of Diane touching thebeautiful stranger’s arm by the pool looped behind hiseyelids every time he closed them.
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You have to hold it together, Jeff thought frantically,dragging the razor down his cheek. If you fall apart, she'llsee how weak you are. You have to show her you're strongenough to handle this.
His hand jerked.
The blade bit into the soft skin just below his jawline.
"Shit," Jeff hissed, dropping the razor into the basin. Abright bead of blood welled up instantly, spilling down hisneck.
He grabbed a square of coarse toilet paper and pressed ithard against the cut. He leaned over the sink, staring at hisreflection. He looked pathetic. His eyes were bloodshot,his skin pale beneath the harsh light. Below the shortsleeves of his gray shirt, angry, crusted scabs trackedacross his elbows from his fall off the wall.
He was a forty-six-year-old financial professional,bleeding into a stainless-steel sink in a concrete box,terrified of his own wife.
At exactly seventeen-forty-five, Kendrick appeared at thedoor.
"Mr. Hayes. It is time."
Jeff peeled the bloody toilet paper off his neck. The cutwas still weeping slightly, but he had no time to fix it. Hesmoothed his uniform, took a deep, shuddering breath, andfollowed Kendrick out into the suffocating heat.
The walk to the West Wing felt like a march to thegallows. When Kendrick finally pushed open the heavy
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mahogany doors to Suite Twelve, Jeff stepped inside,bracing himself for the visual shock of her beauty.
But the lounge was empty.
"Diane?" Jeff called out, his voice echoing slightly in themassive, sun-drenched room.
There was no answer. From the bedroom, he heard the soft,rhythmic hum of a blow dryer.
She hadn't been waiting for him. She wasn't sitting on thesofa, eager to hear his voice.
Jeff stood awkwardly in the antechamber for fiveagonizing minutes. He didn't dare sit down. He shifted hisweight from foot to foot, his hands clasped behind hisback, feeling the sting of the cut on his jaw and thethrobbing ache in his scraped elbows.
The hum of the blow dryer stopped.
A minute later, Diane emerged from the bedroom.
Jeff’s breath caught in his throat. She wasn't wearing asheer sarong or a swimsuit. She was dressed for theevening. She wore a sleek, backless black dress that clungto her hips and flared slightly at the knees. The reddish-brown bob was styled perfectly, curving sharply againsther jawline.
And on her feet, she wore the incredibly high-heeled,pointed mules.
She didn't look at him immediately. She walked to theconsole mirror, checking her reflection, smoothing a tiny,invisible flaw near her collarbone.
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"Hello, Jeff," Diane said breezily, her eyes meeting his inthe mirror. “Did you miss me, darling?”
"Diane," Jeff breathed, stepping forward. He wanted tokiss her. He wanted to pull her into his arms and beg her totell him that the man by the pool meant nothing.
But as he approached, she turned, putting a hand up lightlyto stop him.
"Careful, dear," she murmured, a soft, teasing smileplaying on her lips. "I just finished my makeup. You'rebleeding."
Jeff froze, his hand flying to the cut on his jaw. "I'm sorry.I cut myself shaving. I was... I was rushing."
Diane’s dark eyes swept over him. She took in the cheapgray uniform, the nervous sweat on his brow, and thepoorly concealed desperation in his posture. Then, her gazedropped to his arms.
She saw the angry, red scabs tracking across the inside ofhis elbows.
"What happened to your arms?" she asked, her toneentirely devoid of panic or concern. It was a mild, detachedcuriosity.
Jeff swallowed hard. He couldn't tell her he had tornhimself to pieces trying to spy on her. The humiliationwould be absolute.
"I fell," Jeff lied, his voice thick. "On the running track. Itripped during the conditioning drills."
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She simply tilted her head, her smile deepening intosomething charmingly affectionate and entirely cruel.
"Is it that hard?" Diane asked, her voice dripping with apatronizing, melodic sweetness.
"It's... it's difficult," Jeff admitted, his chest aching at thecomplete lack of empathy in her tone. "They push us to thelimit, Diane. The seminars, the running..."
"Well, you must be more careful, darling. You need yourstrength for the conditioning," Diane interrupted smoothly,turning back to the mirror. She raised her hands, delicatelyadjusting the sharp angle of hair at her nape. "I wouldn'tlike to get a bad report from the instructors."
Jeff stared at her back. The words hit him with the force ofa physical blow. She didn't care that he was hurting. Shewas treating his agony like a child's poor performance inschool.
"Diane," Jeff whispered, his voice trembling. "Please. It's...it's torture not seeing you. I love you so much."
Diane paused, her hands resting on the cool marble of theconsole. She looked at his reflection in the glass. She sawthe absolute, crushing devotion radiating from his tired,bloodshot eyes. She saw the man who had built his entireidentity around being her husband, now entirely dependenton the crumbs of her attention.
She turned around slowly.
"Of course you do," she said, her voice dropping into aregister of quiet, terrifying certainty. She stepped closer,the sharp click of her pointed mules echoing on the marble
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floor. She didn't touch him, but she leaned in close enoughthat he could smell the jasmine and the expensivechampagne on her breath.
"You love me more now than you did a month ago," shesaid softly. It wasn't a question. "Don't you?"
Jeff stared at her. His mouth opened. Closed.
"Think about it," Diane murmured, her eyes holding hiswith a calm, clinical precision that was worse than anyanger. "Before you came here, you loved me the way aman loves a wife. Routine. Familiar. Comfortable. Thekind of love that stops noticing." She tilted her headslightly. "But now you've seen the separation. You've sat inthat room and imagined the house without me. The kitchenwithout me. The bed without me." A small, knowing smiletouched her lips. "And suddenly I'm not routine anymore,am I? I'm the most important thing in your life. BecauseI'm the thing you almost lost."
"It's... it's not like that," he mumbled, his voice barelyaudible.
Diane's smile didn't waver. She didn't argue. She didn'tneed to.
"Of course it is, darling," she said, the warmth in her voicemaking the accuracy of her observation feel like a handclosing around his throat. "You love me because you canfeel how thin the wall is now. You love me because youfinally understand what's on the other side."
Jeff's throat worked.
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"Oh, don't look so panicked," she said, a soft, amusedlaugh escaping her lips. "I'm not going to leave you.Especially not now."
Jeff said nothing. He couldn’t.
She leaned back slightly, regarding him with the detachedfondness of a woman who had just diagnosed a patient andfound the prognosis exactly as expected.
"Besides," Diane murmured, a soft, brilliant light dancingin her dark eyes. "It's nice to know that you strive andsuffer to please me, don't you, darling?"
She giggled.
Jeff felt the floor drop out from beneath him.
Diane smiled, looking entirely satisfied. She glanced at thedelicate gold clock on the table. It was eighteen-twenty.
"I'm so proud of your progress today, Jeff," Diane sighedhappily, picking up a small, glittering clutch from the sofa.She walked past him toward the mahogany doors. "Now,you should get back to your pavilion. You need your rest."
Jeff spun around in panic. "But... we have an hour. It's onlybeen twenty minutes."
Diane paused in front of the mirrored wardrobe, lookingback at him over her bare shoulder.
"I know," she said, her tone utterly indifferent. "But I havean engagement. And I really can't be late, so I have to gonow.”



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 126/238

She glanced at her minuscule Cartier, Jeff’s present fortheir 10th anniversary. “You don’t mind I leave a littleearly, do you, dear?"
She raised her hand, her fingers hovering a fraction of aninch from his cheek, as if to cup his face. Jeff closed hiseyes, leaning into the phantom warmth, waiting for theheavenly touch. A second passed. Then another. Jeffopened his eyes. Diane’s hand was already at her side, andshe was walking toward the door. She opened the door andstepped out into the tropical evening. Jeff was left standingalone in the massive, silent suite, bleeding from his jaw,staring blankly at the door, paralyzed by a shameful,painful arousal.
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Chapter 11
The heat inside the utility annex was a living, suffocatingthing.
It was Day Sixteen, mid-afternoon. The air was thick withthe hiss of industrial steam irons and the smell of hot, wetcotton. Six men stood at the long steel tables, their grayuniforms soaked dark with sweat.
Their task was simple but agonizingly precise: pressing theheavy, high-thread-count sheets used for the privatepoolside cabanas in the West Wing.
Two days ago, Jeff would have gripped the heavy iron withsimmering, resentful rage. He would have cursedKendrick, cursed the resort, and imagined burning thefabric.
Today, Jeff worked with a frantic, obsessive desperation.
He didn't know which cabana these would go to. That wasthe point, probably. He pressed the iron down harder,smoothing every microscopic crease.
I wouldn't like to get a bad report, Diane had said,admiring her own reflection. It's nice to know that youstrive and suffer to please me.
Kendrick paced behind them, his hands clasped behind hisback, inspecting the finished piles. Whenever he found awrinkle, he dropped the sheet on the concrete floor withouta word. The man responsible had to start over.
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Jeff didn't drop a single sheet. He worked until the blisterson his palms tore open, staining the wooden handle of theiron. He had to be perfect. He had to show her he could bewhatever she wanted him to be. It was the only way shewould ever let him come home.
________

The salon was all pale velvet, burnished wood, and filteredlight, a room designed to make time feel lazy andconsequence-free. Tall drapes softened the sun into a warmhaze over clustered sofas, low lacquer tables, and silvertrays of tiny canapés arranged with almost comicprecision: smoked salmon curls, truffled mushrooms,miniature tarts, glossy strawberries, things so delicate theyseemed less like food than an excuse to keep the womenlingering.
Bellhops moved quietly between them, handsome andunobtrusive in cream jackets, refreshing champagne flutesand teacups before anyone had to ask. One poured from asilver pot with the practiced grace of a sommelier; anotherknelt to straighten a cushion behind a woman’s back; athird appeared with a fresh plate the moment a canapévanished. The whole room had the hush of a private cluband the softness of a perfumed drawing room, but beneathit was something stranger: a sense that no one in here wasexpected to do anything difficult, ever.
"The mistake new wives make," Beatrice said, her heavydiamond rings catching the afternoon light as she reachedfor a miniature strawberry tartlet, "is that they yell. Theyget angry when the husbands resist."
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Beatrice was in her late sixties, a woman of terrifying,immaculate elegance. Her silver hair was swept up in aflawless French twist, and her posture on the pale velvetsofa was as regal as a queen holding court. She was on hersixth season at Élysée. Her husband, Glenn, was currentlysomewhere in the East Pavilion.
Marianne, lounging on the adjacent settee with a flute ofmimosa, nodded eagerly. "Exactly. It just makes themdefensive."
"Worse," Beatrice corrected smoothly, taking a tiny,delicate bite of her tart. "Anger implies a conflict, mydears. And conflict implies you are equals. A goddess doesnot argue with her subjects."
Diane sat sunk into the plush cushions, her legs crossedunder her sheer robe, a teacup balanced on her knee. Shewatched Beatrice dab the corners of her mouth with a linennapkin.
"You must simply be sweet," Beatrice instructed, her voicea soothing, maternal purr. "Complete, unyieldingsweetness. When you ask him to drop to his knees, youmust do it with the exact same tone you would use to askhim to pass the butter. You pity their struggles. You praisetheir obedience. Eventually, they stop fighting the leash,because the leash is the only time you ever touch them."
The salon was quiet, save for the soft clink of silver spoonsagainst porcelain and the distant, muted chords of a piano.
Beatrice smiled, a look of profound, serene satisfaction."My Glenn used to be the CEO of a logistics firm. Aterribly stubborn man. Now? If I drop a napkin, he catches
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it before it hits the floor. And he thanks me for theprivilege. It just takes time, and absolute emotionaldetachment."
Diane shifted, crossing her other leg beneath her, one handwrapped around a teacup, listening as the older wife besideher spoke with easy, polished calm about husbands, habits,and what happened when a woman stopped apologizing forwanting more. For a moment, Diane looked down into thepale tea and thought of Jeff’s hands on her shoulders yearsago, the chipped blue bowl in their kitchen, the man shehad married before the resort had taught her how easy itwas to stop seeing him as a person. The memory hurt in aquiet, almost embarrassing way.
A sudden, cold vertigo seized her. It wasn’t a pang of pity;it was the terrifying, dizzying realization of what wasactually happening. She wasn't just training Jeff; she wasactively murdering the man she had married.
Without warning, a memory pierced through thechampagne haze of the West Wing. She saw Jeff standingin their kitchen back home, the morning light catching thesilver at his temples. She saw his hands—the hands thathad held her when she had the flu, the hands thatmeticulously modeled their retirement accounts so shewould never have to worry. She thought of the chippedblue ceramic bowl he used for his cereal, a bowl he refusedto throw away because he had bought it the year theymoved in together. He loved her. He had built his entireidentity around being her husband.
If she followed Beatrice’s advice, that man would cease toexist. He would become a hollowed-out ghost, pressing
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sheets and scrubbing floors, entirely stripped of hishumanity.
Diane’s chest tightened. Her breath caught. The cruelty ofit suddenly felt massive, suffocating, entirely too real. Sheopened her mouth, the words I can't do this forming on hertongue. and for a moment they felt less like a decision thana physical reflex, the way your hand pulls back from a hotsurface before your mind has caught up. She set her glassdown on the saucer with a small, careful click.
Beatrice was still talking. The words washed over her —leash, obedience, privilege— and Diane sat inside themand thought, with sudden, terrible clarity, about a Saturdaymorning three years ago. Jeff had made her breakfast inbed. Not for an occasion — not her birthday, not ananniversary — just because it was raining and she hadmentioned, the night before, that she was tired. He hadbrought up a tray: soft-boiled eggs, sourdough toast, asingle yellow tulip in a water glass because they didn't owna vase. He had sat on the edge of the bed in his old collegesweatshirt and watched her eat with the uncomplicatedhappiness of a man who had done something right. Hehadn't needed her to perform gratitude. He had just beenglad.
She hadn't thought about that morning in years. She didn'tknow why it surfaced now, in this pale velvet room, underthe sound of Beatrice's serene, shocking instructions.
If she followed this path, that man would cease to exist.
Not the Jeff who frustrated her, not the Jeff who reachedacross the Egyptian cotton with that familiar, searchingpressure — but the Jeff with the yellow tulip, the Jeff who



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 132/238

had been, at his best, genuinely and selflessly kind. Thatman wasn't the problem. That man was the casualty. Andshe was sitting here in a silk robe, selecting the caliber ofthe bullet.

Her chest tightened. The room felt very close. She thoughtof the word Corinne had used on the first day — choice—and she had loved it then, claimed it like something shehad been owed. You do not have to do anything you do notwish to do. But this felt less like a choice than a current shehad stepped into without noticing, and the current had beenmoving her steadily, smoothly, without resistance, and shehad called it freedom because it felt like relief and she hadnever stopped to ask whether relief and freedom were thesame thing at all.
“I can’t...”—
A shadow fell across her shoulder.
"Champagne, Mrs. Hayes?"
Diane looked up. A young bellhop was leaning over her.He wore tailored linen trousers and a crisp, cream-coloredvest, left completely unbuttoned to reveal a broad, sculptedchest and flawless, olive-toned skin. He smelled ofexpensive cologne and youth. He wasn't looking at herwith the heavy, desperate devotion Jeff had. He waslooking at her with total, unquestioning subservience,waiting only for her command.
He poured the chilled Cristal into her empty flute. Thegolden bubbles fizzed and danced, catching the light of thesalon.
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Diane looked at the glass. She looked at the gorgeous,silent boy serving her. She looked at Beatrice, who waslounging like an empress, completely free of the mentalload, the guilt, and the exhaustion of a traditional marriage.
The vertigo vanished, replaced by a dark, intoxicating rushof absolute power.
Diane released her teacup, letting it clatter softly onto thesaucer. She reached out and wrapped her perfectlymanicured fingers around the stem of the champagne flute.
"Beatrice," Diane said, her voice completely steady, herlips curving into a slow, brilliant smile. "When Glennmakes a mistake... how exactly do you punish him, withoutlosing your temper?"
Beatrice’s eyes gleamed with dark, sisterly approval.
"Oh, darling," the older woman purred, leaning forward."You simply tell him how disappointed you are. And then,you make him clean."
A chorus of laughter filled the room.
________

By the time the evening siren sounded, Jeff was entirelyhollowed out.
The men shuffled out into the darkening courtyard of theEast Pavilion. The suffocating heat of the day broke into adamp, heavy tropical dusk. Jeff slumped against the coolconcrete base of a support pillar, resting his head between
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his knees. His jaw throbbed where the razor had bittenhim. His arms ached.
Footsteps approached, quiet and deliberate.
Jeff looked up. It was Glenn. The older man’s silver haircaught the dim light from the pavilion windows. He heldout a small, dented tin cup of water. Jeff took it withtrembling hands and drank.
Glenn sat down slowly, leaning his back against the pillarbeside Jeff. For a long time, neither of them spoke. Theyjust listened to the distant, muffled thrum of a bass guitarcarrying on the wind from the West Wing. The wives werehaving a party.
"You look different today, Jeff," Glenn said quietly. Hedidn't look at Jeff; his eyes were fixed on the blacksilhouette of the razor wire atop the distant wall. "Theanger is gone."
Jeff stared down at his ruined hands. "There's no point inbeing angry," he whispered. "She doesn't care. It's... it'sjust entertainment to her now. All of this."
Glenn nodded slowly, a deep, ancient exhaustion settlinginto his lined face.
"I know," Glenn said. "I'm here for the sixth time."
Jeff’s head snapped up. The shock of it momentarily cutthrough his own misery. "Sixth?"
"Yes," Glenn murmured. He took a slow breath. "The firsttime, I was just as scared as you are now. I was three orfour days into the program when it happened."
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Glenn shifted, his eyes darkening as the memoriessurfaced.
"I really didn't know Moore," Glenn began, his voicedropping to a low, gravelly rasp. "Just seen him in thecanteen once or twice. His wife was a fashion model; Iheard that much. Moore had this hollow gaze, as if his eyeswere painted on his face. A tall, lanky guy of thirty-something, they say he was some sort of athlete. Anyway,he was damn good at climbing the wall."
Jeff swallowed hard, remembering his own terrifyingascent, the way his muscles had screamed before he fell.
"One evening, pretty late, he went up," Glenn continued."Alone. He never came back."
The distant bass from the West Wing party pulsed throughthe heavy air, a rhythmic, mocking heartbeat.
"They started searching for him in the morning," Glennsaid. "Finally, they found him. Apparently, he tried tojump through the razor wire to the other side."
Jeff felt a cold chill run down his spine, despite the tropicalheat. "Jump through it?"
"God knows what he'd seen," Glenn said softly. "He gottangled in the wires. Got cut all over. By that time, theresort was new. The razors weren't rusty like now; theywere razor sharp. One slit an artery in his throat. He lost allhis blood."
Glenn paused, turning his head to look at Jeff. The olderman's eyes were utterly devoid of hope.
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"He might have tried to cry out," Glenn whispered. "But...it was evening already. The band was pretty loud. They...used to dance in the evenings, on that grass patch near thekiosk."
Jeff closed his eyes. The image was horrifyingly vivid. Aman bleeding to death, suspended in the steel teeth of thewall, screaming for a wife who couldn't hear him over thesound of her own laughter and the music.
"We were confined in the building for a day and a half,"Glenn said, his tone flattening into grim detachment."Police were here, DA was here, and... I don't know aboutthe wife. They called a front loader from the quarry inMignales, two miles inland. That's how they took Mooredown."
Glenn looked back up at the wall.
"The quarry workers were paid extra to lime-paint the wallon the women's side," Glenn finished quietly. "Cause itwas full of Moore's blood."
Silence fell between them, heavy and suffocating.
Jeff looked down at his blistered hands. He thought of theheavy cotton sheets he had pressed so perfectly, and theterrifying, sensual authority in Diane’s voice.
"Sixth time," Jeff whispered, the reality of his futurecrushing the last breath of his ego.
"Don't look over the wall anymore, Jeff," Glenn said,getting to his feet. He looked down at the younger manwith profound, tragic pity. "Just iron the sheets. It's theonly way you get to go home."
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________

The late morning sun on Day Seventeen poured over theWest Wing lagoon like liquid gold. The air smelled ofexpensive coconut oil, crushed mint, and the faint, ozonetang of the crystal-clear water.
Diane lay on her stomach on a white leather daybed, herchin propped on her hands, staring at her tablet. Acondensation-beaded glass of crisp Sancerre rested withinarm's reach.
She opened the Élysée Retreat app. The elegant, serifedcrest faded, replaced by the Extended Curricula menu.
A sleek pop-up window appeared first:
Due to the intensive, immersive nature of the behavioralconditioning, wives may select a maximum of two (2)Extended Curricula modules per retreat. Mastery requiresfocus. Additional modules may be added during yourreturn visits.
Diane smiled. It made perfect sense now. This was whywomen like Marianne came back year after year. Youdidn't just break a husband once; you sculpted him, layerby layer, year after year, until there was nothing left but aperfect, bespoke servant.
She tapped the screen, scrolling past the introduction.
Her first choice was effortless. She checked the box forModule 1: Absolute Domestic Servitude.
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She tapped the info icon, reading the syllabus with a thrillof dark, vindictive pleasure. It covered everything asubmissive husband needed to know: submissive basicprotocol (how to stand, where to keep his eyes, how toaddress her), the exact resting positions required when shewas in the room, and a wealth of practical matters—deep-cleaning hardwoods, silent morning service, and themeticulous laundering, ironing, and folding of her intimategarments.
The image of Jeff—a senior financial executive who usedto arrogantly lecture her about their investment portfolio—kneeling on the floor of their master closet, carefullyfolding her silk thongs with trembling, blistered hands, wasexhilarating.
But the second module gave her pause.
She scrolled down the list. Module 4: FinancialRelinquishment and Allowance Protocols. Module 6:Social Deference and Public Humiliation.
She chewed her bottom lip, her finger hovering over theglass.
A shadow fell across her screen.
Marianne dropped her designer sunglasses down the bridgeof her nose, leaning over from the adjacent daybed. Sheheld a tall, frosty mojito in one hand, her skin glowing witha flawless, even tan.
"Ooh, curriculum day?" Marianne purred, her eyesscanning Diane’s screen. "You picked Domestic Servitude.Good girl. It’s the baseline. You absolutely have toestablish the physical labor first."
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"I can only pick one more," Diane said, sighing softly. "I'mtorn between the financial surrender and the socialprotocols. I want him handing over his paycheck, but I alsowant him knowing his place when we have guests."
Marianne waved her mojito dismissively, the ice clinkingagainst the glass.
"Skip both," Marianne said breezily. "You can get hismoney next year. Sign him up for DPPS, girl!"
Diane frowned, looking back at the screen. "What's that?"
Marianne reached over and scrolled Diane’s screen all theway to the bottom. She tapped a discreet black box withsilver lettering.
"Devotional Protocols and Physical Surrender" Mariannesaid, her eyes flashing with amusement. "Last one on thelist. Trust me, any dumb husband can learn to cook andscrub a toilet, but this... this is something else entirely."
Diane stared at the title. A flush of heat that had nothing todo with the sun crept up her neck.
"It rewires their entire sexual identity," Marianne explainedcasually, taking a sip of her drink. "They learn that theirown gratification is completely irrelevant. They aretrained, rigorously, to treat your body like an altar. Hoursof it. Selfless, desperate, completely focused on you. Ittakes the power dynamic and locks it into their physicalnervous system."
Marianne leaned back onto her lounger, slipping hersunglasses back up.
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"You'll thank me next year," she added, letting out a soft,delighted giggle.
Diane looked at the tablet. She thought about Jeff in thesuite three days ago, standing there with his bleeding jaw,eyes closed, pathetically waiting for a touch she hadsimply walked away from.
She didn't want him just cleaning her house. She wantedhim worshiping the ground she walked on, entirelyconsumed by her pleasure while his own was permanentlydenied.
Diane smiled. She checked the box for DPPS.
A prompt appeared at the center of the screen: ConfirmCurriculum for Husband #4041 (Hayes, J)?
She pondered for an instant about the implacablemachinery of Élysée was about to be put in motion by hercommand. Then she picked up her glass of Sancerre, tooka slow, elegant sip, and pressed Confirm.
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Chapter 12
By the middle of the third week, a new, suffocating weighthad settled over the East Pavilion.
It was Day Eighteen, past ten o'clock at night. The stiflingheat of the day had finally broken, leaving the concreteblock of Jeff’s cell feeling damp and claustrophobic.
Jeff lay on his narrow bunk, staring up at the water-stainedceiling. The fluorescent light in the hallway bled beneaththe steel door, casting long shadows across the floor.
He closed his eyes.
Immediately, the image of Diane in Suite Twelve filled hismind. He saw the sleek, backless black dress. He heard thesharp, terrifying click of her pointed mules on thelimestone floor. He remembered the smell of jasmine andchampagne, and the cruel, amused giggle as she realizedhis pain was entirely for her entertainment. And he hadn'ttouched her since that first meeting almost two weeks ago.
Jeff groaned softly, shifting on the thin mattress. Hereached down, his hand sliding over the rough cotton of hisuniform trousers. He closed his eyes tighter, trying toimagine the weight of her hair, the curve of her hip beneaththe silk.
Clang.
Jeff’s eyes snapped open.
Thud. "Get up. Hands behind your back."
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The voice was muffled but unmistakable. It came from thehallway, just a few doors down. It was Kendrick’s voice,flat and authoritative.
Jeff froze, his hand still resting on his stomach. Helistened, his heart hammering against his ribs.
There was a scuffle. The sound of a metal chair scrapingviolently against concrete.
"I wasn't doing anything! I swear!" a man’s voice pleaded.It was the new arrival in Room 211, a younger techexecutive who had been dropped off three days prior.
"Stand up," a second guard ordered. "You are in violationof Section Four. Move."
Jeff heard the heavy, synchronized footsteps of the guardsmarching the new man down the corridor, the man’s barefeet slapping frantically against the linoleum. The heavysteel door at the end of the hall slammed shut, echoing likea gunshot through the pavilion.
Jeff slowly pulled his hand away from his trousers, hisbreath coming in shallow, terrified gasps. He didn't sleepthe rest of the night.
The next morning, the canteen was unusually subdued.
The men sat shoulder-to-shoulder on the long metalbenches, eating their flavorless oatmeal in grim silence.The air was thick with unspoken anxiety.
Jeff sat across from Glenn. The older man wasmethodically stirring his coffee, his lined face completelyimpassive.
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"What happened last night?" Jeff whispered, leaningforward over his metal tray. "The new guy in 211. Theydragged him out."
Glenn didn't look up. He took a slow sip of his coffee.
"He was caught jerking off," Glenn said softly, the wordsdropping like stones into the quiet space between them."They gave him his first warning. And probably a fine."
Jeff blinked, a cold sweat breaking out on the back of hisneck. He remembered the thick, leather-bound contractDiane had handed him in the car on the way to the resort.He remembered her breezily asking him to refrain fromcertain habits. He hadn't read the fine print.
"It's in the contract," Glenn continued, his voice barelyabove a rasp. "Somewhere toward the end. The Self-Gratification Rule Violation. Poor dumb bastard should’veasked first. You don’t do that in your room. If you’re goingto do it, you go to Siren’s Wall. No cameras there."
"A fine?" Jeff asked, his voice cracking slightly.
"Yeah," Glenn said, his eyes finally meeting Jeff’s. Theywere dark and exhausted. "I dunno exactly. Several grandfor the first offense. For the second one, it's more. Maybeten."
Jeff stared at him, his mind struggling to process the sheeraudacity of the control.
"Ten grand?" Jeff hissed, leaning closer. "Wait. If theycaught him... if they knew exactly when to come to hisroom..."
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The realization hit Jeff with the force of a physical blow.He looked up, his eyes frantically scanning the high,shadowed corners of the canteen ceiling, then thinkingback to the blank concrete corners of his own cell.
"This means they spy on us!" Jeff whispered, the panicrising in his chest. "There are cameras in the rooms."
Glenn’s face didn't move a single muscle. He looked at Jeffwith the weary patience of a ghost.
"Are you surprised, son?"
The conversation at the adjacent tables died away. Themen sitting nearest to them fell utterly silent, their eyesdropping to their trays. The only sound in the canteen wasthe harsh scrape of steel wool. Nearby, over the tray rail,two female kitchen staff were violently scrubbingaluminum pots.
Jeff’s mind was spinning. They were watching him. Lastnight, when he had closed his eyes and reached for his ownwaistband, someone had been watching him on a monitor.He was seconds away from being dragged out into thehallway.
"And ten grand if you jerk off?" Jeff repeated, stillprofoundly puzzled by the corporate monetization of theirbodies.
"Isn't this a swell business?" Glenn said.
The older man pushed his chair back and rose from thelong table, picking up his metal tray. He stood there for asecond, looking down at the gray slop of his oatmeal, the
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cheap plastic cup of coffee, and the absolute degradation ofhis surroundings.
"Best business in the world," Glenn said, his voicedropping into a register of pure, concentrated venom."Catch the sucker. Screw the missus. Get his money."
With a sudden, explosive violence that shattered themorning quiet, Glenn swung his arm.
He threw the metal tray full force against the concrete wall.
The noise was deafening—a horrific crash of bendingsteel, shattering plastic, and wet, slapping slop. Coffee,oatmeal, and scrambled eggs exploded across the graycinderblocks in a wide, abstract arc. The tray clatteredviolently to the floor, spinning on its edge before fallingflat.
The entire canteen froze.
The men went rigid on their benches. Behind the tray rail,the two female cooks stopped scrubbing, staring at Glennwith their sponges hovering mid-air, their eyes wide withshock.
For two agonizing seconds, no one moved. No onebreathed. The only sound was the slow drip of coffeesliding down the concrete wall.
Then, a guard appeared in the doorframe.
It was Kendrick. He stood perfectly still, his hands restingon his utility belt. He looked at the mess on the wall, thenslowly turned his cold, angry gaze toward Glenn.
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Glenn stood completely relaxed. The violent explosion ofrage was entirely gone from his face, replaced instantly bythe same deadpan, hollow mask he always wore. Helooked at Kendrick, then at the mess.
"Sorry, folks," Glenn said, his voice flat and perfectlyeven. "Dropped my tray."
He turned and simply walked out of the canteen, stiff as aboard, his hands resting easily in his pockets.
Kendrick watched him go. The guard’s jaw tightened, amuscle feathering angrily in his cheek. But he didn't drawhis baton. He didn't shout. He simply watched the old manwalk away.
Kendrick turned his gaze back to the tables. He lookeddirectly at Jeff.
"Mr. Hayes," Kendrick barked, the sharp command slicingthrough the tension. "Report to Annex B. Your ExtendedCurricula begins in ten minutes."
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Chapter 13
In Suite Twelve, the air conditioning hummed, a coolcounterpoint to the heat radiating from the bodies pressedagainst the floor-to-ceiling glass. The sheer linen curtainsbillowed over the massive king-sized bed.
Diane gasped, her breath fogging the pristine windowoverlooking the lagoon. Julian’s hands, broad andunyielding, gripped her hips, anchoring her exactly wherehe wanted her. He drove into her with a deep, effortlessrhythm. He was a machine of flesh and muscle, flawless inhis execution. There was no hesitation, no middle-agedfumbling, no need for her to offer encouragement. He wasthere to handle her, to take her through every level ofphysical exhaustion, and he did it with the breathtakingstamina of a man twenty years her husband's junior.
Diane swung her leg over Julian, climbing on top of him.His dark skin was slick with sweat, his chest rising andfalling in steady, controlled breaths. He rested his handslightly on her thighs, entirely submissive to her pacing, yetcompletely solid beneath her.
She arched her back, her fingernails biting into hispowerful forearms as he picked up the pace, the steady slapof skin echoing in the sun-drenched suite. She closed hereyes, entirely surrendered to the luxury of being taken.
She rode him, her reddish-brown hair falling around herface, setting a punishing, greedy rhythm. This wasexplosive intercourse—the kind of sex that required a
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partner with absolute core strength and zero ego. Shelooked down at him, watching his abdominal muscles flexas he thrust up to meet her, feeling the incredible, headyrush of power. She was the absolute center of the universe.She threw her head back, a loud, uninhibited cry tearingfrom her throat as the climax ripped through her, violentand perfect.
Julian held her firmly, absorbing the tremors of her body,completely dedicated to the aftermath of her pleasure.
__________

Two miles away, inside Annex B of the East Pavilion, theair was a stifling, damp soup of industrial detergent andsteam.
Jeff stood at a long, stainless-steel table. He was wearingthin white cotton gloves over his blistered, calloused handsto ensure he didn't snag the expensive fabrics. Spilledacross the table was a mound of Diane's actual laundry—sheer silks, Chantilly lace, and satin intimates brought overfrom the West Wing that morning in a sealed, climate-controlled container.
Three other men stood at identical tables along the wall,their gloved hands moving with the same frantic, terrifiedprecision. The room smelled of lye and hot cotton.Industrial fans hummed in the corners, doing nothing to cutthe humidity.
"The geometry must be exact," Kendrick said, his voice acalm, flat drone as he paced the room with his tablet."These garments map the aesthetic of your wives. They are
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not simply clothes; they are an extension of her standard.You will fold them to the exact millimeter specified inyour diagrams. A two-inch square for intimate bottoms. Athree-by-five rectangle for camisoles. Anything thatdeviates from the specification is rejected."
Jeff's chest heaved. His muscles were still spasming fromthe morning's scrubbing drills—the endless repetitions ofkneeling, scrubbing, wringing, and stacking that had lefthis forearms raw and his lower back locked in a persistent,throbbing knot.
He reached for a tiny, sheer black thong. He recognized it.It was the one Diane had bought right before the trip, theone he had found in the bathroom vanity when he waspacking for her. He had held it for a moment then, turningit over in his hands, thinking about the woman he marriedand the woman she was becoming and the small, growingdistance between those two women that he couldn't name.
Now the thong was on his steel table, and he was trying tofold it into a perfect two-inch square.
His thick, trembling fingers pinched the delicate lace,bringing the edges together. The silk slipped against thewhite cotton glove. He adjusted. Pinched again. The edgesalmost aligned.
His right hand twitched—a deep, involuntary spasm fromthe morning's drills—and the lace twisted.
Jeff fumbled, trying to catch it, but the fabric flutteredsilently over the edge of the steel table. It landed on thebare concrete floor.
Jeff froze.
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The room went quiet. The other men didn't look up. Theyhad learned not to look up.
Kendrick stopped pacing. He didn't shout. He didn't orderJeff to the ground or reach for his baton. He simply walkedover, his face an impassive mask of bureaucraticefficiency. From a hook on his belt, he unclipped a pair ofsilver tongs.
With surgical precision, Kendrick picked up the black lacethong from the floor. He held it up briefly, examining itunder the fluorescent light as if it were a contaminatedspecimen.
"This garment is compromised, Mr. Hayes," Kendrick saidquietly.
"Please," Jeff whispered, his voice cracking. "It justslipped. My hands—"
"Your wife's intimates cannot be returned to her suite aftertouching the floor." Kendrick set the tongs back on hisbelt. He raised the tablet and angled it toward Jeff's face.The camera clicked softly—a high-resolution burst, twoframes, the shutter sound swallowed by the hum of theindustrial fans.
Jeff stared at the tablet screen. On it, frozen in the image,was his own gaunt face, lit harshly from above, his glovedhands hanging uselessly at his sides, the black thongvisible at the edge of the frame. He looked like a man whohad been photographed at the scene of a crime.
Kendrick tapped the screen. "Infraction logged. Routing toMrs. Hayes for disposition."
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Jeff's blood went cold. "Disposition?"
"Your wife has elected to receive live incident alerts foryour Domestic Servitude module. She has sixty seconds tooverride standard protocol. If she does not respond, theinfraction is processed automatically and added to yourdaily report."
Kendrick looked at his watch. "Fifty-three seconds."
Jeff's eyes locked onto the tablet screen. The screen wasdark except for a small, pulsing green dot in the uppercorner—transmitting. The image of his failure wastraveling through the air, over the wall, past the gardensand the reflecting pools, into the West Wing, to a devicehis wife was holding or glancing at or ignoring while shedid something else, something he couldn't see, somethinghe wasn't part of—
Forty seconds.
The other men at their tables kept folding. Their handsmoved in silence. The fans hummed.
Thirty seconds.
Jeff's throat closed. He thought: if she doesn't respond, it'sjust a report. A line of text on a screen. She can read itlater, or not read it at all. It becomes data. Data issurvivable.
Twenty seconds.
But if she responds—if she opens the alert and sees thephoto and types something back—then it's not dataanymore. Then it's her. Her eyes on his failure. Her fingeron the screen. Her voice, translated into text, arriving in
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this damp room through the medium of Kendrick's flat,bureaucratic recitation.
Ten seconds.
Jeff stared at the pulsing green dot.
The tablet chimed.
It was a soft, pleasant sound. The kind of sound thataccompanied a dinner reservation confirmation or aboarding pass download. Kendrick looked down at thescreen. His expression didn't change.
He read the text aloud in his flat, professional monotone:
"Unacceptable. Restart the full load. Do not compromiseanother garment."
Kendrick looked up. "You heard your wife, Mr. Hayes.Drain the basin. Begin again."
Jeff opened his mouth. No sound came out.
He turned to the steel sink behind him. The basin was fullof soapy water and the remaining intimates—slips, bras, acamisole the color of champagne. He pulled the drain plug.The water gurgled out, disappearing into the pipes with awet, sucking sound.
He turned on the tap. Waited for the water to heat. Pickedup the first garment—a satin slip—and began to wash itagain, his raw, blistered hands working the fabric under thehot water, his eyes fixed on the stainless steel, his mindfixed on the tablet screen and the soft, pleasant chime thathad delivered his wife's verdict from the other side of thewall.
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She had been looking at her phone. She had seen the photo.She had taken the time—five seconds, ten, enough to typenine words—and sent them back to the room where hestood in wet cotton gloves, and then she had gone back towhatever she was doing.
Nine words. That was what his failure was worth. Not aconversation. Not a question. Not even anger. Just a brief,typed instruction, delivered through the resort'sinfrastructure with the same efficiency as a room serviceorder.
Unacceptable. Restart the full load. Do not compromiseanother garment.
He washed the satin slip. He washed the bras. He washedthe champagne camisole. When he finished, he rinsedthem, squeezed them gently, and laid them flat on thedrying rack. Then he walked back to the steel table, pickedup the next garment from the pile, and began to fold.
His hands were shaking. But the edges aligned.
________

Forty-five minutes later, the drying rack was empty and thefolded laundry was stacked in neat, precise rectangles onthe steel table. Kendrick walked the length of the room,inspecting each pile with the detached focus of a healthinspector. He paused at Jeff's station, looked up the blackthong—the same thong, now rewashed and refolded—andmade a notation on his tablet.
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"While you wait for the next cycle," he said, "you willpractice your baseline."
Jeff moved to the empty space beside the steel tables.There was no argument left in him. There was no anythingleft in him.
"When you are in your wife's presence and not activelyperforming a task, you do not sit on her furniture. You donot stand and hover. You assume the Anchor."
Jeff sank to his knees on the hard concrete. He lowered hiships back until they rested on his heels. He placed hishands, palms open and facing upward, flat on his thighs.He bowed his head, fixing his eyes strictly on the grayfloor between his knees.
"Hold."
Within three minutes, the tops of his thighs began toscream. His knees ached against the concrete. His lowerback throbbed. He stayed there, perfectly still, staring atthe floor, surrounded by the smell of detergent.
He thought about the nine words. He would carry themhome. He suspected they would outlast the concrete, therazor wire, the lime paint over Moore's blood. Long afterthe resort was a memory, he would be standing in theirkitchen in Manhattan, folding something—a towel, a shirt,a pair of her underwear—and his hands would rememberthe slip, and the chime, and the flat, emotionless voice of aman reading his wife's instructions from a screen.
The fans hummed. The water ran. Jeff held the positionand waited for the next cycle to begin.
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Chapter 14
That afternoon, several men were marched not to a utilityroom, but to a bright, sterile classroom in Annex C.
The harsh fluorescent lighting illuminated rows of plasticchairs. Jeff sat in the second row, his body aching from theendless domestic drills, his mind numbed by the sheerimpossibility of his situation.
The door opened, and a woman stepped into the room.
She wore a tailored, slate-gray skirt suit and held a sleekdigital clipboard. Her hair was pulled back into a severe,immaculate bun. She walked to the front of the room, herhigh heels clicking sharply against the linoleum—a soundthat made every man in the room flinch involuntarily,triggering the terrifying echo of their wives.
She did not introduce herself. She simply looked out overthe room of executives, doctors, and lawyers with cold,clinical detachment.
"Gentlemen," she began, her voice crisp and amplifiedslightly by the room's acoustics. "Welcome to ModuleNine: Body Worship and Oral Devotion. You are herebecause your wives have recognized a deficit in yourutility."
Jeff swallowed hard, his eyes fixed on the blankwhiteboard behind her.
"In the absence of traditional intercourse, your wives willgrant you the privilege of providing oral devotion. You
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will learn to treat this not as an obligation, but as a gift—the most intimate expression of your utility. This keeps thephysical and emotional connection alive."
The room was deathly silent. In the absence of traditionalintercourse. The words rang in Jeff's ears. Then theinstructor tapped her clipboard, bringing up a syllabus onthe digital projector.
"This is a three-session program," she stated flatly, pacingslowly across the front of the room. "It is designed to equipyou with the focus, technique, and stamina to provideexceptional oral pleasure. Sessions are conductedindividually with a female instructor. You will learn breathcontrol, rhythm variation, pressure mapping, and the art ofsustained attention."
She stopped and looked directly at Jeff, her gaze findinghim specifically, as if she already knew his file.
"You will learn," the instructor said, "that your owngratification is no longer a factor in your marriage. You area service provider. And this service requires absoluteperfection."
Jeff stared straight ahead. Was he a husband still? He wastraining to be an appliance.
________

The mechanical chime in the East Pavilion barrackssounded at 06:00. The men stood at attention by their cots,waiting for the daily endurance module to be announced onthe wall screen.
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Instead of the usual physical routine, the screen glowedwith a new directive:
Protocol of Devotional Provision
Status: Mandatory.
Objective: Direct sustenance of the West Wing.

Kendrick’s tall frame appeared in the hallway. "Attention,please. Standard physical conditioning is suspended.Today, you will engage in an act of direct, devotionalservice. Your labor this morning will directly supply theafternoon culinary service for your wives. We shallproceed to the North Inlet."
By 06:30, Jeff was wading into the churning water of theNorth Inlet.
This was not the Caribbean postcard the wives enjoyed onthe other side of the island. The bay here was a deep,violently gouged crescent of volcanic rock, shielded fromthe open ocean by a jagged breakwater that constantlyfoamed with crashing surf. The water inside the cove wascold, heavy with silt, and smelled sharply of iodine androtting kelp. The shoreline was a treacherous slope of slick,black boulders covered in razor-sharp barnacles and denseclusters of sea anemones. It was a place designed to punishthe body.
The sky overhead was the bruised purple of early morning,and the wind coming off the water was biting.
Jeff wore thick, black neoprene gloves and a heavy meshcollection basket strapped across his chest. Around him, adozen other executives, lawyers, and surgeons waded
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waist-deep through the freezing surf in silence. Their headswere bowed, their shoulders hunched against the wind asthey scanned the submerged, treacherous rocks.
"Your harvest quota is a dozen specimens per man.Premium grade only. Your wives only deserve the best."
Jeff reached into the murky water, his gloved fingerstracing the slick, algae-covered surface of a limestoneboulder. He found the familiar, jagged cluster of wildBelon oysters and pried three loose, dropping them into theheavy basket against his chest. His lower back spasmedviolently from being bent double against the relentless pullof the tide, his legs already going numb in the cold water.
A few yards away, Arthur let out a sharp, wet hiss of pain.He dropped his metal collection tool into the surf andpulled his hand back, gripping his wrist. A thick, blackspine from a sea urchin had driven itself straight throughthe reinforced palm of his neoprene glove, embedding deepinto the meat of his thumb.
The man squeezed his eyes shut, his jaw trembling as hebit back a sob. With his teeth, he gripped the end of theblack spine and ripped it out of his own flesh. He spat itinto the water, a thin ribbon of blood washing away in thecurrent, before plunging his hands back into the freezingsurf.
Jeff watched him for a second, feeling a hollow, sickeningknot in his own stomach. A month ago, he would havewaded over, dragged the man out of the water, anddemanded medical attention. Now, he simply turned away,desperate to meet his own quota.
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He didn't care about the cold. He didn't care about the othermen. As he pried a massive, spiny sea urchin from therocks, Jeff only cared about one thing. He hoped that whenDiane sat in the warm, sun-drenched restaurant later thatafternoon, she would swallow the oyster he had frozen inthe surf to gather. He needed her to consume the fruit ofhis labor, to accept his offering, and to know that hebelonged to her completely.
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Chapter 15
Miles away, on the sun-drenched terrace of the West Wing,a waiter placed a separate, gold-embossed card on Diane’stable.
It read: Today’s Partner-Sourced Raw Selection.
Marianne picked up the card, a delighted smile spreadingacross her face. "Oh, excellent. They had the men out inthe inlet this morning. The Partner-Sourced seafood isalways the most coveted item on the menu."
“What’s this inlet?”
“The inlet?" Marianne waved her hand southward. "Thatnasty little cove on the far side of the property. They sendthe men out there at low tide sometimes. The water'sfreezing, the rocks are treacherous. I'm told it's absolutehell." She smiled, selecting an urchin. "Which ispresumably why the uni is so phenomenal.”
"Really?" Diane asked, peering over her sunglasses.
"Absolutely," Victoria chimed in from across the table."There's a certain vitality to it, don't you think? Knowingthe lengths they went to." Victoria said, examining a spotprawn. "The oysters are not that big as the French imports,but maybe it's the freshness. Maybe it's knowing they wereout there at dawn earning their keep." She laughed lightlyand reached for the cocktail sauce. “Waiter? We will takethe grand tower. Oysters, urchins, and the live spotprawns."
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________

Twenty minutes later, a spectacular three-tiered silvertower of crushed ice was placed in the center of their table,pluming with dramatic dry-ice smoke.
Diane reached out and picked up a massive, freshlyshucked Belon oyster. The creature inside the jagged shellwas pristine and still entirely alive. She picked up a wedgeof lemon and squeezed a few drops of acid over the meat,watching with a detached fascination as the edges of theoyster curled and twitched in a desperate, agonizing spasm.
This was alive on the sea floor just a few hours ago, shethought, her eyes tracking the tiny, frantic movements.Alive, until Jeff or one of the others dragged it freezingfrom the surf. It is very much alive right now, right here inmy hand.
A dark, curious thrill crossed her mind. How long will itsurvive in my stomach?
She lifted the shell to her lips and swallowed it whole. Thetaste was incredible—briny, cold, and undeniably fresh. Ittasted like absolute power. A sudden, heavy wave ofarousal washed over her, radiating from her groin all theway up her spine.
Diane set the empty shell down and dabbed her lips with alinen napkin, a slow, smug smile spreading across her face.
"You were right, Marianne," Diane murmured, reachingfor her glass of chilled champagne. "I never loved live
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oysters so much. I must have developed a predatoryappetite."
Marianne laughed, raising her own glass in a toast. "To thetop of the food chain, darling."
The champagne bubbled pleasantly on Diane's tongue.Reclining deep into her upholstered chair, she picked upher sleek phone with a languid, lazy grace. She thoughtabout Julian. She opened the Élysée Recreation & Staffingapp.
She tapped open his direct messaging thread and typed asingle, entitled line.
Free tonight?
________

The digital clock on the concrete wall read 17:42.
Jeff stood frozen in front of the stainless-steel basin.Meeting Three was exactly eighteen minutes away.
His heart was hammering against his ribs with a frantic,irregular rhythm that made him lightheaded. He grippedthe edges of the sink, staring into the scratched mirrorunder the harsh fluorescent tube. The man looking back athim was unrecognizable. The arrogant, silver-templedfinancial executive who had stepped off the plane threeweeks ago was entirely gone. His face was gaunt, his eyeshollowed out by exhaustion and the constant, crushingsurveillance of the East Pavilion.
He looked down at his hands.
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The image of the sheer black thong slipping from hisfingers and landing on the concrete floor looped endlesslyin his mind. Garment compromised. Kendrick had put it inhis daily progress report. Diane had seen it. She knew hehad failed her. She knew he was clumsy.
Jeff grabbed the block of coarse, lye-scented soap andbegan scrubbing his hands under the cold water. Hescrubbed frantically, working the lather over his knucklesand into the webbing of his fingers. He picked up a stiff-bristled nail brush and dug it under his fingernails until thecuticles burned and turned bright pink. He couldn't snagher fabrics tonight. He couldn't let her see dirt on hishands. If she asked him to touch her—even just to fetchher a glass of wine or adjust her shoes—he had to beimmaculate.
He rinsed his hands, dried them on the thin towel, andstepped back into the center of the cramped cell.
He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply through his nose andout through his mouth, trying to utilize the breath-controltechniques the female instructor had drilled into themduring the DPPS session. Regulate your heart rate. Youranxiety is selfish. Your focus belongs entirely to the wife.
He opened his eyes and looked at the floor.
He needed to practice.
Jeff took a breath, stepped his right foot back, and loweredhimself silently to the concrete. He dropped his hips backonto his heels, wincing as the deep, purple bruises on hiskneecaps flared with pain. He placed his hands flat on his
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thighs, palms open to the ceiling, and bowed his head at aprecise thirty-degree angle.
The Anchor.
He held the pose for a full minute, staring at the scuffedtoes of his canvas shoes. He had to get it right. He couldn'tstumble into her suite like a demanding husband. He had toshow her that he understood his new place, that he wasabsorbing the curriculum, that he was trying to be exactlywhat she wanted.
________

Knock-knock.
Jeff scrambled to his feet just as Kendrick pushed the dooropen. The guard stood in the corridor, a sleek digital tabletglowing in his hand. He looked Jeff up and down, his eyeslingering for a fraction of a second on Jeff’s raw, scrubbedhands.
"Mr. Hayes. It is time."
Jeff smoothed the front of his gray uniform, his fingerstrembling violently. "Yes. I'm ready."
The walk across the compound felt entirely different thistime. Before Meeting One, Jeff had marched withindignant rage. Before Meeting Two, he had practicallyrun, desperate to plead his case.
Tonight, Jeff walked two paces behind Kendrick, his eyescast down, his shoulders hunched. The suffocating eveninghumidity pressed against his chest, but he barely felt it. His
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mind was a frantic checklist of submission: Don't speakuntil spoken to. Don't look at her directly unless shecommands it. Assume the baseline posture immediately.Don't ask about the man by the pool. Don't get angry. Begfor forgiveness about the laundry.
They reached the West Wing. The heavy mahogany doubledoors of Suite Twelve loomed at the end of the limestonecorridor.
Kendrick stopped. He didn't offer any parting advice. Hesimply reached out and pushed the brass handle down. Thedoor swung open smoothly on its hinges.
The smell of expensive jasmine perfume, chilled airconditioning, and fresh orchids washed over Jeff. It wasthe scent of a paradise he was no longer a citizen of.
"Proceed," Kendrick murmured.
Jeff stepped over the threshold. The heavy doors clickedshut behind him, sealing him inside.
The suite was bathed in the warm, golden light of earlyevening. Soft, instrumental jazz played from invisiblespeakers.
"Jeff? Is that you, darling?"
Her voice drifted from the main lounge area. It wasn'tharsh. It wasn't cold. It was bright, musical, andterrifyingly sweet.
Jeff’s breath caught in his throat. He kept his eyes fixed onthe imported Turkish rug, clasped his trembling handstightly behind his back, and walked slowly into the loungeto face his wife. He stopped at the edge of the sprawling
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sitting area, his eyes glued to the intricate red-and-goldpattern of the Persian rug. He kept his hands clasped firmlyat the small of his back, his shoulders bowed.
"Jeff? Look at me, sweetheart."
He slowly raised his eyes.
Diane was sitting on a plush, cream-colored velvet chaiselounge near the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking thelagoon. She wasn't wearing a severe dress or punishingheels. She looked relaxed, luminous, and impossibly soft.She wore a sheer, pearlescent silk robe draped loosely overa white satin chemise. Her legs were bare and perfectlytanned, curled comfortably beneath her.
She held a half-empty flute of champagne, resting it on herknee. On the small glass table beside her sat her glowingtablet.
"Oh, Jeff," Diane breathed, her voice filled with genuine,affectionate surprise. "Look at you. You look so muchleaner. The uniform is awful, but the structure really suitsyou."
She wasn't mocking him. The terror of it was that shemeant it as a compliment. She preferred him like this—stripped, hollowed-out, and waiting for her assessment.
Jeff teetered between panic and a desperate, pathetic rushof gratitude that she was pleased with his appearance. Hetook a hesitant step toward the chaise lounge. The memoryof Meeting Two—when he had tried to kiss her and shehad walked away—flared like a physical burn.
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"Diane," Jeff rasped, his voice rough from disuse. "I'm sosorry about the laundry. Kendrick told you. The thongslipped. My hands were shaking. I washed the hamperagain. I was so careful the second time."
Diane’s brow furrowed slightly in a pout of maternalsympathy. She set her champagne down and picked up hertablet, tapping the screen with a perfectly manicuredfingernail.
"I saw that on your report, honey," Diane said softly,shaking her head. "I was a little disappointed, I have toadmit. Those were La Perla. But Kendrick noted that youspent an extra two hours scrubbing to make up for it. And Iknow your hands are probably very sore."
She looked up at him, a warm, indulgent smile touchingher lips.
"Come here, darling."
Jeff’s heart leaped. He practically scrambled across therug. He didn't think; he simply reacted to the warmth in hervoice. He moved to sit on the edge of the cream-coloredvelvet beside her, desperate for the comfort of her physicalproximity.
"Ah, ah," Diane tutted softly, putting a single finger to hischest to stop him before his weight settled on the cushions.
Her touch was feather-light, but it stopped him cold.
"Not on the velvet, sweetheart," she murmuredapologetically, looking down at his gray, sweat-staineduniform. "I think the fabric is a little too delicate for your...
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work clothes. Why don't you just sit there on the rug forme? You know, the way they taught you in class?"
The sweetness of the request was annihilating. She phrasedhis degradation as a practical favor to her upholstery.
Jeff froze, the blood rushing to his ears. For three weeks,he had been drilled by sadists in the East Pavilion. But thiswas worse. His wife was looking at him with loving eyesand asking him to kneel like a dog so he wouldn't dirty herfurniture.
He didn't argue. He slowly backed away from the chaise,sinking down onto the Persian rug. He lowered his hipsonto his heels, wincing as his bruised knees took hisweight. He placed his scrubbed, raw hands palms-up on histhighs and bowed his head.
The Anchor.
"There," Diane said, her voice dropping into a register ofdeep, satisfied approval. "That’s perfect. You look verysweet down there, Jeff. It’s relaxing just having you near."
Jeff knelt, staring at the delicate silver clasp on her anklestrap. He was burning alive. He couldn't stop the image ofthe young man by the pool from crowding his vision. Heremembered the DPPS instructor’s clinical voice: In theabsence of traditional intercourse.
He had to know.
"Diane," Jeff whispered, his voice trembling so violentlyhe could barely form the words. He kept his eyes fixed onher bare feet. "The man by the pool. I saw him. When Iclimbed the wall."
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Diane paused, her hand hovering over her champagneglass. She didn't gasp. She didn't look guilty.
"You climbed a wall?" she asked, a note of mild, chidingamusement in her voice. "What wall? Jeff, that was verysilly of you. You could have gotten hurt. And it's probablyagainst the rules."
"Have you..." Jeff choked out, the humiliation tearing histhroat raw. He kept his eyes fixed on her bare feet. "Areyou sleeping with him?"
Silence hung in the suite, broken only by the soft jazzdrifting from the speakers.
Diane didn't gasp. She didn't look guilty. She simply let outa long, exhausted sigh, the way she used to when he askedher if she had remembered to pay the electric bill.
"Jeff." She paused, tilting her head.
"Are you?" he pressed, his voice cracking.
She looked down at him, her expression shifting from mildannoyance to a soft, maternal pity. "Yes, darling. I am."
Jeff closed his eyes. A single, hot tear escaped, trackingdown his cheek. He had known it. He had seen it. Buthearing her say it with such breezy, unashamed casualnesswas like a sledgehammer to the chest. His hands balledinto fists on his thighs. For a fraction of a second, the oldJeff surged up—the man who managed portfolios, whopaid for this house, who would not be humiliated. Hewanted to scream. He wanted to stand up and demandrespect.
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But then the conditioning kicked in. Your anxiety isselfish. Your focus belongs entirely to the wife. Thememory of Kendrick’s red plastic bin flashed in his mind.Garment compromised. If he raised his voice, he wouldfail. He would lose the gentle touch of her thumb. Heunclenched his fists, forcing his palms flat against histhighs. The fight died in his throat, replaced by asuffocating, pathological need to please.
"His name is Julian," Diane continued, picking up herchampagne. She wasn't trying to make Jeff jealous; shewas talking about Julian the way she would discuss afantastic deep-tissue massage. "He’s just so energetic,darling. And he doesn't get tired or stress about work. He’sjust a service, Jeff. Like the pool boy or the masseuse; atool for my physical relaxation. You shouldn't feelthreatened by a tool. You're my husband. You're the oneI'm building my life with."
She leaned forward, her silk robe slipping slightly off oneshoulder. She cupped his chin in her hand, forcing him tolook up into her dark, beautiful eyes.
"But don't look so sad, honey," she murmured, her thumblightly tracing his jawline. "I don't love him. I love you.You're my husband."
Jeff stared at her, drowning in the absolute paradox of heraffection.
"You're going to be so good at taking care of all the littledetails for me at home," Diane promised softly. "And nowyou don't have to worry about the pressure of the bedroomanymore. I get my physical fulfillment, and you get to
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dedicate yourself entirely to my comfort. We both getexactly what we need."
She said it with such profound, loving certainty that Jefffelt his resistance crumbling into dust. She wasn'tpunishing him. She was restructuring him.
"Yes, Diane," Jeff whispered.
"Good boy," Diane smiled, her eyes crinkling with genuinedelight.
She pulled her hand away and picked up her tablet again.She swung her bare legs off the chaise, planting her feet onthe soft rug inches from his knees. Under the chaise were apair of incredibly complicated, strappy silver high heels.
"Now, darling," Diane said casually, scrolling through thescreen. "Be a dear and put those on for me? Bending overin this robe is such a chore, and Julian is picking me up intwenty minutes."
Jeff stared at the silver heels. He had to dress his wife forher date with another man.
He didn't hesitate. He leaned forward, his rough, scrubbedfingers gingerly picking up the delicate silver straps. Helifted her perfect, manicured foot and slid it into the shoe,terrified of scratching her skin.
"Careful with the buckles, honey," Diane murmuredabsently, still reading her tablet. "Let's see... Kendricknoted the laundry failure... but oh, look!"
She sounded genuinely thrilled.
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"Your DPPS instructor says your breath control andpressure mapping are coming along beautifully," Dianebeamed, reading from the screen. "B-plus for staminatoday. See? I told you that you were trying."
Jeff’s hands shook as he fastened the tiny silver bucklearound her ankle. She was openly reading his grades,treating his oral servitude like a piano recital he needed topractice for.
Diane reached down and softly stroked his hair again,offering him the most poisonous praise imaginable.
"I am so proud of you, Jeff," Diane whispered, lookingdown at him as he knelt at her feet. "If you keep strivinglike this, and you get an A next week... I might just let youshow me what you've learned."
She rose from the sofa and started pacing the room,circling Jeff. Instinctively, he put a hand on his knee,trying to rise—but Diane placed her hand firmly on top ofhis head and pushed him back down to the floor.
"Ah-ah," she murmured. "Stay."
She continued circling, her heels clicking softly on thelimestone.
"I'm going to miss this place..." she said, her voice wistful,almost dreamy. "It's so... simple here. No pretense. Noperformance. Just the way things are supposed to feel."
She stopped directly in front of him. He kept his eyes onthe floor, but he could feel her gaze resting on the top ofhis bowed head.
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"In less than two weeks, we'll be home," Diane said softly."And things will be different, won't they, darling?"
Jeff swallowed hard. "Yes, Diane."
"Say it for me," she whispered. "Tell me what's different."
His throat constricted. The words felt like broken glass inhis esophagus.
"I'm... not your equal anymore," Jeff rasped.
Diane reached down and placed a single finger under hischin, lifting his head until their eyes met. Her expressionwas not cruel. It was something worse—it was tender.
"No, sweetheart," she murmured, stroking his jaw with herthumb. "You're not. And you look so much better thisway."
She released his chin and turned swiftly, grabbing thesmall silver clutch from the vanity table.
"I'm going to dinner now," she said, slipping the strap overher shoulder. "But I want you to stay right here and thinkabout what I just said. Think about how much it pleases meto see you like this. You have fifteen minutes left."
She walked to the door and opened it. Jeff heard the lowmurmur of Kendrick's voice in the corridor.
"My husband needs a few more minutes to meditate,"Diane said lightly. "Come collect him when the hour isup."
The door clicked shut.
________
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The fluorescent light in the corridor bled under the steeldoor, casting a thin, hard line across the concrete floor. Jefflay on his bunk, his hands folded on his chest, staring atthe water-stained ceiling.
The compound was quiet. It was always quiet after22:00—the guards made their rounds, the lights dimmed toa harsh, low glow, and the men were left alone withwhatever the day had left of them.
Tonight, the silence had a seam.
At first, Jeff thought it was the pipes. The plumbing in theEast Pavilion was old and industrial, and it made sounds atnight—groans, clicks, the distant rush of water throughconcrete walls. But this sound was different. It wasrhythmic. Irregular. A wet, choking hitch of breath,followed by a long, shuddering exhale.
Then another.
It was coming from the other side of the wall. Room 410.The man in there was a quiet, silver-haired accountantfrom Denver who never spoke in the canteen and movedthrough the drills with the mechanical, glassy complianceof a man who had already left his body.
He was crying.
Not the loud, theatrical sobbing of a man demandingsympathy. This was the opposite—the desperate, strangledweeping of someone trying desperately to be silent andfailing. The sound was muffled—buried in a pillow,maybe, or pressed into a forearm—but the walls were
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concrete and the compound was dead still, and there wasnowhere for it to go but through.
Jeff lay perfectly still, his fingers tightening on the fabricof his uniform.
The crying went on. Five minutes. Ten. Each sob was asmall, private fracture, and Jeff could feel every one ofthem in his own chest. He knew what the man was cryingabout. He didn't need to ask. He was crying about thekitchen at home and the woman who used to wait for himat the table. He was crying about the years he had spentbelieving that providing was the same as loving. He wascrying about the wall he had built around his own need,and the moment the resort had taken a sledgehammer to it.
Jeff's own eyes began to burn.
He wanted to knock on the wall. He wanted to saysomething—I hear you. I'm here. It's going to be okay.—the way you might comfort a stranger on a train. It was themost basic human instinct: hear suffering, move toward it.
But he didn't move.
Because the resort had taught him one thing withheartbreaking clarity: suffering was private. If you reachedfor another man's pain, you were admitting you had yourown. And if you had your own, you weren't focused onyour wife. You were selfish. You were failing.
The sobs went on for another five minutes. Then, slowly,they began to fade. Not because the man had foundcomfort. Jeff could hear the change—the way the breathingflattened out, the way the hitches grew longer and furtherapart. The man wasn't calming down.
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He was shutting down.
The silence that replaced the crying was worse than thesound. It was the silence of a man who had stoppedfighting—not because he had won, but because he hadnothing left to fight with.
Jeff pressed his back against the cold concrete wall andslid down until he was sitting on the floor, his knees drawnup to his chest. His own eyes were wet. The tears wereright there, pressing against the backs of his eyelids, hotand insistent.
He wanted to let them go. God, he wanted to cry. Hewanted to sob into his own pillow the way the man inRoom 410 had sobbed into his. He wanted to grieve for thechipped blue bowl and the kitchen at six forty-five and thefifteen years he had spent building a life that Diane hadapparently been desperate to escape.
But he didn't.
Not because he was strong. Not because he had made avow or drawn a line. But because of a quiet, insidiousthought that had slipped into his mind like a key into alock:
Crying is something the old Jeff would do.
The old Jeff. The man who argued in boardrooms anddemanded respect. The man who reached for the olive oilon the second shelf and thought he could measure his lifein glimpses of his wife's skin. That man would have cried.That man would have pounded on the wall. That manwould have said, This is wrong. I don't deserve this.
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But that man was the man Diane didn't want.
She wanted the new Jeff. The one who knelt. The one whoironed the sheets and held the Anchor and waited for hertouch like a dog waiting for a command. The new Jeffdidn't cry. The new Jeff absorbed. The new Jeff was quiet.
Jeff wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, roughly,almost angrily. He climbed back onto the bunk and lay flaton his back, arms at his sides, staring at the ceiling.
The silence of the compound pressed in. From Room 410,nothing.
Jeff closed his eyes. He didn't cry.
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Chapter 16
The breakfast terrace was quiet at eight-thirty. Most of theWest Wing guests slept later, but Diane had always beenan early riser—a habit left over from years of managing ahousehold around Jeff's schedule.
She sat alone at her usual table, a single espresso and ahalved grapefruit in front of her, her silk robe loose at thecollar. The morning light on the lagoon was pale gold andentirely still. She had the terrace almost to herself, whichshe had come to prefer.
Out of habit, she opened the Élysée app. The maindashboard showed Jeff's overnight report, but she scrolledpast it without reading and tapped into the LearningResources tab. A new module had appeared overnight,flagged with a small silver diamond—the resort'sdesignation for optional, advanced material.

Module 4: Secondary Candidacy — The Protocolfor Reallocation.
Diane set her espresso down and tapped the module open.
The language was clean, clinical, and entirely withoutapology. She read the first paragraph. Then the second.When she reached the phrase transitional asset, shestopped, her grapefruit spoon resting motionless againstthe rind.
She wasn't thinking about Jeff specifically; she wasthinking about the cool, architectural logic of the phrase
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itself. It reframed something she had always understoodemotionally into something structural and solvable.
She read on.
By the time she reached the section on successorselection—he must feel chosen, he must believe himselfexceptional, and, above all, he must experience yourattention not as strategy, but as grace—Diane finallyunderstood the ultimate safety net Élysée provided. If thehusband won’t comply, you can simply replace him. Andthe resort had prepared a manual for it. How considerate.
A faint, dark smile touched her lips. She closed themodule. She wouldn't be needing it. Not yet, anyway.Breaking the one she already had was far too entertaining.
She lowered the phone slowly to the table.
For just a moment — the length of a single breath, nolonger — she let the logic of it run. The module wasperfectly sensible, really. If the raw material was genuinelyunsuitable — too rigid, too damaged, too deeply investedin his own mythology to ever fully yield — then theintelligent move was simply to select better raw material.Bring him here. Run the process. The process worked. Shewas living proof of what the process produced on the otherside of the wall.
The appeal was architectural, not romantic. She could seethe math of it clearly.
But then she thought of Jeff's face in the suite — the hottear tracking down his cheek when she confirmed Julian'sname — and the specific, irreplaceable weight of fifteenyears of shared history pressing behind that single tear. A
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new man would have no such history. He would arrive atÉlysée as a stranger, and she would leave with a well-trained stranger. Efficient, perhaps. But thin. There was nodistance in it. No before and after. No proof of anythingthat mattered to her.
She closed the thought the same way she closed themodule. Cleanly. Without drama. What she wanted wasalready here, already halfway made. The renovation wasthe point.
"Darling! You're up early."
Diane looked up. Marianne appeared at the terrace steps inenormous sunglasses and a billowing white kaftan, wavingwith her usual imperious cheer.
"Move over," Marianne instructed, dropping into theadjacent chair.
Diane pressed her screen dark, pulled her chair out slightlyto make room, and smiled.
________

The rooftop pool was exactly as Marianne had described: asprawling expanse of black tile glowing with dim azureunderwater lights, completely open to the glitteringexpanse of the Caribbean night sky.
Diane waded waist-deep into the dark, heated water, thewarmth seeping directly into her bones. Julian was alreadythere, holding a silver tray imported from the bistrodownstairs. He poured her a heavy glass of red Bordeaux
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and offered her a sliver of pungent, creamy chèvre on acracked-pepper crostini.
She took a sip, the complex tannins blooming on hertongue, and let her head fall back to look at the stars. Shehad never felt this unburdened in her life.
From the edge of the pool, her phone pinged.
Diane sighed, a flicker of annoyance crossing her face. Shewaded over to the marble coping and tapped the screen. Itwas an automated message from the East PavilionAdministration.

[Weekly Progress Report: Jeff Hayes]
Module: Domestic Servitude & HumilityIntegration.
Attached: 00:45 Video File.

She tapped the thumbnail.
The screen flickered, showing the harsh, greenish tint of asecurity camera. The angle looked down into a massive,concrete-walled laundry facility. The heat radiating off theindustrial presses was palpable even through the screen. Adozen men in sweat-soaked, shapeless linen uniforms wereworking in frantic, exhausted silence under the punishingglare of fluorescent lights.
The camera zoomed slightly, focusing on a man hunchedover a steaming ironing board.
It was Jeff.
His face was drawn and pale, his hair plastered to hisforehead with sweat. He was laboring over a massive white
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bedsheet, his jaw tight with concentration and physicalexhaustion as he pushed the heavy iron. A guard in a crispuniform walked past, stopped, and pointed a baton at acrease Jeff had missed. Jeff’s shoulders slumped. He didn'targue. He didn't pull rank. He just nodded submissivelyand started over, dragging the iron back across theblistering fabric.
Diane stared at the tiny, glowing screen in the dark. For asplit second, a phantom spike of fifteen-year maritalinstinct flared in her chest. That was the man who used toargue with federal regulators. Now he's nodding at aguard over a wrinkled sheet. The distance between theman he was and the creature on the screen was so vast itmade her dizzy.
"What are you watching?"
Julian waded up behind her, his golden chest pressingagainst her bare shoulders in the warm water. He lookedover her shoulder at the phone. He didn't flinch.
Diane watched Jeff wipe his forehead with a trembling,blistered hand.
Julian took the phone from her loose grip and set it face-down on the marble ledge. He turned her around in thewater. He kissed her. It tasted of dark wine and sea salt. Itwasn't a desperate, hungry kiss—it was slow,commanding, and absolute. It demanded nothing but hersurrender to her own pleasure.
He lifted her easily, the buoyancy of the heated watermaking her feel completely weightless. Diane gaspedsoftly as he pressed her back against the smooth, cool
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marble edge of the infinity pool. The sensory contrast wasdizzying: the crisp, ocean breeze on her flushed shouldersabove the surface, and the heavy, encompassing heat of thewater and his body below it.
Julian didn't rush. He moved with a languid, deliberatecertainty. When he finally slipped inside her, the sensationwas so deep and overwhelming that Diane arched herspine, her manicured fingers gripping the wet, black tile foranchor. This wasn't the frantic, anxious, routine intimacyshe was used to with Jeff in their dark Manhattan bedroom.This was expansive. This was worship.
Every slow, deliberate thrust sent a heavy ripple throughthe dark water, perfectly matching the rhythm of her ownpulse. She felt the slick, golden expanse of his chest slidingflawlessly against hers. The water muffled the physicalsounds of their bodies, leaving only the rush of her ownragged breathing and the distant, rhythmic crash of theocean far below.
With every movement, the image of Jeff sweating over theironing board fractured and dissolved. He was shrinking,fading into absolute irrelevance in the overwhelming heatof her own pleasure.
The tension she had carried for fifteen years coiled tight inher stomach, rising sharper and hotter until it finallyshattered. The blinding, full-body wave of her climaxbroke over her, pulling a breathless, uninhibited cry fromher throat that echoed into the open night sky.
As she shivered in the warm water, coming slowly backdown, Diane wasn't thinking of her husband at all. She
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looked up at the glittering expanse of the stars, her chestheaving, feeling completely and perfectly alive.
__________

It was the middle of the afternoon on Day Twenty-two, andthe West Wing lagoon was drowsy with heat. Diane lay onher lounger, her tablet balanced on her stomach, half-reading an article about a gallery opening in Chelsea sheno longer cared about attending.
The peace was broken by a voice from the far end of thepool.
"No. I don't want anyone else. I only want you!"
Diane lifted her sunglasses.
A woman named Catherine—mid-forties, elegant, the wifeof a surgeon from Boston—was standing in the opendoorway of one of the poolside cabanas. She was wearinga sheer white cover-up over a black swimsuit, and her facewas flushed and blotchy with emotion.
She was gripping a man's arm. It was Lucien. Dianevaguely knew him—a former Canadian skier, around forty,who looked like a bodybuilder and was rumored to hold aBiology degree from Northwestern. He had broad,weathered features and the kind of unhurried, physicalstillness that made him seem more like a landscape than aperson.
Lucien stood in the doorway of the cabana, his chest bare,a white towel draped over one shoulder. His expressionwas warm, patient, and utterly immovable.
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"Cathy," Lucien said softly, his voice carrying clearlyacross the still water. He had a faint Canadian accent—flatvowels, a gentleness that sounded almost medical. "Youknow I can't do that. I'm here for all the guests. That's theprogram."
"I don't care about the program," Catherine whisperedfiercely. Her fingers tightened on his forearm. "I care aboutyou. I think about you all night. When I'm with myhusband, I'm thinking about—"
"Madame." Lucien's voice didn't harden, but it firmed—like a doctor delivering a diagnosis with compassionateprecision. He reached down and gently removed her handfrom his arm. "You think about how I make you feel. AndI will always be here to make you feel that way. But Ibelong to Élysée. Just like your husband will belong toyou."
Catherine's face crumpled. "That's not the same."
"It is the same," Lucien said, his smile never wavering."That's what makes it beautiful."
A shadow fell across the pool. Corinne appeared, her stridemeasured and unhurried. She placed a cool, steady hand onCatherine's elbow.
"Mrs. Hale," Corinne said, her voice a soothing, maternalmurmur. "Let's get you some water. I think we may need tohave a talk together. A slight recalibration. Nothing toworry about."
Catherine allowed herself to be guided away, her shouldersshaking with the effort of not crying. Corinne led her upthe stone path toward the spa, one hand resting on the
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small of her back, with the practiced ease of someone whohad done this before.
Lucien watched them go for a moment, then turned backtoward the pool. He caught Diane's eye across the waterand offered a small, polite nod—the kind of nod abartender gives a regular customer when someone else hashad too much.
He disappeared into the cabana and pulled the curtainclosed.
Diane lowered her sunglasses back over her eyes andpicked up her tablet.
She didn't feel pity. She didn't feel embarrassment onCatherine's behalf. She felt something sharper and moreuseful.
She fell in love with the staff.
The thought was cold and clarifying, like a splash of icewater. Catherine had made the most basic, most pedestrianmistake a woman could make at Élysée: she had confusedthe service with the servant. She had looked at a manwhose job was to provide pleasure, and she had believedthe pleasure meant something beyond the transaction.
She would not make that mistake.
The men were for pleasure. The husband was for life.
Diane closed her tablet, adjusted the tilt of her umbrella,and closed her eyes.
The afternoon was very warm, and the lagoon was verystill, and somewhere behind her, Corinne was recalibrating
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Catherine Hale's programming, and the machine of Élyséepurred on without so much as a hiccup.
__________

By Day Twenty-Six, Jeff Hayes had stopped counting thehours. He measured time entirely in tasks: the rotation ofthe industrial washing machines, the exact geometricfolding of silk, the burning in his thighs when he held theAnchor position during roll call.
His uniform hung loosely on his frame. He had lost at leastten pounds. The arrogant, broad-shouldered executive whohad argued with the intake guards a month ago was aghost. In his place was a lean, hyper-vigilant man whosecalloused hands moved with frantic, terrified precision.
It was late afternoon. The suffocating heat of the EastPavilion was at its peak. Jeff was walking down the graylinoleum corridor of Annex B, carrying a plastic crate offreshly pressed towels, when he stopped outside the opendoor of the leather-care room.
Inside, sitting at a wooden workbench beneath a harshfluorescent bulb, was a man Jeff had never spoken to. Hewas older, perhaps in his late fifties, with thinning blondehair and wire-rimmed glasses. He was working a softchamois cloth over a pair of ankle-high, black leatherstiletto boots.
The man was humming.
It was a cheerful, mindless little tune.
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Jeff stood in the doorway, the heavy crate of towels restingagainst his hip, and stared. In three and a half weeks, Jeffhad seen men weep, men bleed, men throw trays, and menstare blankly at the concrete walls with Glenn’s hollowexhaustion.
He had never seen a man in the East Pavilion smile.
The blonde man looked up, catching Jeff’s reflection in thesmall window. The man didn't flinch. His smile simplywidened, reaching his eyes, which were bright and entirelyunhaunted.
"Beautiful leather, aren't they?" the man said pleasantly,holding up one of the vicious-looking stilettos to the light.He spoke with the mild, contented pride of a gardeneradmiring a prize-winning rose. "Italian calfskin. My wifewore them to dinner last night. She scuffed the heel on thecobblestones. But I’ve almost got it buffed out."
Jeff swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry as ash."You... you don't mind doing that?"
The man chuckled—a soft, light sound that made the hairson Jeff’s arms stand up.
"Mind?" The man picked up a tin of expensive black polishand began swirling the cloth with meticulous, rhythmiccircles. "Why would I mind? It’s my purpose. Before Icame here the first time, my head was so loud. Mortgages,board meetings, trying to figure out why my wife wasalways so unhappy with me. I was having panic attacks.Now..."
The man sighed, a deep, genuine exhalation of peace.
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"Now, it's all so simple," he murmured, his eyes fixedlovingly on the leather. "I keep her shoes perfect. I keepthe house spotless. I kneel when she enters the room, and Iwait. All the pressure is gone. I don't have to be a mananymore. I just have to be good."
Jeff backed away from the door frame, his stomachtwisting with a violent, physical nausea.
He hurried down the corridor, dropping the crate of towelsin the supply closet, his hands shaking so badly he couldbarely release the plastic handles.
He leaned back against the concrete wall, pressing theheels of his hands into his eyes. His analytical brain—theexecutive mind that used to model fourteen-year financialprojections—ran the horrifying calculus of what he hadjust seen.
The man had been here before. More than once, probably.And he had come back. Not because he was forced to.Because somewhere between the first visit and this one,the cost-benefit analysis had shifted, the peace of surrenderoutweighing whatever he had lost to get there.
Jeff's hands were still shaking. He couldn't tell if it wasfrom revulsion or from the terror of understanding exactlywhat the man meant.
________

The morning sun warmed the West Wing cafeteria terraceas a silent waiter placed a polished silver tray on Diane'stable. Next to her espresso and warm croissant sat a thick,
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cream-colored card with embossed nautical lettering. Sheturned it over.
Inside, three options were printed on separate pages, eachwith a small photograph and a brief description:
The first showed a sleek catamaran cutting throughturquoise water, its white sails bright against a blue sky.Private Sailing Charter. Full-day excursion to the harborof Soufrière. Coastal navigation, complimentarychampagne lunch aboard, swimming and snorkeling insecluded coves. Departure: 8:00 AM. Return: 5:00 - 6:00PM.
The second showed a horse standing in dappled sunlight,saddle polished, reins loose. Equestrian Excursion throughEdmund Forest Reserve. Guided trail ride through tropicalrainforest canopy. Picnic lunch at Enbas Saut Waterfalls.Approximate duration: 6 hours. Suitable for all experiencelevels.
The third showed a small aircraft—a two-seater, opencockpit, bright yellow—soaring over a green mountainrange. Aeroglide Experience. Scenic flight along thewestern coast with certified instructor. 45 - 60-minuteflight. No pilot's license required. Weather dependent.
Diane turned the pages slowly, letting each option land.The sailing looked beautiful—the water in the photographwas almost unreal, the kind of blue that existed in travelmagazines and resort brochures. The horseback riding waspleasant but unremarkable; she'd ridden once as a teenagerand remembered mostly the smell of the animal and thesoreness afterward. The aeroglide made her stomachtighten slightly—heights had never been her thing—but the
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photograph was striking, the little yellow plane suspendedin all that blue.
She set the card on the table and sipped her espresso whenMarianne arrived, waving off the waiter to pour her ownsparkling water. Diane slid the card across the table. "Arethese worth the time? Or is it just a tourist trap?"
Marianne glanced at the card, a slow, knowing smilespreading across her lips. "I don’t like riding or flyingaeroplanes, but the sailing is absolutely worth it, darling.The water is incredible. "And the crew..." she smiled,swirling her water. "They're very good at keeping the decktidy and the guests satisfied." Just bring sunscreen and anempty schedule."
Diane picked up the card and turned it over. The charterdeparted at nine from the West Wing's private dock. Sixhours on the water, lunch included, return by sunset. Shethought about it for approximately three seconds.
She flagged the waiter. "Could you have someone booktomorrow’s charter for me? Just one."
Marianne raised an eyebrow. "Solo sailing?"
"I feel like being alone on the water," Diane said simply,picking up her espresso.
Marianne studied her for a moment, then nodded with thequiet approval of a woman who recognized the gesture forwhat it was. Outside, the lagoon was already turning thatparticular shade of Caribbean blue that made everything onland feel slightly less real. Diane hadn't thought abouthome in four days. She hadn't noticed until just now.
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Chapter 17
The next morning, wearing a peach sarong and suedeheelless ballerinas, Diane descended the stairs to the sun-bleached pier at the edge of the West Wing. Bobbing in theturquoise water was Rochelle, a pristine thirty-footsailboat.
Waiting on the deck was Captain Fernand, a rugged, sun-baked local in his mid-forties with skin like weatheredleather. Despite his rough appearance, he immediatelylowered his eyes and offered a highly respectful nod.
"Welcome aboard, Madame," he rumbled. “I’m Fernand,your skipper for the day. This is my nephew, Louis.”
Scrambling nervously behind him to secure the mooringlines was his nephew, Louis. He was a skinny, awkwardyoung man, completely innocent. The boy blushedfuriously as he caught sight of Diane stepping onto theboat in her sheer designer cover-up, his eyes dartingimmediately down to his bare feet.
Diane adjusted her sunglasses, a thrill of cold, haughtypower washing over her. "Cast off, Captain," she saidbreezily, stepping past them to claim the plush loungers atthe bow.
The sailboat cleared the resort's private headland andcaught the open wind. Fernand handled the wheel with theunhurried competence of a man who had done this tenthousand times, his eyes reading the water rather than thehorizon. Louis worked the lines, moving fore and aft with
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the quick, automatic movements of someone raised onboats. Neither of them spoke unnecessarily. The onlysounds were the crack of the sail filling and the clean,rhythmic hiss of the hull cutting water.
Diane lay on the bow cushions with her sunglasses on andher cover-up loose at the shoulders, letting the speed movethrough her. The resort was already invisible behind theheadland. The coastline here was raw and volcanic —black rock faces dropping directly into the sea, draped indense green vegetation that came all the way to thewaterline. It looked like the edge of the world.
After forty minutes, Fernand eased the sail and let the boatslow.
"There is a place, Madame," he said, without turning fromthe wheel. "A cove. Very private. The water inside is verycalm, very clear. Some guests like to swim there before wecontinue to Soufrière. It is perhaps thirty minutes fromhere."
Diane lifted her sunglasses. The coastline ahead curvedinward where a narrow gap in the volcanic rock openedinto shadow.
"Take me there," she said.
Fernand brought the boat through the gap at a crawl, theengine barely above idle. The rock walls on either side rosetwenty feet above the deck, close enough to touch. Thenthe gap opened, and the cove appeared.
It was small and entirely enclosed — a near-perfect circleof still water surrounded by black volcanic walls draped inhanging ferns and flowering vines. The light came from
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above, filtered through the overhanging vegetation, givingthe water a deep, luminous greenish-blue that seemed togenerate its own glow. The bottom was white sand, visiblethrough eight feet of water as clearly as through glass.There was no sound except the soft drip of water from therock faces and the distant, muffled crash of the oceanoutside.
Fernand cut the engine and dropped anchor. The boatsettled into absolute stillness.
Diane stood, reached back, and unknotted her cover-up. Itfell to the deck. Beneath it was the emerald bikini — twoprecise scraps of fabric that left almost nothingunremarked upon. She walked to the stern, stepped ontothe swim platform, and dove.
The water was cooler than the open sea, fed by somehidden freshwater spring mixing with the salt. It wasshocking and perfect. She surfaced, pushed her wet hairback, and floated onto her back, looking straight up at thecircle of sky framed by the cove walls.
On deck, Fernand busied himself with the anchor line, hisback turned with the professional discretion of a man whohad learned precisely where to look.
Louis did not look away.
He stood at the stern rail, one hand resting on the chromefitting, watching Diane move through the water. He wasn'tleering — he was simply unable to do otherwise. Theemerald bikini against her tanned skin, the slow, unhurriedway she moved through the still water, the completeunselfconsciousness of a woman entirely at ease in her
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own body — it was too much, and he was nineteen, and hehad no defense against it.
Diane turned lazily in the water. She looked up at the boat.
She saw him looking.
She held his gaze for exactly one second — long enough tomake certain he understood she had seen him — and thenshe turned away and swam slowly toward the far wall ofthe cove, trailing one hand through the glowing water.
Louis gripped the rail a little tighter and looked at his feet.
She swam for twenty minutes. When she finally pulledherself back up onto the swim platform, the water sheetedoff her in the filtered light, and Louis found somewhereextremely important to look on the horizon. His jaw wastight. His hands were not entirely steady.
Diane picked up her cover-up, but didn't put it on. Shewrung the water from her hair, tilted her face up to the gapof sky above, and breathed.
"Captain," she said. "Soufrière."
"Yes, Madame," Fernand said immediately.
The anchor came up. The engine turned over. Louis movedto his position at the lines, his eyes forward, hismovements a fraction too deliberate.
Diane settled back onto the bow cushions as the boat nosedthrough the gap and back into the open sea. She didn't lookat Louis again. She didn't need to. She knew whathappened to him.
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The sailboat glided smoothly down the coast and into therustic harbor of Soufriere. It was a far cry from the clinicalluxury of Élysée—a chaotic, vibrant local market linedwith colorful tavernas and the smell of roasting fish.
Captain Fernand secured the lines. "You can take yourtime, Madame," he said respectfully. "The market is just upthe pier. If you’re hungry, there’s several tavernas. AtPaolo’s they make a great grilled lobster. I’ll be at theHarbor Master’s. Louis will remain aboard to tend thevessel. When you’re ready to go, just have him call me.”
Diane lasted exactly twenty-five minutes in the sweltering,crowded market before she grew bored. She bought alarge, wide sun hat and a portion of surprisingly tasty localstreet food called rotis. Then she headed back down thewooden pier toward the gently rocking sailboat.
Louis was alone on the aft deck, scrubbing the teakwood.His bare chest was slick with sweat, his dark hair curlingwildly in the humidity.
When he heard Diane step aboard, he froze. "Madame!You are back early."
"It's entirely too loud in town," Diane said, walking pasthim into the shaded seating area at the stern. She set herhat down and, with agonizing slowness, untied the knot ather hip. The sheer silk sarong slipped to the deck,revealing a minuscule, deep-emerald bikini.
Louis swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. Heimmediately dropped his gaze.
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Diane stretched luxuriously onto the plush white cushions,arching her back. She patted the space beside her. "Comehere, Louis. Sit."
The boy hesitated, clutching his scrub brush. "Madame, Ishouldn't... Uncle Fernand—"
"Your uncle is gone for two hours," Diane said softly, hervoice dropping into a warm, hypnotic purr. "Come sit."
Slowly, his hands trembling, Louis set the brush down andcrept over, sitting stiffly on the very edge of the cushion.He smelled of salt, sweat, and cheap soap.
"Have you been working on the boat long?" Diane asked,tracing a lazy circle on her own thigh with a manicuredfingernail.
"No, Madame. This is my first season."
"First season," Diane repeated, letting the words settle witha mild, thoughtful interest. "And the rest of the year?"
Louis shifted on the edge of the cushion, his eyes fixed onthe deck. "I work with my father. On his boat. It's small—afishing boat, with a motor. We go out most mornings, ifthe weather is good." He paused. "There is not much elsein Soufrière. For work, I mean."
"You don't enjoy the fishing?"
A small, almost embarrassed smile crossed his face—thefirst unguarded expression she had seen from him. "Thefishing is fine. But I would like to sail. Real sailing." Hiseyes lifted briefly toward the wheel at the front of the boat,then dropped again. "My uncle has his skipper permit. Hesails for this tour agency in Castries, who own Rochelle. A
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big company. They pay well." The smile faded. "That iswhat I want. Someday. Not just take tourists to the coveand back, but real charters, to Dominica or Guadeloupe."
He said it quietly, without self-pity, the way a persondescribes a thing they have thought about every night foryears and do not expect to ever have. His hands rested onhis knees, rough and salt-weathered, the hands of a boywho had been working on boats since he was old enough tohold a line.
Diane studied him. He was young. He was poor. He wassitting on the edge of a cushion he probably could notafford to replace, telling a stranger from New York about adream that would cost him years of wages and a permit hehad no way to study for, and he was looking at her withthose wide, blue, trusting eyes.
"How old are you, Louis?" she asked softly.
"Nine... dix-neuf, le mois prochain, Madame," hemumbled.
"Nineteen," she mused. "Do you have a girlfriend intown?"
The boy’s face flushed even darker. "No, Madame."
"No?" Diane let out a soft, amused laugh. She shiftedcloser, the heat of her skin radiating against his rigid arm."A handsome boy like you? Don't tell me you've neverbeen with a woman."
Louis didn't answer. His silence and his burning cheeksgave him away entirely.
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A thrill of dark, intoxicating power washed over Diane.Back at Élysée, her aging husband was drowning in themud. Here, she had a young, virile, terrified boy entirely ather mercy. Diane reached out and gently curled her coolfingers under Louis's chin, forcing him to look at her. Hisdark eyes were panicked and completely mesmerized.
"It's alright, Louis," she whispered. "I'll show you."
She leaned in and pressed her mouth firmly against his. Fora second, the boy was rigid with shock. But as Diane’stongue traced his lower lip, a desperate, clumsy heatexploded inside him. With a ragged gasp, his callousedhands dropped to her waist, pulling her forcefully againsthis chest.
Diane smiled into the kiss. With a soft click, the clasp ofher bikini top fell away.
She pushed him gently backward onto the wide aft deck.Without dropping her gaze from his blue eyes, she slippedout of her bikini bottoms and knelt between his thighs.Without a word, she unfastened his worn canvas shorts. Hewas already straining against the fabric, frantic with anarousal he had never experienced before.
She leaned down, her dark hair spilling across his sun-browned stomach, and took him into her mouth.
Louis let out a sharp, choked cry. His back arched off thecushions, his hands instantly tangling in her hair. Dianeignored his clumsy grip. She worked with slow, practicedprecision, overwhelming his inexperienced senses until hewas painfully, perfectly hard.
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When she felt his hips beginning to jerk, she pulled back,her lips wet and a lewd gleam in her eyes.
"Don't move," she whispered.
Diane swung her leg over him and slowly sank down,taking him entirely inside her. Louis groaned loudly, hishead falling back against the deck. For a moment, Dianejust sat there, her eyes closed, savoring the deep,unfamiliar fullness. The gentle roll of the Caribbean tiderocked the boat beneath them, matching the slow roll ofher hips.
But Louis was very young, and he was drowning. His raw,frantic energy took over. His hands gripped her hips like avice, thrusting upward with a desperate, unpolishedstrength. Diane threw her head back, her nails digging intohis chest as she let him drive into her.
It was over in minutes. With a ragged, breathless shout,Louis shattered inside her, collapsing back onto thecushions, gasping for air.
Diane lifted herself off him with a soft, satisfied sigh. Shestretched out on the plush white cushions in the cool shadeof the boat’s canopy, her bare skin pressing against theexpensive upholstery. Beside her, the nineteen year-old layperfectly still, one sun-browned forearm thrown over hiseyes, his chest heaving in exhausted bliss.
Lazily, Diane reached over to the teakwood table andpicked up her sleek phone. The Élysée app was offline thisfar out in the harbor, but the cached itinerary for the daywas still visible. She tapped the screen, navigating to theEast Pavilion schedule.
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13:00 – 16:00. Subject 4041. Sustained PosturalEndurance.
Location: East Courtyard. Sun exposure:Maximum.

Diane smiled, the glass of the phone cool against herfingertips. She could picture Jeff perfectly: stripped down,forced to hold a rigid, agonizing kneeling position on theblistering limestone tiles for three hours. His knees wouldbe raw, his pride entirely ground into dust as he learned tobe a silent, obedient object.
The contrast was thrilling. Her husband was suffering inthe scorching heat, begging for her approval, while shelounged naked on a private yacht, casually discarding hermarriage with a beautiful young man. The sheer cruelty ofit sent a fresh, heavy pulse of arousal straight to her core.
Diane tossed the phone aside and rolled onto her side,propping her head on one hand. Her breast rested on theboy’s chest.
She trailed a single fingernail down the center of his chest,tracing the sheen of sweat on his skin. "Well, Louis. Aren’tyou a brave sailor?" she murmured softly. "How did thatfeel?"
The boy slowly moved his arm from his eyes, looking upat her with absolute, mesmerized awe. His chest heaved ashe struggled to catch his breath.
"I... I didn't know it could be like that, Madame," hestammered, his face flushing beneath his tan. "It was... youare..."
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He swallowed hard, completely unable to find the words.
Diane smiled, deeply satisfied by the sight of him sothoroughly overwhelmed. Under her touch, she felt theimmediate, involuntary twitch of his muscle. He wasyoung. He was already recovering.
She leaned forward, her bare breasts brushing his slickskin, and whispered against his ear. "Now. Let's see if youcan last a little longer this time."
________

The midday sun over the East Pavilion courtyard was not asource of warmth. It was simply present — absolute andindifferent, pressing down on the white limestone with theflat authority of something that didn't need to try.
Jeff knelt in the center of the courtyard. His hands wereclasped behind his back. His eyes were fixed on a point sixinches in front of his knees.
This was Sustained Postural Endurance. The module wasexactly what its name suggested — no more, no less. Noone shouted at him. No one circled him. Miller sat in theshade of the east wall with a clipboard, occasionallymaking a notation without looking up. The other men werespaced across the courtyard in the same position, each onea separate, private suffering.
The heat was considerable. His knees ached against thestone. The sweat ran into his eyes and he didn't wipe itaway, not because he wasn't allowed to, but because it nolonger seemed worth the effort of raising his hand.
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Somewhere in the third hour, a thought arrived that hedidn't ask for:
She might be looking at this right now.
Not with concern. Not with guilt. With the same mild,appraising interest she had shown reading his progressreport in Suite Twelve, her champagne resting on her knee.
He held the pose. The sun moved. The limestone was verywhite and very hot.
He didn't think about the financial models anymore. Hedidn't think about the equity in the house or the retirementaccounts or the Jersey studio. He thought about the soft rugin Suite Twelve. He thought about her feet, the silver claspof her shoe under his trembling fingers. He thought: if Ihold this, maybe she'll let me come home.
That was the whole of it. That was everything he had left.
________

By the time Captain Fernand’s heavy boots thumped ontothe wooden pier an hour later, the deck was immaculate.Louis was hovering near the stern, holding a chilled bottleof water he had clearly fetched from the cooler but was tooparalyzed to offer.
The boy's face wasn't pale with shame; it was flushed, hiseyes wide and glazed with a kind of terrified, breathlessworship. When Diane shifted on her lounger, the boyflinched, his gaze darting to the curve of her hip beforesnapping away. He couldn't look at her face. He stared atthe deck near her bare feet instead, vibrating with a
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desperate, soul-deep need to serve the woman lounging onthe rear deck. He hadn't just lost his virginity; he had beencolonized.
"A pleasant afternoon, Madame?" Fernand askedrespectfully as he began to untie the mooring lines.
"Perfectly relaxing, Captain," Diane replied breezily,slipping her designer sunglasses over her eyes. She didn'tlook at Louis, but she extended a lazy hand. The boy leaptforward, placing the cold bottle into her palm with thetrembling, reverent precision of a man handing a relic to aqueen. Diane smiled. "Your nephew has beenexceptionally attentive. He's a good boy. I hope you'll takecare of him. Help him become a proper captain someday,just like you."
"Thank you, Madame," Fernand said, a quiet pride settlinginto his weathered face. "He has the hands for it. Just needsthe hours."
He tugged the mooring line tight and stepped back fromthe piling. On the aft deck, Louis was coiling a rope, hismovements quick and precise, his eyes fixed on the decknear Diane's bare feet.
Diane smiled. "I'm sure he'll make a fine skipper.""
The sail back to the private pier was quiet. When shefinally stepped into the the air-conditioned lobby, Dianedidn't feel an ounce of guilt. She didn't think of hermarriage. She only felt the lingering, heavy ache in herthighs, and the electrifying, absolute certainty that thisworld belonged to her.
________
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Alone in his room, Jeff was thinking about the smiling manhe’d met yesterday.
Glenn was a tragedy because Glenn still remembered whatit meant to be human. Glenn suffered.
But the man with the shoes was a nightmare. He was thefinal stage of the disease. The resort hadn't just broken hiswill; it had amputated his ego and replaced it with alobotomized, domestic joy. He had completely surrenderedthe burden of his own identity.
And the most terrifying part, the thought that made Jeffwant to scream until his throat bled, was that for onefleeting, shameful second in that doorway... the man'sabsolute peace had looked inviting.
Is that what I'm becoming? Jeff thought wildly, lookingdown at his own rough, scrubbed hands. Is that whatDiane wants?
"Mr. Hayes."
Jeff gasped, his eyes snapping open.
Kendrick stood in the door, his digital tablet glowing in thedim light, his face an impassive mask.
"Meeting Four," Kendrick announced flatly. "Your finalassessment before departure. Today at 18:00."
Jeff’s heart rate spiked instantly, drowning out thelingering horror of the leather room. The panic wasreplaced by a sudden, desperate surge of adrenaline.
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Chapter 18
The morning sun reflected brilliantly off the pool of theWest Pavilion. Diane stretched her sore, deeply satisfiedmuscles on a padded sunbed, sipping a chilled mimosa.
Marianne settled onto the lounger beside her, adjusting heroversized Chanel sunglasses. "You look radiant today,darling. I take it you enjoyed your charter to Soufriere?"
"Immensely," Diane smiled, tracing the rim of her crystalflute. "The sea air does wonders."
Marianne let out a soft, knowing laugh. "And the localscenery? I always found Captain Fernand a bit tooweathered for my taste, but he does know how to handle aboat."
"Fernand is exactly that—weathered," Diane said breezily."He had business in the harbor. He left me on the boat withhis nephew."
Marianne paused, her glass halfway to her lips. Shelowered her sunglasses just enough to peer over the rims, aspark of stupor in her eyes. "His nephew. Darling, pleasetell me you didn't. He’s a child!"
"He was almost nineteen," Diane mused, a slow, predatorysmile touching her lips. "And completely untouched. Untilyesterday afternoon, anyway."
"Diane!" Marianne laughed out loud, a rich, genuine soundthat turned a few heads on the terrace. "A virgin? On adirty little sailboat in the harbor? You absolute menace."
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"He was terrified of me," Diane said, taking a slow sip ofher mimosa. "He couldn't even look me in the eye. Butonce I got him on his back... he was magnificent.Completely frantic. He had this raw, desperate energy."She let out a soft, appreciative sigh. "It was exhausting inthe best possible way. I actually had to make him go twicejust to slow him down."
"Well, consider me thoroughly impressed," Mariannesmirked, leaning back against her cushions. "Most womenwait until their second visit to Élysée to start sampling thelocal delicacies. You’ve adapted beautifully."
Diane looked out over the pristine, turquoise water. Aweek ago, the thought of sleeping with a nineteen boy on aboat rear deck in a harbor while her husband suffered in amud pit would have filled her with paralyzing guilt. Now,it just felt like an appetizer.
"It made me realize something, Marianne," Diane saidquietly, the playful tone leaving her voice, replaced by acold, absolute certainty.
"What's that, darling?"
"I’ve spent fifteen years managing Jeff's ego. Managing hismoods, his stamina, his mediocre attempts at keeping mesatisfied."
Diane set her glass down on the silver table. The memoryof the boy trembling helplessly under her touch rushedback, sending a heavy, invigorating thrill straight throughher veins. The realization was absolute: she could have anyman she wanted, whenever she wanted.
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"I’m done managing him," she stated, her voice smoothand ruthless. "If I want a man with that kind of raw energy,I’m just going to take one. I know exactly what my bodycan do to them now. Jeff can either learn to accept it, or hecan drown in the mud."
Marianne smiled, reaching over to pat Diane’s manicuredhand.
"You'll be back next year," Marianne murmured. "Theyalways come back."
Marianne picked up her phone, sighed at a message, andslipped her sunglasses back on. "I need to go facetime mydaughter before my hair appointment. Don't do anything Iwouldn't do, darling." With a final, wicked smile, sheglided away across the limestone tiles.
Diane was left alone with the quiet lap of the pool and thedregs of her mimosa. She leaned her head back against thecushion, closing her eyes against the brilliant Caribbeansun.
Marianne was wrong about one thing. She didn't need towait until next year. Élysée hadn't just opened a door; ithad torn the entire wall down. The question wasn't if shewould take lovers when they returned to Manhattan, buthow quickly she could arrange the infrastructure.
She let her mind drift away from the resort, back to thesuffocatingly polite world of the Upper East Side. Forfifteen years, she had navigated that world like a nun, hereyes cast down, her ring flashing like a shield. She hadbeen a faithful wife. She had been a blind fool.



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 210/238

The memories surfaced with startling clarity, unearthingmoments she had buried out of loyalty, or perhaps out offear.
There was Stephen, the silver-haired managing directorfrom Jeff's firm. At the Christmas party two years ago,standing too close to her by the bar while Jeff was in thecorner talking derivatives. Stephen had handed her asecond martini, his fingers brushing the inside of her wrist,his eyes dropping to the deep V of her velvet dress. "Youlook incredible tonight, Diane," he had murmured. "Jeff's alucky man. Though I suspect he doesn't have the first cluewhat to do with a woman like you."
At the time, she had deflected, blushing, stepping away.Now, she let the memory play out differently. Stephen wasaggressive, ambitious. He radiated the kind of raptorial,selfish energy that dominated boardrooms. She imaginedhe would be exactly like that in bed—demanding,relentless, entirely focused on taking his own pleasure. Ashiver ran through her. After years of Jeff’s anxious, gentlefumbling, the idea of being simply taken by a man whoviewed her as a conquest was intoxicating.
Then there was Marcus, the handsome, younger architectshe had worked with at the gallery. He had a habit ofleaning over her desk to look at floor plans, his chestbrushing her shoulder, his voice dropping to a low,intimate murmur. One evening, after a client reception, hehad walked her to her town car and hesitated beforeopening the door. "I know you're married, Diane," he hadsaid, his dark eyes burning into hers. "But if you ever want
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to see what a design without constraints looks like... youhave my number."
She had deleted the number the next day. Now, three yearslater, she knew she could get his number if she wanted.She imagined his surprise when she would call, and a smileflourished on her lips. Marcus was an artist. He would bedeliberate. Attentive. He would look at her the way helooked at a sculpture—studying her curves, finding theangles, using his hands and mouth with the samemeticulous, agonizing patience he applied to his blueprints.He wouldn't stop until she was the masterpiece.
She thought of her personal trainer, a hard-bodiedArgentinean who always found an excuse to adjust herform during squats, his hands hot and firm on her hips. Shethought of the charming older husband of a friend who,after several drinks, always cornered her at parties towhisper outrageously flattering things in her ear.
They were everywhere. They had always been everywhere.And she had spent a decade and a half freezing them out,protecting Jeff’s fragile ego, maintaining the infrastructureof a declining marriage.
A slow, dark heat pooled in her stomach. She imagined thetownhouse. She imagined coming home to find Jeff settingthe table for dinner. She imagined kissing him on theforehead, letting him smell the cologne of another man onher skin, and watching him accept it.
Diane opened her eyes, her gaze drifting toward the dense,green perimeter of the resort. Somewhere beyond thosetrees, in the suffocating heat of the East Pavilion, herhusband was waiting for her.
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________

Meeting Four.
The promise Diane had made a week ago echoed in hismind, drowning out everything else: If you keep strivinglike this... I might just let you practice on me.
He had spent the last seven days obsessively drilling in theDPPS classes. He had memorized the pressure mapping.He had perfected his breath control until his lungs burned.He had earned 'A' grades from the clinical femaleinstructor every single day.
He was finally going to touch his wife. He was going toput his mouth on her. It wasn't traditional sex, he knew thatnow, but it was something. It was a connection. If he couldjust please her perfectly today, if he could show her howdeeply he had absorbed his conditioning, maybe she wouldlook at him with love instead of amusement.
Jeff quickly smoothed the front of his gray uniform, takinga deep, stabilizing breath. He locked his jaw, burying thememory of the smiling man with the boots deep in thedarkest corner of his mind.
"I'm ready," Jeff said.
He followed Kendrick out into the low gold evening light.The walk to the West Wing felt like a march to an altar.Jeff’s heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drumbeatof anxiety and pathetic, desperate hope. He had spent aweek perfecting his curriculum. He was ready to prove hisworth.
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Kendrick stopped in front of the heavy mahogany doors ofSuite Twelve, checked his tablet, and nodded.
"Proceed."
Jeff reached for the brass handle, but before his fingerscould touch the metal, the door swung inward.
A man stepped out into the limestone corridor.
It was Julian. He was wearing an unbuttoned linen shirtand dark trousers, his chest gleaming with a fine sheen ofsweat. He was running a hand through his damp, dark hair,exuding the deep, heavy musk of expensive cologne andraw, recent sex.
Jeff froze. The air left his lungs in a violent rush.
Julian stopped, looking Jeff up and down. He took in thesweat-stained gray uniform, the raw, scrubbed hands, andthe wide, devastated eyes. Julian didn’t look threatened. Hedidn't even look guilty. His handsome face split into abroad, easy leer—the look of a man who had just finisheda spectacular meal and was handing his empty plate to thebusboy.
He clapped a heavy, patronizing hand on Jeff’s shoulder.
"She's all yours now, mate," Julian chuckled softly,stepping around Jeff and walking casually down the hall.
A blinding spike of rage erupted in Jeff’s chest. His fistsclenched so hard his fingernails cut into his palms. His jawlocked. For one terrifying, glorious second, the financialexecutive resurrected himself. He wanted to pivot, grabJulian by his tailored collar, and smash his arrogant faceinto the limestone wall.
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But then, the conditioning kicked in. A ten-thousand-dollarfine. Kendrick's grip from behind on his arms. The razorwire. The absolute, permanent loss of his wife. Andbeneath it all, the haunting image of the man in the leatherroom, smiling with lobotomized peace.
Jeff’s shoulders slumped. He forcibly unclenched his fists,swallowing the bile and the pride. He lowered his head andstepped over the threshold into Suite Twelve.
The suite was a disaster of high-end luxury. The airconditioning was working overtime, trying to cut throughthe heavy, suffocating scent of sex and jasmine.
Diane was sprawled across the massive, disordered king-sized bed. She was completely naked, her skin flushed, herhair delightfully tangled against the silk pillows. Shelooked like a Roman painting of absolute decadence,completely unashamed of her exposure.
"Oh, good, Jeff," Diane said, her voice dripping withsweetness. "You're right on time."
Jeff walked to the edge of the bed and immediately sank tohis knees, assuming the Anchor position. His eyes droppedto the hardwood floor.
There, half-hidden beneath the edge of the silk bedskirt,was a used, knotted condom.
It caught the afternoon sunlight, a visceral, unmistakablepiece of latex trash. It was the physical proof of hiscuckolding, discarded right where he was meant to kneel.A fresh wave of nausea washed over him, mixing with ahot, humiliating rush of tears.
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"Julian was so incredibly strong today, I can barely move,"Diane murmured breezily, stretching her arms above herhead like a satisfied cat. "Come closer, sweetheart. Let'ssee if you can put that curriculum to use. My body is stillcompletely overstimulated. I need you to soothe me."
Jeff’s breath hitched. She wasn't asking him to make loveto her. She wasn't asking for passion. She wascommanding him to provide his oral devotion as literalaftercare—to patiently worship and calm her body in theimmediate, lingering aftermath of another man's conquest.
He shuffled forward on his bruised knees, his handstrembling as he prepared to lean in and begin theagonizingly humiliating task of soothing her.
"Wait," Diane said softly.
Jeff froze. He looked up, his heart pounding.
Diane pushed herself up on her elbows, her expressionsoftening into something quiet and distressingly gentle.She reached out, her cool, manicured fingers threadinggently into the hair at the nape of his neck. It was the firsttime she had touched him with genuine affection in almosta month.
"I know this is hard for you, Jeff," she whispered, herthumb stroking the tense cord of his neck. "I know howmuch it hurts your pride. But look at how perfectly you areputting my needs above your own."
Jeff’s chest tightened. Hot, humiliating tears welled in hiseyes. He leaned into the touch, starved for it, absolutelydesperate for the validation in her voice.



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 216/238

"You're doing so well," Diane murmured, her voice warmand maternal. "You used to be so loud. So demanding. Butyou're finally learning how to be quiet, aren't you? How tojust... belong to me."
She smiled, her eyes crinkling with sweet approval, andJeff felt his resistance melt entirely. He would do it. Hewould do anything to keep that look in her eyes. He took asteadying breath, closed his eyes, and began to leanforward.
Suddenly, a sharp, melodic marimba ringtone echoedthrough the room.
"Oh, hold on," Diane said brightly. She instantly withdrewher hand from his hair, the warmth vanishing from her facelike a switched-off light. She reached over to thenightstand, picked up her sleek phone, and tapped thescreen. "Sarah! Hi, darling."
Jeff froze, his face hovering barely an inch from her thigh,the sudden absence of her touch leaving him cold.
"Oh, nothing much," Diane laughed into the receiver. Shelet her upper body drop luxuriously back onto the mattress,staring up at the ceiling with the phone pressed to her ear.
Completely ignoring the subdued man kneeling betweenher legs, Diane casually lifted one bare leg and bent herknee. With effortless arrogance, she brought her pointedfoot down, pressing her smooth arch firmly against theback of Jeff’s neck.
"Just relaxing after a little workout, actually," she chirpedbreezily to Sarah.
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As she spoke, she pushed downward with her foot, silentlyand forcibly guiding Jeff's face directly into her groin. Shedidn't spare him a single glance. The pressure on his neckwas her only command.
In that exact moment, kneeling on the floor beside a usedcondom, listening to his wife discuss dresses while hecleaned another man from her body, something inside JeffHayes simply stopped fighting. The last, desperate voice ofthe man he used to be—the man who managed portfolios,who argued in boardrooms, who reached for the olive oilon the second shelf—went quiet. And in the silence thatfollowed, the burden of being a man was permanentlylifted from his shoulders, replaced by the hollow,consuming peace of a man who has finally stoppedfighting the current and let it take him.
Swallowing his pride, Jeff took the silent cue andobediently resumed his task, the tears finally spilling overhis lashes. Yielding to the pressure, he leaned forward andbegan to perform his oral servitude, utilizing the exactpressure mapping and delicate breath control he had beendrilled on in the East Pavilion.
Above him, the conversation flowed effortlessly.
"No, I told you the Hamptons are completely dreadful inAugust," Diane chattered, her voice light and musical. Sheabsently rested her free hand on Jeff's head, stroking hishair the way she might pet a dog while watching television."You need to look at that new place in St. Barts. Have youseen the menus?"
Jeff’s world shrank to the smell of latex, the taste of hisown salt tears, and the casual, crushing voice of his wife
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gossiping about vacation homes. He was pouring his soul,his pride, and his entire existence into serving her, and shewasn't even looking at him. She was entirely emotionallydetached.
"Mmhmm," Diane murmured into the phone, her fingersidly scratching behind Jeff’s ear. She pulled the phoneaway from her mouth for half a second. "Very gentle, Jeff.You're being so thorough. That's definitely an A."
She put the phone back to her ear. "Sorry, Sarah, I was justchecking on the room service. Anyway, what did you wearto the gala?"
A few minutes later, Diane hung up the phone. She pattedJeff's head twice—a casual, dismissive signal that theservice was complete.
"That was lovely, sweetheart," she murmured, sliding offthe bed and padding barefoot toward the bathroom. "Stay."
Jeff stayed. Kneeling on the floor beside the used condom,his face wet with tears and her residue, his hands tremblingon his thighs. He stared at the silver clasp of her shoeunder the bed—the same shoe he had buckled a weekago—and waited.
The sound of the shower ran for five minutes. When Dianeemerged, she was wrapped in a white towel, her hairwrapped in a second, smaller towel. She looked fresh,radiant, and completely unbothered, as if the last twentyminutes had been nothing more than a minor appointmentin her afternoon schedule.
She walked to the vanity table and began applying lotion toher arms, glancing at Jeff in the mirror.
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"Come here, darling."
Jeff rose stiffly to his feet and walked toward her, his eyescast down.
Diane turned to face him. She studied him for a longmoment—the gaunt face, the raw, scrubbed hands, theemptiness in his eyes.
"I've been thinking about our marriage, Jeff," she saidsoftly, her voice dropping into a register of calm, absoluteauthority. "About what it's going to look like when we gohome."
Jeff swallowed hard. "I know, Diane. I won't forget whatI—"
"Ah-ah," she murmured, placing a single finger on his lips."Don't make promises yet, sweetie. I want you to thinkabout it first."
She reached out and gently curled her fingers under hischin, tilting his head up until their eyes met. Herexpression was not cruel. It was tender—the terrifying,weaponized tenderness Beatrice was talking about.
"Things are going to be different when we get back, aren'tthey, darling?" she whispered.
Jeff's throat constricted. "Yes, Diane."
"You shall learn to put my needs and pleasure first. I wantyou to think about it.” She took her hand to her throat.“Actually, I’ll make sure you will."
She rose from the vanity table, watching her reflection inthe mirror. Jeff lifted his gaze to her. His face was
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glistening with her secretions. Then, in a small, brokenvoice: "Diane... may I wash my face before I go back?"
Diane paused. She looked at him—really looked at him—taking in the tears, the residue, the absolute, patheticvulnerability of his request. A slow, gentle smile spreadacross her lips.
"No, darling," she murmured. "I think you'll focus better ifyou stay like this."
She walked to the door and opened it. Jeff heard the lowmurmur of voices in the corridor.
"My husband is not to wash until tomorrow morning.Please make sure of that."
Diane turned back, crossed the room without a glance ather husband. She stepped onto the deck, unknotted thetowel, and let it fall to the stone. She was naked beneathit—completely, carelessly naked—and she descended thesteps into the water with the unhurried grace of a womanwho owned the world.
She didn't look back. She didn't wave. She simply swam,fluid and untouchable, her pale body cutting through theturquoise surface, the underwater lights turning her skin togold.
Jeff was watching mesmerized. Kendrick appeared at Jeff'selbow. He was watching Diane too, his jaws clenched. Hishand closed firmly on Jeff's arm.
"Time to go, Hayes."
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As Jeff was led across the terrace, he looked back one lasttime. Diane was gliding through the water, alone andserene, as if he had never been in the room at all.
Kendrick steered him down the white stone path towardthe steel gate. The night air was warm and smelled ofjasmine. Jeff could still feel her on his skin, still taste heron his lips. He didn't wipe his face. He didn't ask for water.
Somewhere inside him, the last door closed and locked.And the silence that followed was the most peaceful soundhe had ever heard.



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 222/238

Chapter 19
It was the morning after Meeting Four. Jeff was standing atthe stainless-steel basin, scrubbing his face with the coarse,lye-scented soap for the third time. He could still smell her.The water ran and ran, but the scent had seeped into hispores, and his skin was pink and raw from the friction.
He didn't hear Kendrick approach. He only heard theknock—two sharp, efficient raps—and then the dooropened.
Kendrick stood in the corridor with his tablet and a smallstack of supplies: a yellow legal pad, two sharpenedpencils, and a fresh eraser. He set them on the metal tablewith the same bureaucratic precision he used foreverything.
"Good morning, Mr. Hayes. Mrs. Hayes has requested aformal Declaration of Intent from you, prior to departure."
Jeff turned from the sink, his wet hands dripping onto theconcrete floor. "A what?"
"A written pledge," Kendrick clarified, his voice flat andprofessional. "In your own words. It is to encapsulate youroaths of love, devotion, submission, and sacrifice to yourwife, that will define the terms of your marriage goingforward."
Jeff stared at the yellow legal pad as if it were a live thing.
"You will write the first draft tonight," Kendrickcontinued. "It will be transmitted to Mrs. Hayes for review
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in the morning. You will revise as needed until she issatisfied with the result. The final draft must be memorizedbefore departure."
Kendrick tapped his tablet, making a notation.
"There is no prescribed length or format," he said. "Mrs.Hayes has indicated that she wants the words to be yours.She will know if they are not."
He looked up from the tablet and met Jeff's eyes for afraction of a second. There was no pity in his expression.There was no cruelty. There was only the calm,administrative certainty of a man delivering a package.
"The draft is due at 06:00. Do you understand theassignment?"
Jeff looked at the legal pad. The yellow paper wasblindingly bright under the fluorescent light. Twosharpened pencils lay beside it, perfectly parallel.
He thought of Diane standing over him last night, herfinger under his chin, her voice soft and absolute: We'renot equals anymore. You look so much better this way.
"Yes," Jeff whispered. "I understand."
Kendrick nodded once and left the room. The door closedwith the same heavy, final click it always did.
Jeff sat down on the edge of the bunk and stared at theblank yellow page for a very long time.
That evening, Jeff sat at the table with the legal pad on it.The pencil felt foreign in his hand—he hadn't written
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anything by hand in years; everything at the firm wastyped, dictated, or signed with a quick, executive scrawl.

He wrote a title at the top of the page: Declaration ofIntent.
He stared at it for ten minutes. Then he began to write.
The words came slowly at first—stiff, formal, the languageof boardrooms and legal filings. He wrote aboutcommitment and partnership. He wrote about supportingDiane's goals and prioritizing her needs. He wrote aboutstructural adjustment.
By midnight, he had a full page. He read it back. Itsounded like a memo from HR.
He tore it off the pad, crumpled it, and threw it at the wall.
He started again.
The next morning, Kendrick collected the draft at 06:00without comment. He snapped a photo of it with his tabletand left.
By evening, he was back.
He handed Jeff his tablet. It was a message from his wife.Jeff’s breath quickened.
Jeff—
This reads like a contract you'd bring to a board meeting. Idon't want your professionalism, darling. I want yoursurrender.
Write it again. From your knees.
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D.
Jeff read the note three times. The words "from yourknees" burned into his retinas.
Kendrick turned and left without a word.
Jeff picked up the legal pad, and lowered himself to theconcrete floor. He knelt in the Anchor position—the handsopen on his thighs, the back straight, the eyes down—andplaced the pad on the bunk in front of him.
Then he began to write again.
Two days later, the second draft went to Diane. Thatevening, Kendrick returned with another note.
Jeff—
Better. But paragraph three is still asking for things. "Ihope to be worthy of your trust." No, darling. You don'thope. You promise. You don't ask. You offer.
Fix it.
D.
Jeff fixed it. He went through the draft line by line andremoved every conditional word. Every if, every I hope,every perhaps, every I'll try. He replaced them withabsolutes—I will. I do. I surrender.—until the pledgestopped being a negotiation and became a surrender.
He wrote until two in the morning, his hand cramping, hiseyes raw. When he was done, he read it back in the silenceof his cell, and the words were so absolute, so irrevocable,that he felt something inside him go very quiet.
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Not peace. Not yet. But the space where peace wouldeventually live.
________

Kendrick knocked at 22:00. Jeff opened the door.Kendrick's eyes swept over the room—the crumpledpapers, the crossed-out lines, the pencil worn down to astub.
"Finished?"
Jeff handed him the last draft. A single page, written insmall, careful handwriting.
I, Jeffrey Hayes, do solemnly surrender the illusion ofequality in my marriage. I acknowledge that my wife,Diane, is the architect of our life, and I am its foundation.She is the light; I am the shadow cast by her brilliance. Mypurpose is not to stand beside her as an equal, but to kneelbeneath her as a support.
I relinquish the burden of my ego. I surrender the right tomy pride, my jealousy, and my expectations. I accept thatmy wife's body is her sovereign kingdom, and I am grantedaccess only by her grace. If she chooses others to serve herpleasure, I will count myself honored to prepare the roomand to tend to her needs when they are gone.
I pledge my labor as worship. The work of my hands—whether it earns the money that funds her life, or scrubsthe floors she walks upon—will be offered withoutcomplaint and without the expectation of reward. Isurrender the right to my own gratification. My fulfillment
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is no longer a destination but a byproduct of hersatisfaction. I will strive, I will suffer, and I will serve, andI will do so with gratitude—because the peace of mysubmission is the greatest gift she has ever given me.
I am her husband. I am her subject. I am completely hers,irrevocably, and forever.
Kendrick read it. His face didn't change. He pulled out histablet, flattened the paper on the metal table, andphotographed it. The flash lit up the cramped cell like asmall, clinical explosion.
He uploaded the image, then looked at Jeff. The older manwas swaying slightly on his feet. His eyes were bloodshot,his hands trembling.
Kendrick sat down on the edge of the bunk. He reachedinto his black backpack and produced a half-full bottle ofcheap whiskey and two small glass cups—probablyborrowed from the canteen.
He poured two double portions without asking.
"Drink," Kendrick said. It wasn't a command. It was thefirst thing Kendrick had ever said to him that sounded likea suggestion.
Jeff took the glass. The whiskey burned, but the warmththat followed was the first comfort he had felt in fourweeks. His shoulders loosened. His hands stopped shaking,just barely.
Kendrick poured another round. The silence in the cell wasdifferent now—not the oppressive silence of surveillance,
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but the quieter silence of two men sitting together in thedark.
"God, Hayes," Kendrick said quietly, swirling the last inchof whiskey in his cup. "You really love her to pieces."
It wasn't mockery. It wasn't pity. It was the simple, awedobservation of a man who had watched dozens of husbandspass through the East Pavilion, and who had never seenone quite like this.
Jeff didn't respond. He just stared at the concrete floor.
Kendrick finished his drink, capped the bottle, and put theglasses back in the bag. He stood up and walked to thedoor.
"Get some sleep, Hayes," he said, his voice flat andprofessional again, the mask firmly back in place. "You didwell."
The door closed.
Jeff lay down on the narrow bunk. The whiskey hummedsoftly in his veins, and for the first time in weeks, his bodyfelt something close to rest. His mind was turning overKendrick's words like a stone in his palm. You did well.Slowly, he drifted asleep
________

Day Thirty-One broke over Élysée Retreat with the samesuffocating, indifferent humidity as the thirty days beforeit.
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The sky above the East Pavilion was the color of bruisediron, the heavy tropical clouds waiting to burn off into ablinding, pristine blue. The digital siren had not yetsounded.
Jeff stood in the damp, fragrant brush at the base of theSirens' Wall. He wasn't alone.
Four men stood in the shadows, their gray uniformshanging loose on their gaunt frames. There was no angerleft in the group. The frantic, indignant energy of WeekOne had been systematically crushed, folded, scrubbed,and graded out of them. They stood in the quietcamaraderie of men who had stopped pretending.
Arthur was leaning against the rough concrete. He wasstaring at his calloused hands.
"Kendrick said they’re bringing our clothes afterbreakfast," Arthur whispered, his voice thin and trembling."Our suits. Our watches."
Jeff nodded slowly. He thought of his tailored Brioni suit,currently hanging in a garment bag in the intake office.The thought of putting it on didn't feel like a return to hisidentity; it felt like putting on a suffocating, terrifyingcostume.
"I don't know how I'm going to do it," the guy from Room208 said. He had lost the terrified edge of his first week.He just looked impossibly tired. "My firm... I have sixtypeople under me. I’m supposed to lead a board meeting onTuesday. How the hell am I supposed to sit at the head of amahogany table and yell at my VP of Sales..."
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The man swallowed hard, his eyes dropping to the dirt."...when two hours earlier, I was washing my wife's laceswhile she texted her trainer?"
A grim, understanding silence fell over the group. It wasthe cognitive dissonance that terrified them now. The EastPavilion had been brutal, but it was honest. Here, theywere all slaves. The real world required them to wear themask of the men they used to be, while knowing exactlywhat they were at home.
"You just compartmentalize," a man named Richard saidsoftly. "My wife gave me Financial Relinquishment. Shecontrols the accounts now. I have a firm credit card forclient dinners, and she gives me a three-hundred-dollarweekly allowance for gas and lunches."
Richard didn't sound angry. He sounded entirely resigned.
"I got Domestic Servitude and another module," Jeffmurmured, his eyes tracking a line of rust bleeding downthe concrete wall. The memory of the condom, the phonecall with Sarah, and Diane's casual praise—That'sdefinitely an A—flashed in his mind. "I don't even thinkI’m going to sleep in the master bedroom with heranymore."
"You won't," a low, gravelly voice said.
Glenn was already there, leaning against the wall a fewfeet away. The older man looked exactly the same as hehad on Day One: utterly, perfectly hollow. He carried theweight of six seasons on his shoulders, yet he moved witha disturbing, fluid grace.



Sirens’s Wall – Free Booksprout copy. Page 231/238

Glenn walked up to the wall, right to the spot where Jeffhad tried to climb three weeks ago. He looked up at thethick steel stanchions and the tangled coils of razor wiresilhouetted against the graying sky.
"I always wondered why they didn't just build the wallhigher," Richard whispered, looking up at the wire whereMoore had bled to death. "Or put up a secondary fence. Ifthey wanted to keep us in so badly."
Glenn reached out and pressed his flat palm against therough, damp concrete.
"They don't need the wall to be higher," Glenn said softly,not looking away from the wire. "The razor wire is for thefirst two weeks, when you still think you have somethingto fight for."
Glenn stepped away from the wall and walked slowly backtoward the pavilion.
"The true genius of Élysée isn't the concrete, boys," Glennsaid over his shoulder, his voice fading into the humidmorning air. "It’s that they make you build the wall insideyour own mind. And today... you're all taking it home withyou."
The digital siren shrieked through the compound, a sharp,mechanical wail signaling the end of their final recreationperiod.
Jeff didn't flinch. He simply placed his hands behind hisback, bowed his head and began the walk back to AnnexB.
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Chapter 20
The Brioni suit felt like a straightjacket.
Jeff stood in the small intake office of the East Pavilion,staring into a full-length mirror. The charcoal-gray woolwas tailored flawlessly to his measurements, but it hungloosely on his leaner, hollowed-out frame. He wore hissilver Omega. He wore his imported leather oxfords.
He looked exactly like the executive who had stepped offthe plane thirty-one days ago.
But his posture betrayed him entirely.
Even in the three-thousand-dollar suit, Jeff stood with hishands clasped tightly at the small of his back, his shouldersbowed, his eyes automatically dropping to the floorwhenever Kendrick entered the room. He was a humbledman wearing a costume of power.
"Mr. Hayes," Kendrick said evenly, handing Jeff a small,laminated slip of paper. "Your departure clearance. Youare authorized to cross into the West Wing to collect yourwife’s luggage from Suite Twelve. The plane departs insixty-five minutes."
Jeff took the slip, his calloused, scrubbed fingers tremblingslightly. "Thank you, Kendrick."
He turned and walked out of the East Pavilion.
For the first time in a month, he approached the heavywooden gate without a staff guarding him. The electronic
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lock buzzed, a heavy metallic clunk echoing in themorning air, and the gates swung inward.
Jeff stepped through the threshold.
The air on the other side of the wall smelled of crushedmint, expensive coconut oil, and ozone. The pathwayswere paved with flawless white limestone, windingthrough manicured botanical gardens and glittering,infinity-edge lagoons. Soft bossa nova music drifted fromhidden speakers.
He saw a group of wives walking toward the parking lot.They were radiant. Their skin glowed with health andexpensive treatments. They wore sheer linen pantsuits,enormous designer sunglasses, and wide, relaxed smiles.They moved with the unhurried, self-assured grace ofwomen who had remembered exactly how much powerthey held over the world.
Following two paces behind them were three men intailored suits. The husbands carried heavy leather duffelsand Louis Vuitton garment bags, their heads bowed, theireyes fixed strictly on their wives' heels.
Jeff swallowed the sudden, thick knot of panic in his throatand hurried toward Suite Twelve.
The mahogany doors were propped open. The massive,sun-drenched lounge was empty, save for a small mountainof luggage stacked near the doors to the deck.
There were four massive, structured leather trunks—easilytwice the luggage they had arrived with. Diane had spentthe month buying entire new wardrobes: sheer resort wear,
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punishing stilettos, and silk lingerie that Jeff knew hewould spend his weekends meticulously hand-washing.
"Jeff? Is that you, sweetheart?"
Across the room, Diane calmly snapped her leathercosmetics case shut. She checked her reflection in themarble vanity, adjusted a diamond stud, and turned to facehim. She looked radiant, exuding a quiet, effortlessauthority that made the massive room feel small.
"Our plane leaves in an hour," she said casually, leaningback against the marble counter and crossing her arms."You look the part of the CEO again, Jeff. That’s perfectlyfine for the office. You’ll make us millions, just likebefore. But before we get on that plane, we need to be veryclear about how things will work when you walk throughour front door."
Jeff swallowed hard. He tried to look her in the eye, but hisgaze instinctively dropped. "I know, Diane," he mumbled,his voice tight. "I won't forget what I learned."
"You're mumbling, sweetheart," Diane said, her lipscurving into an amused smile. She tilted her head, studyinghim with the fond, indulgent expression of a womaninspecting a pet that has learned a new trick. "Thirty-onedays of premium conditioning and you're still mumbling.What am I going to do with you?"
She let out a soft laugh — warm, genuine, entirely at hisexpense — and pushed off from the marble counter. Shewalked toward him slowly, her heels clicking against thelimestone, circling him once with the leisurely confidence
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of someone who already knows the answer to a questionshe hasn't asked yet.
"I hope that gorgeous suit isn’t giving you ideas, darling,"she murmured, stopping in front of him. She reached outand straightened his lapel with two fingers, smoothing thewool with a proprietorial little pat. "Let's just do a quickcheck, shall we? Make sure everything still works the wayit's supposed to."
She dropped her gaze pointedly to the silk rug at her feet,then looked back up at him with bright, dancing eyes — asif she were suggesting something entirely reasonable, likechecking the weather before a walk.
Jeff stared at the spot. A month ago, he would have scoffedand walked out the door. Now, his body moved on pure,conditioned instinct. He broke the sharp crease of histailored trousers and sank heavily to his knees, pressinginto the soft rug.
Diane uncrossed her arms and took a slow, deliberate stepforward. She didn’t gloat. Instead, she reached down andgently caught his chin between her cool thumb andforefinger, tilting his head up. At the same time, she lazilylifted her right leg, pressing the sharp toe of her stilettodirectly into his crotch.
Even through the fabric of his trousers, she felt theimmediate, involuntary pulse of his conditioning. Shepushed her foot down harder, and beneath the stiff sole ofher shoe, she felt his body surrender completely—offeringup its final, humiliating confirmation.
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"Much better," she said softly. "Now. Do you rememberyour pledge? Look at your wife, and tell her what youlearned writing it."
Jeff kept his eyes locked on hers. His throat worked as heswallowed the last shattered fragments of a fifteen-yearmarriage.
"I am your husband," Jeff rasped, panting hard against thepressure.
Diane smirked, pushing her foot down harder. The stiffsole of her shoe dug mercilessly into him, and beneath it,she felt him turn completely, agonizingly rock-hard. Aviolent tremble began to shake his broad shoulders, hisbody entirely overwhelmed by the dark, humiliatingarousal of his own defeat.
"My time is yours," he gasped, his chest heaving as hefought to finish the vow. "My money is yours. I willprovide, I will serve, and I will never expect anything inreturn."
"Right, darling," she murmured. "You will worship me andyou'll be happy about it."
A soft, delighted giggle escaped her lips, the light, musicalsound shattering the heavy tension in the room with itssheer, careless cruelty. She dropped her foot, released hischin, and took a step back, casually admiring the pantingman kneeling on the rug.
"Now, take the bags and let's go home."
Jeff scrambled to his feet. He grabbed the thick leatherhandles of the two heaviest trunks, his muscles straining
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against the weight, and as he turned toward the door, hepaused to look out the sliding glass doors at the terrace.
The terrace overlooked the lagoon, but Jeff didn't look atthe water.
His eyes were drawn immediately to the massive structuredominating the western edge of the resort: the Sirens' Wall.
From the West Wing, the wall was not a brutalist slab ofgray concrete. It was painted a brilliant, pristine white,designed to blend seamlessly with the aesthetic of thecabanas and the luxury suites. There was no razor wirevisible from this angle. It looked like a high-endarchitectural feature, a clean, modern boundary ensuringthe wives' privacy.
But as Jeff stood there, the heavy trunks cutting into hisraw palms, the morning sun broke over the top of theisland.
The harsh, direct light hit the pristine white face of thewall.
Jeff’s blood ran cold.
Beneath the thick layers of lime paint, bleeding through theblinding white surface in a faint, indelible, pinkish shadow,was a massive stain.
It was the shape of a man who had tried to fight his wayback. It was Moore's blood.
Jeff stared at the pale pink shadow stretching across theimmaculate white wall. The resort hadn't scrubbed theblood away; they had simply painted over it, burying theagonizing reality of the East Pavilion beneath a veneer of
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absolute luxury. It was a monument to the husbands whocouldn't surrender.
He heard the sharp, rhythmic click of Diane’s pointedheels on the teak decking behind him.
She stopped at his side, her white silk blouse fluttering inthe ocean breeze. She slipped her designer sunglassesdown the bridge of her nose, following his gaze toward themassive white wall.
She didn't see the blood. She didn't even know what tolook for.
Diane turned to her husband. She looked at his expensive,hollowed-out suit, his bowed head, and the heavy leathertrunks weighing down his calloused hands. She smiled—aslow, brilliant, utterly detached expression of pureownership.
She reached out and softly patted his cheek, her coolfingers lingering for a fraction of a second on his skin.
"Don't look so sad, darling," Diane murmured, her voicecarrying a terrifying promise. "We can come back nextyear."
Jeff looked away from the wall. He adjusted his grip on theheavy bags, lowered his eyes to the heels of her shoes, andfollowed his wife into the sun.


