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Chapter 1 — The Specimen Drawer

The light here is different in the afternoons. It comes through the west window in long, slanting bars that turn the dust in the air into something visible and slow. I have learned to time my work to it. The plants I press in the afternoons keep their color longer than the ones I do in the morning, when the light is still thin and the island is all shadow and salt.

I am at the long table that serves as both desk and lab bench, a new specimen of Piper methysticum spread under the magnifying loupe. The leaves are still damp from the morning mist. I make a small incision along the midrib and watch the latex bead at the cut. It is thicker than the last batch I collected three weeks ago. The rain has been heavier. Everything here responds to water the way people respond to silence—by becoming more itself.

The station is two rooms and a narrow porch that faces the water. The kitchen and the main living space share the larger room; my sleeping quarters and the supply closet share the smaller one. Adrian’s quarters are on the other side of the thin interior wall. We have learned, over six months, exactly how much sound travels through that wall and how to move so that it travels less. I know the rhythm of his footsteps when he is thinking and the different rhythm when he is only walking from one side of his room to the other. He knows, I assume, when I wake in the night and stand at the window because the tide is too loud to sleep through.

We speak every day. We have to. There are supply logs and weather reports and the small, necessary exchanges about who will take the generator apart next time it coughs. But the words are spare. We have become careful with them, the way people become careful with water when they know the next delivery is weeks away.

I slide the leaf under the scanner and watch the image resolve on the laptop screen. The veins are more pronounced than in the reference photographs I took when I first arrived. I make a note in the field book, the same leather-bound one I have used since graduate school. My handwriting has changed here. It is smaller, tighter, as if the space I allow for each letter has contracted along with everything else.

The door opens behind me.

I do not turn. I know the sound of Adrian’s boots on the threshold, the way he pauses for half a second before stepping fully inside. It is the same pause he has used since the second week. I think it is for me, a courtesy, though he has never said so. He lets the door close behind him without slamming it. The latch clicks softly.

“Harper.”

My name in his voice is always the same—quiet, with the last syllable slightly longer than it needs to be. I finish the note I am writing before I answer.

“Adrian.”

He crosses to the kitchen counter and fills the kettle. I hear the scrape of the match and the soft bloom of the gas flame. He does not ask if I want tea. He simply makes enough for both of us and leaves my cup at the far end of the table, where it will not interfere with my work. I have never told him that I prefer it there. He observed it once and has done it ever since.

I finish the scan and close the laptop. When I look up, he is standing at the window with his back to me, watching the water. He is wearing the gray flannel today. He rotates through three—gray, blue, and a deep green that has faded at the elbows. The glasses are the same thin frames he has always worn. His hair is longer than it was when we arrived. Mine is too. There is no one here to cut it for us, and neither of us has asked the supply boat to bring scissors.

“The kava is stronger this month,” I say.

He turns his head slightly, enough that I can see the line of his profile against the glass. “The soil is holding more moisture. The roots are storing more of the active compounds.”

I nod even though he cannot see me. We talk like this sometimes—small observations that are not quite conversations. They are the only kind of conversation we know how to have without crossing into something we have both decided to leave alone.

He brings the tea to the table and sits across from me, not too close. The steam rises between us. I wrap my hands around the cup and feel the heat through the ceramic. My left thumb still carries the thin white scar from the first month, when I was careless with a blade and a particularly stubborn stem. Adrian had cleaned it without comment and wrapped it in gauze that smelled faintly of the antiseptic we keep in the supply closet. He had not asked if I wanted help. He had simply done it, and I had let him.

We drink in silence for a while. Outside, the tide is coming in. I can hear it against the rocks below the porch. The sound is constant here, a low percussion that becomes part of the background the way a refrigerator hum becomes part of a city apartment. I have stopped noticing it most days. Today I notice it because Adrian is listening to it too.

He sets his cup down.

“I’ve been thinking about the book,” he says.

I wait. Adrian’s book is the reason he is here. Behavioral psychology, patience as a measurable variable, the difference between waiting and enduring. He has been writing it in longhand in a series of black notebooks he keeps in a stack on his desk. I have never seen the pages. I have only seen the covers, worn at the corners from being carried to the porch in the evenings.

He continues, “I’ve been thinking about how little I actually know about the experience of it. The theory is clean. The practice is not.”

I trace the rim of my cup with one finger. “Most research is like that.”

“Yes.” He is quiet again for a moment. “I’ve been considering a case study.”

Something in the way he says it makes me look up. His eyes are on me, steady behind the glasses. He has brown eyes, the kind that do not change much in different lights. I have seen them in morning sun and in the blue glow of the laptop screen at night. They are always the same.

“A case study of what?” I ask.

“Of patience,” he says. “Of what happens when two people agree to be deliberate about wanting.”

The words land in the space between us like a third person has entered the room. I feel them settle. I do not look away. I have learned, in six months, that looking away is a kind of answer, and I am not ready to give one yet.

Adrian does not press. He simply sits with the words he has offered and lets me examine them. That is his particular skill. He can make silence feel like an invitation rather than an absence.

I think about the last six months. The careful choreography of two bodies in a small space. The way we have learned to pass each other in the narrow hallway without touching. The way we have learned to leave a room when the other needs it, even when there is nowhere else to go. The way we have both, at different times, stood on the porch in the rain because the cabin felt too small for whatever we were carrying.

I think about the way he watches me when I am working. Not constantly. Not in a way that demands anything. But I have felt it—the weight of his attention when I am bent over a specimen, when my hair has come loose and I have not yet noticed. He never comments. He never lingers longer than the moment requires. But he sees me. I have grown used to being seen by him in the way one grows used to the tide.

And I have seen him. I know the way his shoulders tighten when he is stuck on a chapter. I know the exact sound of his pen when he is writing quickly and the slower, more deliberate sound when he is revising. I know that he sleeps on his back with one arm above his head and that he wakes before the sun most days. I know these things without ever having been told.

The tea has gone cold in my cup.

I stand and carry it to the sink. The water from the tap is cold and tastes of the metal pipes. I rinse the cup and set it on the drying rack. When I turn back, Adrian is still at the table, watching me with the same steady attention he has always given.

“I don’t know what you’re asking,” I say.

“I’m not asking anything yet,” he answers. “I’m telling you what I’ve been thinking about. I wanted you to know.”

I nod once. The gesture feels smaller than it should.

He stands. He does not push the chair in. He leaves it exactly where it was, an open space at the table, and crosses to his side of the cabin. The door to his room closes behind him with the same soft click as always.

I stay at the sink for a long time. The light has shifted again. It is later than I thought. Outside, the water is darker now, the horizon line beginning to blur into the coming evening. I can see my own reflection in the glass above the sink—dark hair tied back, the collar of my field shirt open at the throat, the small scar on my thumb visible where my hand rests on the edge of the counter.

I have spent six months becoming invisible to everything except the plants and the tide and the man on the other side of the wall. I have told myself that was what I wanted. Solitude. Focus. The clean, measurable work of cataloging what grows and what does not.

But the words he left at the table have already begun to rearrange the air in the room. I can feel them. They are not loud. They are not demanding. They are simply there, and I am already measuring the space they take up.

I turn off the light in the main room and step onto the porch. The boards are damp under my bare feet. The air smells of salt and the faint, sweet rot of the seaweed that washes up at low tide. I stand at the railing and watch the last of the light leave the sky.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen against paper. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether I want it to.

The tide comes in. The island breathes around me. I stay on the porch until the stars are out and the only light left is the small lamp in Adrian’s window, casting a square of gold onto the dark water.

Then I go inside, close the door, and begin the long work of deciding what I will say when he asks.






Chapter 2 — The Root and the Gaze

The generator coughs once at five-seventeen and settles into its usual low thrum. I lie still in the narrow bed, listening to the way the sound travels through the thin wall between our rooms. Adrian is already awake. I can hear the soft shift of his sheets, the quiet tread of his bare feet on the floorboards as he moves to the small desk where he keeps the black notebooks. He does not turn on the lamp. He has learned, over six months, that the glow disturbs the dark in a way that makes sleep harder for both of us.

I stay where I am, eyes open, watching the faint line of dawn begin to separate the horizon from the sea. The tide is out. I can hear the water pulling back across the rocks, a long, slow exhale that will be followed by the sharper inhale when it returns. Six months of this rhythm and I still wake to it every morning as though it is new. The island does not let you forget where you are.

I dress in the dark the way I always do—field shirt, the same pair of cargo pants I have worn for three days, the boots that are beginning to mold to the shape of my feet. My hair is already tied back. I do not look in the small mirror above the sink. There is no one here to see me except Adrian, and he has never once commented on my appearance. That is part of the careful language we have built. We speak of the plants, the weather, the generator, the supply logs. We do not speak of the way my shirt clings when the rain comes in sideways or the way his flannel has faded at the elbows in a pattern I could trace with my eyes closed.

When I step into the main room, he is already at the counter. The kettle is on. The match has already been struck. He does not turn. He simply pours the water when it boils and sets my cup at the far end of the table, exactly where I prefer it. The steam rises in the gray light. I wrap my hands around the ceramic and feel the heat sink into the scar on my left thumb.

“Morning,” I say.

“Morning.”

His voice is still low from sleep. He is wearing the blue flannel today. The gray one is folded on the back of his chair, the way it always is when he rotates through the three. I wonder, not for the first time, whether he washes them himself or whether the supply boat brings them back clean. I have never asked. The question feels too intimate for the language we use.

We drink in silence. Outside, the sky is beginning to show color—pale lavender at the edges, the kind of light that will turn the leaves of the Piper methysticum into something almost translucent if I work quickly. I finish my tea and rinse the cup. Adrian does the same. We move around each other in the small space without touching, the choreography we have perfected over one hundred and eighty-three days.

I gather my field kit from the shelf near the door: the leather-bound book, the small knife, the collection bags, the loupe. Adrian watches me from the corner of his eye. He does not offer to carry anything. He knows I would refuse. Instead he picks up his own notebook—the one with the worn corner—and follows me onto the porch.

The boards are damp beneath my boots. The air smells of salt and the faint, sweet rot of seaweed left by the retreating tide. I step down onto the path that leads to the garden plot we have both come to think of as mine. Adrian stops at the edge of the porch. He does not follow me into the plants. He simply stands there, the notebook open in his hands, and watches.

I kneel in the damp soil. The kava roots I dug three weeks ago have already begun to sprout new shoots. I make a small incision along the newest stem and watch the latex bead at the cut. It is thinner than yesterday’s. The rain has eased. Everything here responds to water the way I am beginning to respond to the weight of Adrian’s attention—by becoming more itself.

I work slowly, the way I always do when I am cataloging. I note the color of the new growth, the angle of the leaves, the way the morning light catches on the fine hairs along the stem. My handwriting in the field book is smaller than it was when I arrived, tighter, as though the space I allow for each observation has contracted along with everything else. I can feel Adrian watching me. Not constantly. He looks away sometimes, writes something in his notebook, then looks back. But the attention is there. I have grown used to the feel of it the way I have grown used to the tide.

Today the watching feels different.

I do not turn. I keep my hands in the soil, my eyes on the plant. But I am aware of the way my shirt has ridden up at the waist when I lean forward, the way my hair has come loose at the nape of my neck, the way the scar on my thumb stands out against the dark earth. I am aware of the line of my spine, the curve of my shoulders, the way my body occupies space in a way I have spent six months trying not to notice.

Adrian writes something. I hear the soft scratch of his pen. I wonder what he is recording. The way I move? The way the light falls across my hands? The way I do not look up even though I know he is there? The thought should make me uncomfortable. Instead I feel a slow, low heat begin to gather somewhere beneath my ribs.

I finish the notation and move to the next cluster of plants. This one is Piper methysticum as well, but older, the stems thicker, the leaves already beginning to yellow at the edges. I make the incision. The latex is darker here, almost viscous. I note the difference. I can feel Adrian’s gaze like a hand between my shoulder blades. Not touching. Just present. Just there.

I stand and stretch, rolling my shoulders the way I always do when I have been kneeling too long. My shirt pulls tight across my back. I hear the soft sound of Adrian’s pen stop. I do not look at him. I simply kneel again at the next plant and continue.

The morning passes like that. I work. Adrian watches. The only sounds are the scratch of his pen, the distant pull of the tide, and the low, steady thrum of the generator behind us. We do not speak. The words he left at the table last night are still between us, unspoken, taking up space in the air the way the humidity takes up space in my lungs.

When the sun is high enough that the shadows begin to shorten, I stand and wipe my hands on my pants. The soil has worked its way under my fingernails. I can feel it against the scar. Adrian closes his notebook. He does not move from the edge of the porch. He simply waits.

I walk back to him. My boots leave prints in the damp earth. When I reach the porch, he steps aside to let me pass. Our shoulders do not touch. They never do. But I can feel the warmth of him, the way the air shifts when he moves.

Inside, the cabin is warmer than the morning air. I wash my hands at the sink. The water is cold. It bites at the small cuts on my knuckles. Adrian sets his notebook on the table and fills the kettle again. He does not ask if I want tea. He simply makes it.

We sit across from each other the way we always do. The steam rises between us. I wrap my hands around the cup and feel the heat sink into the scar. Adrian watches me over the rim of his own cup. His eyes are the same steady brown they have always been. But today they do not look away when I meet them.

I think about the words he said last night. A case study of what happens when two people agree to be deliberate about wanting. I have not answered. I have not said yes. I have not said no. I have simply carried the shape of the question with me through the night and into this morning, feeling it settle in the same place where the watching has begun to gather heat.

Adrian sets his cup down. “The light was good on the plants today.”

“It was.”

“You moved differently than usual.”

I look up. He is not smiling. He is simply stating an observation, the way he states everything else. The soil. The roots. The generator. The way I moved.

“How?” I ask.

He considers. “Slower. More aware of your body. As though you were cataloging yourself as well as the plants.”

The words land between us like the tea steam. I feel them settle. I do not look away. I have learned, over six months, that looking away is a kind of answer, and I am still not ready to give one.

I finish my tea and rinse the cup. Adrian does the same. We move through the small space without touching. I gather my field kit again. There is more work to do on the far side of the island, where the kava grows wilder and the soil is heavier. Adrian picks up his notebook. He does not ask if he can come. He simply follows.

The path is narrow. We walk single file, my boots in front, his behind. The ferns brush against my shoulders. The air is cooler here, shaded by the trees that have grown tall in the years since the last researcher left. I can hear the sound of my own breathing, the soft tread of Adrian’s boots, the distant call of a bird I have not yet identified.

When we reach the clearing, the kava is taller than it was the last time I was here. The stems are thicker, the leaves broader. I kneel in the soil and begin again. Adrian stands at the edge of the clearing, the notebook open, and watches.

I work slowly. I am aware of every movement now—the way my knees sink into the earth, the way my arms reach forward, the way my shirt rides up when I lean. I am aware of the way Adrian’s pen has stopped again. I am aware of the heat gathering low in my belly, the way it has nothing to do with the sun and everything to do with the weight of his attention.

I make the incision. The latex beads. I note the color, the viscosity, the way the stem trembles slightly when I release it. I can feel Adrian’s gaze like a hand at the small of my back. Not touching. Just there. Just present. Just watching.

I stand and move to the next plant. My boots leave prints in the soft soil. I kneel again. The heat has spread now, low and steady, a pulse I can feel between my legs with every shift of my weight. I do not look at Adrian. I keep my eyes on the plant, my hands in the earth, my body moving through the work the way it always has. But everything feels different. The air. The light. The way my skin registers the brush of my own shirt against my back.

When I finally stand, my legs are stiff. I roll my shoulders. My hair has come completely loose now, dark strands clinging to the sweat at my temples. I turn.

Adrian is watching me. Not the plants. Not the notebook. Me. His eyes are steady behind the glasses. His pen is still. The notebook is open in his hands, but he is not writing. He is simply looking at me the way he looked at me last night when he said the words that have rearranged the air between us.

I hold his gaze. The heat is still there, low and steady, a thrum I can feel in my pulse. I do not look away. I let him see me—dirt on my hands, hair loose, shirt damp at the collar. I let him see the way I am aware of him. The way I have always been aware of him, even when I told myself I was not.

He closes the notebook. The soft sound of it is loud in the clearing. He does not speak. He simply waits.

I walk past him on the narrow path. My shoulder brushes his arm. The contact is brief, accidental, the first time we have touched in weeks. I feel it like a spark. I do not stop. I keep walking, my boots on the damp earth, my breath steady even though my pulse is not.

Back at the cabin, I wash the dirt from my hands. The water is cold. It does nothing to quiet the heat. Adrian sets his notebook on the table. He does not open it. He simply stands there, watching me the way he has watched me all day.

I dry my hands on the towel by the sink. The scar on my thumb stands out against the white fabric. I trace it once with my finger, remembering the way he wrapped it six months ago, his touch careful, his eyes on the wound and not on me.

“I need time,” I say.

The words are quiet. They are not an answer. They are not a refusal. They are simply the truth of where I am.

Adrian nods. He does not press. He does not ask what I need time for. He simply picks up his notebook and crosses to his side of the cabin. The door closes behind him with the same soft click as always.

I stand at the sink for a long time. The light has shifted again. It is later than I thought. Outside, the tide is coming in. I can hear it against the rocks, the same low percussion I have learned to sleep through. But tonight I will not sleep easily. Tonight I will lie awake and feel the shape of Adrian’s watching, the way it has changed the air in the cabin, the way it has changed the way I move through my own body.

I turn off the light in the main room and step onto the porch. The boards are cool under my bare feet. The stars are already beginning to show. I stand at the railing and watch the last of the light leave the sky.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether I want it to.

The tide comes in. The island breathes around me. I stay on the porch until the stars are sharp and the only light left is the small lamp in Adrian’s window, casting a square of gold onto the dark water.

Then I go inside, close the door to my room, and begin the long work of deciding what I will say when he asks.






Chapter 3 — The Conditions

The rain comes in sideways on the third morning. It needles the windows and turns the path to the garden plot into a slick of mud that sucks at my boots with every step. I stand at the kitchen counter longer than I need to, watching the water streak the glass, because the alternative is turning around and meeting Adrian’s eyes across the small room. He is at the table already, the blue flannel this time, his notebook open but his pen still. He has not written anything since I came out of my room. He is waiting.

I pour coffee into the second mug even though I have already poured mine. The gesture is automatic, a muscle memory from six months of careful choreography. I set it at the far end of the table, the place that has become his without either of us saying so. When I finally turn, he is watching me with the same steady attention he has given me since the afternoon he spoke the words that rearranged the air.

I do not sit. I drink standing, the mug hot between my palms, the scar on my left thumb visible against the dark ceramic. Adrian does not push. He simply lifts his own mug, takes a slow sip, and sets it down again. The silence stretches. It is not the comfortable silence we have learned to share over meals. This one has weight. It has the shape of the question he left on the table two nights ago and the shape of every answer I have not given.

“The kava in the far clearing is ready for the second harvest,” I say eventually. My voice comes out even. I am proud of that. “The stems are thicker than last month. The latex should be darker.”

Adrian nods. “I’ll walk with you if you want the extra hands.”

It is not an offer. It is a statement of fact. We have done this before—me kneeling in the wet soil, him standing at the edge of the clearing with his notebook, both of us pretending the watching is only professional. But everything is different now. The watching has a new name. The space between us has a new temperature.

I finish my coffee and rinse the mug. Adrian does the same. We move around each other in the narrow kitchen without touching, the same dance we have perfected, except now every near-miss feels deliberate. His sleeve brushes the back of my hand when he reaches for the towel. The contact is brief, accidental, nothing. My skin registers it anyway. I pull my hand back and dry it on my pants, the way I always do when the generator has been temperamental and the water is colder than usual.

Outside the rain has eased to a steady drizzle. We walk the path single file, my boots in front, his behind. The ferns are heavy with water. They slap against my shoulders and leave dark streaks on my field shirt. Adrian carries the collection bags. I carry the knife and the field book. We do not speak. The only sounds are the wet tread of our boots and the distant pull of the tide.

At the clearing I kneel in the mud. The kava stems are taller than they were last week, the leaves broader, the new growth already pushing through the soil. I make the first incision along the thickest stem and watch the latex bead. It is darker, almost viscous, exactly as I predicted. I note the color, the viscosity, the way the stem trembles slightly when I release it. My handwriting in the field book is smaller than it was two days ago, tighter, as though the space I allow for each observation has contracted along with everything else.

Adrian stands at the edge of the clearing. He does not open his notebook. He simply watches. I can feel the weight of his attention between my shoulder blades. It is the same weight I have felt for six months, except now it has a question attached to it. What happens when two people agree to be deliberate about wanting.

I move to the next stem. The mud sucks at my knees. My shirt rides up at the waist when I lean forward. I am aware of every inch of exposed skin, every shift of fabric against my back. I am aware of the way Adrian’s pen has started moving, the soft scratch of it against paper. I wonder what he is writing. I wonder if my name appears in the black notebooks the way the kava appears in mine—measured, dated, observed.

When I stand to stretch, my legs are stiff. I roll my shoulders the way I always do. My hair has come loose at the nape of my neck. I turn, and Adrian is closer than I expected. Not close enough to touch. Just close enough that I can see the water beading on the shoulders of his flannel, the way his glasses have fogged slightly at the edges from the rain.

Our hands brush when I reach for the next collection bag. The contact is accidental, nothing more than the backs of our fingers meeting in the space between us. But the spark is immediate. I pull my hand back. He does not. His fingers stay where they are for half a second longer than they need to, the warmth of them registering against my cold skin. Then he steps back, the same careful distance he has always kept, and the moment passes.

I kneel again. The work is slower now. Every movement feels weighted. I make the incisions. I note the differences. I feel the heat gathering low in my belly, the same low thrum I felt two days ago when he watched me catalog the plants in the garden plot behind the cabin. It is not desire, exactly. It is something quieter, more complicated. It is the awareness of being seen in a way I have spent six months trying not to want.

We work until the rain picks up again. By the time we return to the cabin my boots are caked with mud and my shirt is damp at the collar. Adrian sets the collection bags on the porch and wipes his hands on the towel by the door. I do the same. Our movements are synchronized, the same careful choreography, except now every synchronization feels like a choice.

Inside, the cabin is warmer than the morning air. I wash my hands at the sink. The water is cold. It does nothing to quiet the heat. Adrian moves to the stove and begins the familiar ritual of the kettle, the match, the soft bloom of the gas flame. He does not ask if I want tea. He simply makes enough for both of us.

We sit across from each other at the table. The steam rises between us. I wrap my hands around the mug and feel the heat sink into the scar. Adrian watches me over the rim of his own cup. His eyes are the same steady brown they have always been. But today they do not look away when I meet them.

I think about the words he said two nights ago. I think about the way my body registered the brush of his fingers. I think about the field book open beside my plate, the pages already filled with measurements and dates and the small, private notations I make when a specimen surprises me. I think about adding a different kind of notation. A list. A set of conditions. The thought makes my pulse quicken in a way that has nothing to do with the work.

Adrian sets his cup down. “The latex was darker today.”

“It was.”

“You moved differently in the clearing.”

“How?” I ask.

“Slower. More aware of the space between us.”

The words land between us like the tea steam. I feel them settle. I do not look away. I have learned, over six months, that looking away is a kind of answer, and I am still not ready to give one. But I am closer than I was two days ago.

I finish my tea and rinse the cup. Adrian does the same. We move through the small space without touching. I gather my field kit again. There is more work to do inside today, the pressing and scanning and cataloging that will keep me at the table for the rest of the afternoon. Adrian picks up his notebook. He does not ask if he can stay. He simply sits at the far end of the table, the same place he has sat for six months, and opens the black cover.

The afternoon passes in the particular rhythm we have built. I press the new specimens between sheets of paper, the weight of the books holding them flat. I scan the leaves, watch the images resolve on the laptop screen, note the differences in vein patterns and color. Adrian writes in his notebook. The soft scratch of his pen is the only sound besides the rain against the windows and the low thrum of the generator.

Every so often I look up. He is always there, the blue flannel soft in the gray light, his glasses reflecting the screen of his laptop when he pauses to read what he has written. I wonder what the notebooks contain. I wonder if the pages are filled with the same kind of careful observation I put in my field book—the color of the latex, the angle of the stems, the way the light changes when the rain comes in sideways.

I wonder if my name appears there.

When the light begins to fade I stand and stretch. My shoulders ache from the hours bent over the table. Adrian closes his notebook. He does not move from his chair. He simply watches me the way he has watched me all day, the same steady attention that has begun to feel like a hand between my shoulder blades.

I walk to the kitchen and begin the familiar ritual of dinner. There is rice, the last of the vegetables from the supply boat, the protein packs that taste like nothing and everything at once. Adrian joins me at the counter. We move around each other in the narrow space, the same careful dance, except now every near-miss feels like a question.

Our hands brush again when we reach for the same spoon. This time the contact is longer. His fingers are warm against mine. I do not pull away immediately. I let the touch linger for half a second, the spark registering in the same place where the heat has been gathering since the clearing. Then I step back. He does the same. The moment passes, but the awareness remains.

We eat at the table. The rain has stopped. The windows are streaked with water. The cabin feels smaller than it did two days ago, the space between us tighter, the air thicker with the things we have not yet said. Adrian does not push. He simply eats, the same quiet efficiency he has always shown, and lets the silence do the work.

After dinner I rinse the dishes. Adrian dries them. Our hands meet again over the towel, the briefest brush of skin against skin. This time I do not pull away. I let the contact happen. I let myself feel it. When I finally look up, Adrian is watching me with an expression I have not seen before. Not the steady observation. Something quieter. Something that looks almost like patience.

I dry my hands and walk to the table. The field book is still open, the pages filled with the morning’s notes. I pick up the pen. Adrian does not move from the counter. He simply stands there, the towel in his hands, and watches.

I turn to a fresh page. The paper is clean, the lines even. I write the date in the top right corner, the same way I always do. Then I pause, the pen hovering above the page.

I begin to write.

Conditions:

The word looks small on the page. I stare at it for a long moment. My handwriting is the same tight script I use for the specimens. I can feel Adrian’s attention like a hand at the small of my back. He does not speak. He does not move closer. He simply waits.

I write the first line.

One. The dynamic remains private. No one outside this cabin knows.

The words are careful. Measured. I can feel the shape of them in my chest, the way they rearrange the air the same way his question did two nights ago.

I write the second line.

Two. Either party may stop at any time. No explanation required.

The pen moves more easily now. The list takes shape beneath my hand. I write the third line, the fourth, the fifth. Each one is a boundary, a limit, a way of protecting the work and the space and the careful life we have built over six months. I do not look up. I do not check to see if Adrian is still watching. I simply write, the field book open on the table, the pen moving in the same careful script I use for the kava and the soil and the light.

When I finally set the pen down, the list is six lines long. I read it back. The words are mine. They are careful. They are deliberate. They are the beginning of an answer I am not yet ready to give.

I close the field book. The cover is worn at the edges, the leather soft from months of being carried to the clearing and back. I trace the edge with my finger, the same way I trace the scar on my thumb when I cannot sleep.

Adrian is still at the counter. He has not moved. When I finally look up, he is watching me with the same steady attention he has given me all day. His expression is unreadable. But his eyes are warm.

I do not speak. I simply nod once, the same small gesture I have given him for six months. Then I turn off the light in the main room and step onto the porch.

The boards are cool under my bare feet. The air smells of rain and the faint, sweet rot of seaweed left by the retreating tide. The stars are already beginning to show. I stand at the railing and watch the last of the light leave the sky.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen against paper. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether the list I just started will ever become more than ink on a page.

Then I go inside, close the door to my room, and lie awake with the shape of the list in my chest, the words already rearranging the air between us.






Chapter 4 — The Counteroffer

[CONT/PACE: This chapter still contains Counteroffer material, but the source repeated large fieldwork/list beats from ch2–ch3. Exact duplicated paragraphs were trimmed; Sable should replace with fresh forward motion if the morning needs to stay on-page.]

The rain has stopped by morning, but the air still carries the weight of it. I wake before the generator coughs and lie in the narrow bed listening to the tide pull back across the rocks. My field book rests on the chair beside the bed. I can see the edge of it from where I lie, the worn leather cover catching the first gray light through the window. The list I began two nights ago is inside, six lines of careful handwriting that have rearranged the shape of the cabin more than any storm.

I dress in the dark the way I always do—field shirt, cargo pants, the boots that have molded to the shape of my feet over six months. My hair is already tied back. I do not look in the mirror. There is no one here to see me except Adrian, and he has never once commented on my appearance. That is part of the careful language we have built. We speak of the plants, the weather, the generator, the supply logs. We do not speak of the way my shirt clings when the rain comes in sideways or the way his flannel has faded at the elbows in a pattern I could trace with my eyes closed.

“Morning,” I say.

“Morning.”

His voice is still low from sleep. He is wearing the gray flannel today. The blue one is folded on the back of his chair, the way it always is when he rotates through the three. I wonder, not for the first time, whether he washes them himself or whether the supply boat brings them back clean. I have never asked. The question feels too intimate for the language we use.

We drink in silence. Outside, the sky is beginning to show color—pale lavender at the edges, the kind of light that will turn the leaves of the Piper methysticum into something almost translucent if I work quickly. I finish my tea and rinse the cup. Adrian does the same. We move around each other in the small space without touching, the choreography we have perfected over one hundred and eighty-seven days.

Today the watching feels different.

The morning passes like that. I work. Adrian watches. The only sounds are the scratch of his pen, the distant pull of the tide, and the low, steady thrum of the generator behind us. We do not speak. The words he left at the table two nights ago are still between us, unspoken, taking up space in the air the way the humidity takes up space in my lungs.

We sit across from each other the way we always do. The steam rises between us. I wrap my hands around the cup and feel the heat through the ceramic. Adrian watches me over the rim of his own cup. His eyes are the same steady brown they have always been. But today they do not look away when I meet them.

I think about the list I began two nights ago. I think about the way my body registered the brush of his fingers yesterday in the clearing. I think about the field book open beside my plate, the pages already filled with measurements and dates and the small, private notations I make when a specimen surprises me. I think about adding a different kind of notation. A list. A set of conditions. The thought makes my pulse quicken in a way that has nothing to do with the work.

Adrian sets his cup down. “The latex was darker today.”

“It was.”

“You moved differently in the clearing.”

“How?” I ask.

“Slower. More aware of the space between us.”

Every so often I look up. He is always there, the gray flannel soft in the gray light, his glasses reflecting the screen of his laptop when he pauses to read what he has written. I wonder what the notebooks contain. I wonder if the pages are filled with the same kind of careful observation I put in my field book—the color of the latex, the angle of the stems, the way the light changes when the rain comes in sideways.

I wonder if my name appears there.

I turn to the page where I began the list two nights ago. The six lines are still there, the handwriting tight and careful. I read them back to myself, the words I wrote when I was not yet ready to give an answer.

Conditions:

One. The dynamic remains private. No one outside this cabin knows.

Two. Either party may stop at any time. No explanation required.

Three. The work—the plants, the cataloging, the research—remains the priority. Sessions do not interfere with fieldwork.

Four. No physical contact without explicit verbal consent in the moment.

Five. Aftercare is required after every session. No exceptions.

Six. This arrangement ends when either of us leaves the island. No extensions, no exceptions.

I set the pen down. The list is complete. Six lines of careful handwriting that represent the boundaries I need to protect the work and the space and the careful life we have built over six months. I do not look up. I do not check to see if Adrian is still watching. I simply sit with the weight of what I have written.

Adrian moves from the counter. He crosses to the table and sits across from me, the same careful distance he has always kept. He does not reach for the field book. He simply waits.

I slide the book across the table. The leather cover is worn at the edges, the pages soft from months of being carried to the clearing and back. Adrian opens it to the page where the list begins. He reads slowly. He does not rush. He takes his time with each line, his eyes moving across the words the way he moves through everything else—deliberate, attentive, without hurry.

I watch his face. His expression does not change. He does not smile. He does not frown. He simply reads, the same steady attention he has given me since the afternoon he spoke the words that rearranged the air. When he finishes the sixth line, he closes the book and slides it back across the table.

He nods once. “Yes.”

The word is quiet. It is not a negotiation. It is not a counteroffer. It is simply acceptance. He has read every condition I wrote and he has accepted them all without argument, without hesitation, without the kind of pushback I expected from a man who has spent his career theorizing about the gap between wanting and having.

I feel something shift in my chest. The heat that has been gathering since the clearing settles into something warmer, something that feels almost like relief.

Adrian stands. He crosses to his side of the cabin and returns with one of the black notebooks. He sets it on the table between us and opens it to a page near the back. The handwriting is the same clean script I have seen on the covers, the same careful attention to detail I have come to expect from him.

He slides the notebook across the table.

I open it.

The list is shorter than mine. Five lines, written in the same precise hand. I read them slowly, the way he read mine.

One. Sessions happen at the same time each evening, after dinner, unless fieldwork requires otherwise.

Two. I will not touch you unless you ask. I will not ask unless you are ready.

Three. You will tell me when you are close. You will not come until I say.

Four. After every session, we will talk about what worked and what did not. No exceptions.

Five. This is not an experiment for me. It is not research. It is something I have wanted for a long time, and I am choosing you.

I read the fifth line twice. The words are simple. They are not the language of a behavioral psychologist writing a book on patience. They are the language of a man who has spent ten years watching the world and never being watched back, choosing to be seen.

I look up. Adrian is watching me. Not the way he has watched me all day. This is different. This is the way he looked at me last night when our hands brushed over the towel. Steady. Open. As if he has all the time in the world to wait for me to decide what I want to do next.

I close the notebook. The cover is worn at the corners from being carried to the porch in the evenings. I trace the edge with my finger, the same way I trace the scar on my thumb when I cannot sleep.

Adrian does not speak. He simply sits across from me, the same careful distance he has always kept, and waits.

I stand. I walk to the sink and rinse the last of the dishes. The water is cold. It does nothing to quiet the heat. When I turn back, Adrian is still at the table, the black notebook closed in front of him, his eyes on me with the same steady attention that has begun to feel like a hand at the small of my back.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen against paper. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether the list I just read will ever become more than ink on a page.

Then I go inside, close the door to my room, and lie awake with the shape of his list in my chest, the words already rearranging the air between us.






Chapter 5 — The Reasons

The generator has been temperamental all morning, coughing like it is trying to remember how to breathe. I stand at the counter with my hands wrapped around a mug of tea that has gone cold, listening to the uneven thrum and wondering whether I will have to take it apart again before the supply boat arrives next week. Adrian is at the table, the blue flannel this time, his notebook open but his pen still. He has been watching me since I came out of my room, the same steady attention he has given me since the afternoon he spoke the words that rearranged the air between us.

I rinse the mug and set it on the drying rack. The water from the tap tastes of metal, the same way it always does when the rain has been heavy. I dry my hands on the towel by the sink and turn to face him.

“We should talk about the generator,” I say.

Adrian nods. “It’s been coughing since yesterday.”

“The supply boat comes on Tuesday. If it dies before then, we’ll be without power for four days.”

“I can take it apart this afternoon if you want to show me how.”

I study him. He has never offered to help with the generator before. He has watched me do it, passed me tools when I needed them, but he has never asked to learn. The offer feels like something new, something that belongs to the list we have not yet spoken aloud.

I nod. “All right.”

We spend the morning in the small shed behind the cabin, the air thick with the smell of oil and damp wood. I show him how to open the housing, how to check the spark plugs, how to listen for the cough that means the carburetor needs cleaning. Adrian works beside me without speaking, his hands steady, his attention focused on the machine in front of us. When our shoulders brush, I do not pull away. When his fingers pass me a wrench, I let them linger against mine for half a second longer than necessary.

By midday the generator is running smoothly again. We stand in the shed and listen to the steady thrum, the sound of something fixed, something working the way it is supposed to. Adrian wipes his hands on a rag and looks at me.

“Thank you,” he says.

“For what?”

“For showing me. For letting me help.”

I do not know what to say to that. I have spent six months keeping my distance, keeping the work separate from everything else. But the list I wrote three nights ago has changed something. The boundaries I set have made room for something else, something I am not yet ready to name.

We walk back to the cabin in silence. The path is slick with mud from the morning’s rain. Adrian walks behind me, the same careful distance he has always kept, but I can feel the weight of his attention between my shoulder blades. It is the same weight I have felt for six months, except now it has a name. Patience. Deliberate wanting. A case study he has not yet asked me to become.

Inside, the cabin is warmer than the afternoon air. I wash my hands at the sink. Adrian does the same. We move around each other in the narrow space without touching, the same careful choreography we have perfected, except now every near-miss feels like a choice.

I make tea. Adrian sits at the table and waits. When I set his cup at the far end, he does not reach for it immediately. He looks at me across the space between us, the same steady gaze he has given me since the afternoon he spoke the words.

“I’ve been thinking about why I’m here,” he says.

I sit across from him. The steam rises between us. I wrap my hands around my cup and feel the heat sink into the scar on my left thumb.

“I came here to write a book,” he continues. “That’s what I told the foundation when I applied for the grant. Behavioral psychology, patience as a measurable variable, the difference between waiting and enduring. It sounded clean. It sounded like research.”

He pauses. I do not interrupt. I have learned, over six months, that Adrian does not speak unless he has something to say, and when he speaks he does not waste words.

“But the truth is I came here because I didn’t know how to be anywhere else,” he says. “After the divorce, after the tenure track fell through, after everything I had built in the city stopped making sense, I needed a place where no one knew my name. Where no one expected me to be the man I had been for ten years. Where I could sit with the silence and see if it was something I could live inside.”

I trace the rim of my cup with one finger. “And is it?”

He looks at me. “It was. Until I met you.”

The words land between us like the tea steam. I feel them settle. I do not look away. I have learned, over six months, that looking away is a kind of answer, and I am still not ready to give one. But I am closer than I was four days ago.

I think about why I am here. I think about the postdoc that had fallen through, the funding that had dried up, the advisor who had suggested the island as a way to keep my research alive while I figured out what came next. I think about the six months I have spent cataloging plants and learning to be alone in a way I had never been before.

“I came here because I thought I wanted to disappear,” I say. “Not in the dramatic way. Not in the way people mean when they say they want to run away. I just wanted to be somewhere no one knew my name. Somewhere the only thing that mattered was the work. The plants. The light. The way the tide changes the sound of everything.”

I pause. Adrian waits.

“But I think I was also running from something,” I continue. “From the version of myself that had spent eight years in graduate school trying to be the person everyone expected me to be. The person who published, who presented, who networked. The person who knew how to want what everyone else wanted. I came here because I didn’t know how to want anything else.”

Adrian nods. He does not smile. He does not offer the kind of platitude most people give when the conversation turns this direction. He simply sits with the truth of it, the same way he has sat with my silence since the afternoon he spoke the words.

“I’ve spent ten years teaching people how to wait,” he says. “How to endure. How to sit with the gap between wanting and having without filling it with noise. And I’ve been very good at it. Very precise. Very clinical. But I’ve never actually lived inside that gap myself. Not until I came here. Not until I met you.”

The heat that has been gathering since the clearing settles into something warmer, something that feels almost like recognition. I think about the list I wrote three nights ago, the six lines of careful handwriting that represent the boundaries I need to protect the work and the space and the careful life we have built over six months. I think about the list he wrote in return, the five lines that are shorter, more personal, more unexpected.

I think about the way his fingers lingered against mine when he passed me the wrench this morning.

“I don’t know what this is,” I say. “I don’t know what we’re building. I don’t know if it’s an experiment or a mistake or something else entirely.”

Adrian reaches across the table. He does not touch me. He simply rests his hand palm up on the wood between us, an invitation I am not yet ready to accept.

“I don’t know either,” he says. “But I know that I want to find out. And I know that I want to find out with you.”

I look at his hand. The palm is callused from the generator, the fingers long and steady. I think about the way he has watched me for six months without asking for anything. I think about the way he has accepted every condition I wrote without negotiation. I think about the way he has waited, patient and unhurried, for me to decide what I want.

I place my hand beside his. Not touching. Just close enough that I can feel the warmth of him, the way the air shifts when he moves.

“I’m not ready to say yes,” I say.

“I know.”

“But I’m not ready to say no either.”

“I know that too.”

We sit like that for a long time, our hands resting on the table between us, the steam from our tea rising in the gray light. The generator hums outside. The tide pulls back across the rocks. The island breathes around us, the same low percussion I have learned to sleep through.

I think about the list I began three nights ago. I think about the way Adrian read every line and accepted them all without argument. I think about the way he looked at me when I finished reading his list, the way his eyes were warm and steady and open.

I think about the way I have spent six months trying not to want anything except the work.

And I think about the way that is changing.

Adrian stands. He rinses his cup and sets it on the drying rack. He does not push. He does not ask. He simply moves through the small space with the same careful grace he has always shown, and lets the silence do the work.

I stay at the table for a long time after he has gone to his side of the cabin. The field book is open in front of me, the pages filled with measurements and dates and the small, private notations I make when a specimen surprises me. I trace the edge of the cover with my finger, the same way I trace the scar on my thumb when I cannot sleep.

I think about the list I wrote three nights ago. I think about the way Adrian accepted every condition without negotiation. I think about the way he looked at me when I finished reading his list, the way his eyes were warm and steady and open.

I think about the way I have spent six months trying not to want anything except the work.

And I think about the way that is changing.

The tide comes in. The island breathes around me. I stay at the table until the light fades and the stars begin to show through the window. Then I close the field book, turn off the light in the main room, and step onto the porch.

The boards are cool under my bare feet. The air smells of rain and the faint, sweet rot of seaweed left by the retreating tide. I stand at the railing and watch the last of the light leave the sky.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen against paper. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether the list I began three nights ago will ever become more than ink on a page.

Then I go inside, close the door to my room, and lie awake with the shape of his words in my chest, the way he looked at me when he said he wanted to find out with me.






Chapter 6 — The Signature

The fifth morning arrives with a sky so clear it feels like an accusation. I wake to the sound of the tide pulling back across the rocks and lie still for a long time, watching the light move across the ceiling. The field book rests on the chair beside the bed. I can see the edge of it from where I lie, the worn leather cover catching the first gray light through the window. Inside are two lists now—mine and his—six lines and five lines that have rearranged the shape of the cabin more than any storm.

I dress in the dark the way I always do—field shirt, cargo pants, the boots that have molded to the shape of my feet. My hair is already tied back. I do not look in the mirror. There is no one here to see me except Adrian, and today that feels like both a comfort and a weight.

“Morning,” I say.

“Morning.”

His voice is still low from sleep. He is wearing the gray flannel today. The blue one is folded on the back of his chair. We drink in silence. Outside, the sky is beginning to show color—pale lavender at the edges, the kind of light that will turn the leaves of the Piper methysticum into something almost translucent if I work quickly. I finish my tea and rinse the cup. Adrian does the same. We move around each other in the small space without touching, the choreography we have perfected over one hundred and ninety-one days.

I gather my field kit. Adrian watches me from the corner of his eye. He does not offer to carry anything. He knows I would refuse. Instead he picks up his own notebook and follows me onto the porch.

The boards are damp beneath my boots. The air smells of salt and the faint, sweet rot of seaweed left by the retreating tide. I step down onto the path that leads to the garden plot. Adrian stops at the edge of the porch. He does not follow me into the plants. He simply stands there, the notebook open in his hands, and watches.

I kneel in the damp soil. The kava stems are taller than they were last week. I make the first incision along the thickest stem and watch the latex bead. It is darker than yesterday, almost viscous. I note the color, the viscosity, the way the stem trembles slightly when I release it. My handwriting in the field book is smaller than it was when I arrived, tighter, as though the space I allow for each observation has contracted along with everything else.

Adrian stands at the edge of the clearing. He does not open his notebook. He simply watches. I can feel the weight of his attention between my shoulder blades. It is the same weight I have felt for six months, except now it has a name. Patience. Deliberate wanting. A case study he has not yet asked me to become.

We work until the sun is high enough that the shadows begin to shorten. By the time we return to the cabin my boots are caked with mud and my shirt is damp at the collar. Adrian sets the collection bags on the porch and wipes his hands on the towel by the door. I do the same. Our movements are synchronized, the same careful choreography, except now every synchronization feels like a choice.

I think about the lists. Mine and his. Six lines and five lines that represent the boundaries we have agreed to without speaking them aloud. I think about the way he read every condition I wrote and accepted them all without argument. I think about the way he looked at me when I finished reading his list, the way his eyes were warm and steady and open.

I set my cup down.

“I’m ready,” I say.

Adrian does not smile. He does not reach for me. He simply nods once, the same small gesture he has given me for six months.

“I’ll get the pen,” he says.

He crosses to his side of the cabin and returns with one of the black notebooks and a black fountain pen. The pen is heavier than I expected, the barrel smooth and cool in my hand. Adrian opens the notebook to the page where my list begins. The six lines are still there, the handwriting tight and careful. He reads them aloud, one by one, his voice low and even.

When he finishes, he slides the notebook across the table.

I read them back to myself. The words are mine. They are careful. They are deliberate. They are the beginning of an answer I am finally ready to give.

I take the pen. The ink is black and precise. I sign my name at the bottom of the page, the same way I sign field reports and grant applications. The signature is small, tight, the way my handwriting has become since I arrived on the island.

Adrian takes the notebook back. He turns to the page where his list begins. The five lines are still there, written in the same precise hand. He reads them aloud, one by one, his voice low and even.

When he finishes, he slides the notebook across the table.

I read them back to myself. The words are his. They are careful. They are deliberate. They are the beginning of something I am finally ready to accept.

I take the pen again. The ink is black and precise. I sign my name at the bottom of the page, the same way I signed the first list. The signature is small, tight, the way my handwriting has become since I arrived on the island.

Adrian takes the notebook back. He signs his name beneath mine, the same precise hand he uses for everything else. The signature is clean, deliberate, the way he moves through the world.

He sets the pen down. The notebook lies open between us, two lists and two signatures, the ink still wet on the page.

We sit in silence for a long moment. The steam from our tea has gone cold. The generator hums outside. The tide pulls back across the rocks. The island breathes around us, the same low percussion I have learned to sleep through.

Adrian looks at me. His eyes are the same steady brown they have always been. But today they are warmer. Today they are closer.

He stands. He walks around the table. He stops beside my chair. He does not touch me. He simply stands there, the same careful distance he has always kept, and waits.

I look up at him. The scar at the corner of his left eye is visible in the gray light. His hair is longer than it was when he arrived, [CONT: Silver at Adrian’s temples is unseeded; brief only specifies lean/glasses/three flannels.] the silver at his temples catching the light from the window. He is taller than I remember, leaner, the blue flannel soft against his shoulders.

He leans down. He does not rush. He does not perform. He simply lowers his mouth to mine with the same precise, deliberate attention he has given me since the afternoon he spoke the words that rearranged the air.

The kiss is not what I expected. It is not hungry. It is not demanding. It is simply there, warm and steady and open, the way his eyes have been since the afternoon he spoke the words. His lips are softer than I imagined. His breath is warm against my cheek. His hand rests on the back of my chair, not touching me, just close enough that I can feel the warmth of him, the way the air shifts when he moves.

I close my eyes. I let the kiss happen. I let myself feel it. The heat that has been gathering since the clearing settles into something warmer, something that feels almost like relief. My hands stay on the table. My body stays in the chair. But something inside me shifts, something that has been waiting for six months to be seen.

Adrian pulls back. He does not go far. He rests his forehead against mine for a moment, the same careful distance he has always kept, and lets the silence do the work.

When he finally straightens, his eyes are warm. His expression is unreadable. But his eyes are closer than they have ever been.

He does not speak. He simply stands there, the same careful distance he has always kept, and waits.

I look at the notebook on the table. Two lists. Two signatures. The ink still wet on the page. The first session has not been scheduled. The first touch has not been asked for. The first boundary has not been crossed.

But the kiss is there. The kiss is real. The kiss is the beginning of something I am finally ready to name.

Adrian sits back down across from me. He does not reach for the notebook. He does not ask when we will begin. He simply sits there, the same careful distance he has always kept, and lets the silence do the work.

I think about the lists. I think about the signatures. I think about the way his mouth felt against mine, precise and deliberate and undoing in a way I did not expect.

I think about the way I have spent six months trying not to want anything except the work.

And I think about the way that is changing.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen against paper. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether the lists we signed today will ever become more than ink on a page.

Then I go inside, close the door to my room, and lie awake with the shape of his kiss in my chest, the way it undid me more than I expected, the way it changed everything without changing anything at all.






Chapter 7 — The First Evening

[CONT/PACE: Chapter title promises the first evening/session, but the source repeats ch6 pre-signature/kiss beats. Exact duplicated paragraphs were trimmed; Sable needs a true first-evening scene here or retitle/merge.]

The day arrives with a sky so clear it feels like a question. I wake before the generator coughs and lie still for a long time, watching the light move across the ceiling of my small room. The field book rests on the chair beside the bed. I can see the edge of it from where I lie, the worn leather cover catching the first gray light through the window. Inside are two lists now—mine and his—six lines and five lines that have rearranged the shape of the cabin more than any storm.

“Morning,” I say.

“Morning.”

His voice is still low from sleep. He is wearing the blue flannel today. The gray one is folded on the back of his chair. We drink in silence. Outside, the sky is beginning to show color—pale lavender at the edges, the kind of light that will turn the leaves of the Piper methysticum into something almost translucent if I work quickly. I finish my tea and rinse the cup. Adrian does the same. We move around each other in the small space without touching, the choreography we have perfected over one hundred and ninety-two days.

We sit across from each other at the table. The steam rises between us. I wrap my hands around the mug and feel the heat sink into the scar. Adrian watches me over the rim of his own cup. His eyes are the same steady brown they have always been. But today they are warmer. Today they are closer.

I think about the lists. Mine and his. Six lines and five lines that represent the boundaries we have agreed to without speaking them aloud. I think about the way we signed them yesterday, the ink still wet on the page. I think about the kiss—the precise, deliberate kiss that undid me more than I expected. I think about the way his mouth felt against mine, the way his breath was warm against my cheek, the way his hand rested on the back of my chair without touching me.

I think about the first session, which has not yet been scheduled.

Adrian sets his cup down. “The light is good on the plants today.”

“It is.”

“You moved differently in the clearing.”

“How?” I ask.

“Slower. More aware of the space between us.”

The words land between us like the tea steam. I feel them settle. I do not look away. I have learned, over six months, that looking away is a kind of answer, and I am finally ready to give one.

We spend the afternoon in the cabin, the rain coming in sideways against the windows. I press the new specimens between sheets of paper, the weight of the books holding them flat. I scan the leaves, watch the images resolve on the laptop screen, note the differences in vein patterns and color. Adrian writes in his notebook. The soft scratch of his pen is the only sound besides the rain against the windows and the low thrum of the generator.

I wonder if my name appears there.

I write one word.

Yes.

Adrian crosses to the table. He does not sit. He simply stands beside my chair, the same careful distance he has always kept, and waits.

I look up at him. [CONT: Adrian’s facial scar is introduced only here and is not in the brief/BIBLE; confirm or remove.] The scar at the corner of his left eye is visible in the low light from the lamp. His hair is longer than it was when he arrived, [CONT: Silver at Adrian’s temples is unseeded; brief only specifies lean/glasses/three flannels.] the silver at his temples catching the light from the window. He is taller than I remember, leaner, the blue flannel soft against his shoulders.

When he finally straightens, his eyes are warm. His expression is unreadable. But his eyes are closer than they have ever been.

He does not speak. He simply stands there, the same careful distance he has always kept, and waits.

But the kiss is there. The kiss is real. The kiss is the beginning of something I am finally ready to name.

I think about the way I have spent six months trying not to want anything except the work.

And I think about the way that is changing.

Inside, on the other side of the thin wall, I hear the soft scratch of Adrian’s pen against paper. He is writing again. I wonder what he is writing tonight. I wonder whether my name appears in the black notebooks. I wonder whether the lists we signed yesterday will ever become more than ink on a page.






Chapter 8 — The Edge

The morning light is thin when I wake. I lie still in the narrow bed, listening to the generator’s low thrum and the tide pulling back across the rocks. My body feels different already—aware in a way it has not been in months. The kiss from last night lingers on my lips, the shape of Adrian’s mouth, the careful way he held himself back. I can still feel the heat low in my belly, the way it settled when he told me he was proud of me.

I dress slowly, field shirt, cargo pants, boots. My hair is tied back tighter than usual. When I step into the main room, Adrian is already at the counter. He turns when I enter. His eyes are warm, steady. He does not smile, but something in his face has softened.

“Morning,” he says.

“Morning.”

He pours tea for both of us. We sit across from each other at the table, the same careful distance we have kept for six months. The black notebook with our signed lists rests between us. I trace the edge of my cup with one finger, the scar on my left thumb visible against the ceramic.

“Tonight,” Adrian says quietly. “If you’re still ready.”

I nod. My throat feels tight. “I’m ready.”

He studies me for a moment. “We’ll go slow. We’ll talk through everything. You can stop at any time.”

“I know.”

The day passes in the usual rhythm, but everything feels charged. We walk to the clearing together. I kneel in the damp soil and catalog the new growth on the kava stems. Adrian stands at the edge, notebook open, but I can feel his attention on me in a new way. When our hands brush as I reach for the collection bags, neither of us pulls away immediately. The contact lingers, warm, deliberate.

By afternoon the rain has started again, soft and steady against the windows. We work inside. I press specimens between sheets of paper while Adrian writes in his notebook. Every so often I look up and find him watching me. The air between us feels thinner, more alive.

Dinner is quiet. We move around each other in the small kitchen with the same careful choreography, but now every near-miss feels like a promise. When we finish eating, Adrian clears the table and sets the black notebook in the center. He opens it to the page where we signed.

“Tonight we begin the first session,” he says. “We’ll stay at the table for now. Later, if you want, we can move. The rules remain the same. Safeword is red. Slow is yellow. You tell me what you need.”

I nod. My pulse is high in my throat.

Adrian stands and walks around the table. He stops behind my chair and rests his hands lightly on my shoulders. “Stand up.”

I obey. He turns me gently to face him. His hands move to the buttons of my field shirt. He undoes them one by one, slow, careful, giving me time to stop him. When the shirt falls open, he slides it off my shoulders and folds it neatly over the back of the chair. My bra follows. The cool air of the cabin tightens my nipples. Adrian’s eyes darken, but he does not rush.

He kneels in front of me and unties my boots, then helps me step out of my cargo pants and underwear. I stand naked before him, the scar on my left thumb the only mark on my skin. Adrian looks up at me from his knees, his hands resting on my hips.

“Beautiful,” he says, voice low. “You are so beautiful like this.”

Heat floods my face. I have spent six months trying not to be seen. Now I am seen completely, and the feeling is both terrifying and freeing.

Adrian rises. He takes my hand and leads me to the chair. “Sit.”

I sit. He pushes the chair back slightly so that I am angled toward him. Then he sits across from me again, the table between us. The distance is deliberate. It makes every look, every word, feel heavier.

“Hands on your thighs,” he says. “Palms up. Eyes on me.”

I obey. My palms rest on my bare thighs, open, vulnerable. Adrian watches me for a long moment, then begins to speak.

“I want you to tell me everything you feel tonight. No hiding. No performing. If something feels good, say so. If something is too much, say so. I will not be disappointed. I only want the truth.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

He reaches across the table and takes my right hand. He turns it over and presses his thumb gently into the center of my palm, then traces slow circles. The touch is light, almost clinical at first, but it sends sparks up my arm. He does the same with my left hand, paying special attention to the scar on my thumb.

“Tell me what this feels like,” he says.

“Warm. Careful. Like you’re learning me.”

“I am learning you.” He releases my hands. “Now touch yourself. Slowly. Show me how you like to be touched.”

My breath catches. I have never done this in front of anyone. My right hand moves between my thighs. I am already wet. My fingers slide through the slickness and find my clit. I circle it the way I do when I am alone, light pressure, slow rhythm.

Adrian watches without blinking. “Good. Keep going. Tell me when you’re close.”

I work myself slowly, the way he asked. The pleasure builds steadily. My breath shortens. My thighs begin to tremble.

“Close,” I say.

“Stop.”

I pull my hand away. The denial is sharp, immediate. My body protests. Adrian’s eyes are dark, focused.

“Breathe through it,” he says. “Tell me what you’re feeling right now.”

“Frustrated. Needy. Like I want to beg already.”

He smiles, small and warm. “Not yet. Again.”

I touch myself again. This time he talks me through it.

“Slower. Yes, like that. Feel how wet you are. Feel how your body wants more. When you get close, I want you to stop yourself before I have to tell you.”

I obey. The second edge comes faster. When I am right on the brink, I pull my hand away. My hips jerk once, involuntary. Adrian’s gaze is steady.

“Again.”

The third time I am shaking. My clit is swollen, hypersensitive. Every circle of my fingers sends sparks through me. I am so close I can taste it.

“Adrian,” I whisper. “Please—”

“Stop.”

I whimper. My hand falls away. Tears prick at the corners of my eyes, not from pain but from the intensity of being held like this.

Adrian stands and walks around the table. He kneels between my spread thighs. He does not touch me yet. He simply looks at me—flushed, trembling, open.

“You are doing so well,” he says. “I am so proud of you.”

He leans in and presses a single kiss to the inside of my left thigh, just above the knee. Then another, higher. His breath is warm against my skin. When he finally presses his mouth to me, it is reverent, slow. His tongue moves with the same careful attention he gives everything else—learning, tasting, giving without taking.

I come apart almost immediately. The orgasm rips through me, sudden and overwhelming after so much denial. Adrian does not stop. He works me through it, gentle, steady, until I am gasping and clutching the edges of the chair.

When he finally pulls back, his mouth is wet. He looks up at me with dark, satisfied eyes.

“That was beautiful,” he says. “Thank you for giving that to me.”

I am shaking. My legs feel liquid. Adrian rises and pulls me to my feet, then into his arms. He holds me against his chest, one hand stroking my hair, the other resting at the small of my back. I can feel his heartbeat, steady and strong.

We stay like that for a long time. The lamp casts soft light over the signed lists on the table. Outside, the tide comes in. The island breathes around us.

Eventually Adrian leads me to the bed. He pulls back the covers and helps me lie down. He undresses himself—gray flannel, then the rest—and climbs in beside me. He does not ask for anything in return. He simply pulls me against his chest, my back to his front, and wraps his arm around my waist.

“Sleep,” he says quietly. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

I close my eyes. My body is heavy, sated in a way I have never felt before. The denial, the edges, the careful way he brought me apart and then held me together—it has changed something fundamental.

I think about the lists we signed. I think about the way his mouth felt on me. I think about the way he said he was proud.

For the first time since I arrived on this island, I do not feel alone inside the wanting.

The tide comes in. The generator hums. Adrian’s breath is warm against the back of my neck.

I sleep.






Chapter 9 — The Quiet Between

I wake to the sound of the generator and the smell of coffee.

Adrian is already up. He moves quietly in the small kitchen space, wearing only the gray flannel from last night, unbuttoned. The light through the east window catches on the line of his spine as he reaches for mugs. My body feels heavy, warm, marked in ways I cannot name yet. Between my legs there is a dull, pleasant ache, and the memory of his mouth returns in pieces—the slow drag of his tongue, the way he pulled back every time I climbed too close.

I pull the covers higher. The lists are still on the table where we left them, weighted by a river stone we use as a paperweight. His handwriting is neat, almost architectural. Mine is smaller, tighter, the product of too many field notes scribbled in haste.

He turns, sees me awake, and smiles without showing teeth. It is the same smile he gives the tide charts when they align with his predictions.

“Morning,” he says. “Coffee’s ready. I didn’t want to wake you.”

I sit up slowly. The sheet falls to my waist. I am naked beneath it, and the cool air raises gooseflesh along my arms. Adrian’s gaze drops, lingers, then returns to my face. He does not pretend not to look. That is part of the new terms.

“Thank you,” I say.

He brings me the mug. Our fingers brush. The contact is ordinary and electric at once. I sip. The coffee is strong, exactly how I like it. He has learned this without asking.

We do not speak of last night immediately. Instead we move through the morning rituals we have perfected over six months of shared space: the small bathroom rotations, the checking of rain gauges, the logging of overnight temperatures. The station is a living thing that requires tending before we tend to ourselves. Today the tending feels different. Every ordinary motion carries the echo of what we signed.

I find my clothes from yesterday folded on the chair beside the bed. He must have done that while I slept. The gesture is small and precise and somehow more intimate than anything that happened between my thighs.

When the basic work is done, we sit at the table with our second cups. The lists are between us. I reach for mine first. The paper is slightly creased from where his hand rested on it.

“You can change anything,” he says. “Any time. That’s what the safeword is for, but even without it—just say the word.”

I trace the edge of the page. My conditions are still there, exactly as I wrote them: no humiliation, no degradation, no permanent marks, no sharing of what happens here with anyone outside this room. The last line is the one that matters most to me: I decide when it ends.

Adrian’s list is longer. It is also gentler than I expected.

He wants to control the timing of my orgasms. He wants to watch me ask. He wants to use his hands, his mouth, and eventually—when I am ready—other things. He has written the word “eventually” in parentheses, as if he is already hedging against my fear of too much too soon. There are notes about aftercare, about checking in, about the difference between frustration and distress. At the bottom, in smaller script, he has added: I will not lie to you about what this does to me.

I look up. He is watching the steam rise from his mug.

“You wrote that last part after I signed,” I say.

“I did.”

“Why?”

He meets my eyes. “Because I want you to know the wanting is not one-sided. Even when I’m the one holding the line.”

The words land low in my stomach. I nod once, then fold both papers and slide them into the drawer where we keep the tide logs. The act feels ceremonial.

We eat breakfast in near silence—oatmeal, dried fruit, the last of the powdered milk. The rhythm of chewing, of spoons against bowls, feels like a continuation of the breathing we did in the dark. When the dishes are washed and stacked, Adrian dries his hands on a towel and leans against the counter.

“Last night,” he says, “was the first time I’ve done that with someone who wasn’t already practiced at it.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You seemed practiced enough.”

“Practice and experience are different.” He folds the towel, sets it aside. “I’ve read about it. Written about it. But doing it with you—watching you try to stay quiet and then fail—I wasn’t prepared for how much I would like it.”

The honesty is disarming. I am used to men who perform confidence. Adrian simply states facts.

“I liked it too,” I say. “More than I thought I would.”

He nods, as if this confirms something he already suspected. “Do you want to talk about what happens next, or would you rather let the day decide?”

I consider. The day is already deciding. I can feel the low thrum of anticipation starting again, the way my body remembers the edge and wants to test it.

“I want to work first,” I say. “Then I want you to decide.”

Something shifts in his posture—subtle, but I see it. The psychologist recedes; the man who signed the list steps forward.

“All right,” he says. “Work.”

We spend the morning in the greenhouse. I catalog the new growth on the Piper methysticum cuttings we brought from the mainland six weeks ago. Adrian sits at the small desk in the corner, writing longhand in the notebook he uses for his book. Every so often I feel his attention on me. It is not the clinical observation I have grown used to. It is weighted now. Personal.

At noon the rain starts, soft at first, then steady. We eat lunch under the awning—canned tuna, crackers, an apple cut into precise quarters. Adrian watches me eat the last slice, juice on my fingers, and I know he is already planning something. The knowledge makes the food taste sharper.

After lunch the rain keeps us inside. We read for a while, then I attempt to update my field notes. The words blur. My mind keeps returning to the drawer where the lists live, to the way his voice sounded when he told me to come and then told me not to.

I close the notebook.

“Adrian.”

He looks up from his own pages.

“I’m done working.”

He sets his pen down. The click is deliberate. “Come here.”

I cross the room. He remains seated. When I reach him he takes my hand and pulls me gently into his lap. The chair creaks under our combined weight. His arm goes around my waist, anchoring me. Through the flannel I can feel the warmth of his chest, the steady beat of his heart.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he says.

I rest my forehead against his temple. “That I want you to touch me again. That I’m already wet and we haven’t even started. That it scares me how fast this happened.”

His hand slides under the hem of my shirt, palm flat against my stomach. “It didn’t happen fast. It happened after six months of watching each other pretend not to watch.” His fingers trace the waistband of my leggings. “May I?”

“Yes.”

He slips his hand inside. The first touch is light, exploratory, the same careful mapping he used last night. I shift, trying to press into his fingers. He stills me with a quiet sound.

“Slow,” he says. “We have time.”

The rain drums on the metal roof. His fingers move in lazy circles, never quite where I want them. I can feel myself growing slicker, the ache from last night blooming into something sharper. When I try to rock my hips he tightens his arm around my waist.

“Adrian.”

“Ask.”

The word is soft, almost tender. I swallow. Asking feels different in daylight. Last night the dark gave me cover. Now the greenhouse light is diffuse but present, and I can see the way his pupils have dilated behind his glasses.

“Please,” I say. “I want your fingers inside me.”

He gives me one. The slide is easy. He curls it slowly, finding the spot that makes my thighs tense. A second finger joins the first. The stretch is perfect, not enough, exactly enough. His thumb stays maddeningly light against my clit, circling but never pressing.

I try to stay quiet. I fail. A small sound escapes, half breath, half moan. Adrian’s mouth finds the shell of my ear.

“That’s it,” he murmurs. “Let me hear you. We’re not performing for anyone.”

The permission unravels something in me. I let the sounds come. He works me with steady patience, bringing me close, then easing back, then close again. My head falls against his shoulder. I can feel his erection against my hip, hard and insistent, but he makes no move to adjust or relieve it. The restraint is its own kind of heat.

When I am shaking and close to the edge for the third time, he withdraws his fingers. I make a sound of protest. He brings the wet digits to my mouth.

“Taste,” he says.

I open. The flavor of myself on his skin is intimate in a way that bypasses language. I suck gently, and his breath catches—the first crack in his composure I have heard all day.

He pulls his hand away, wipes it on his own shirt, then stands with me still in his arms. The display of strength is unexpected and unreasonably attractive. He carries me the short distance to the bed and lays me down. My leggings and underwear come off in one efficient motion. He leaves my shirt on.

“Hands above your head,” he says.

I obey. The position stretches my torso, makes me feel exposed and held at once. Adrian kneels between my thighs. He does not undress. He simply watches me for a long moment, then lowers his mouth.

The first lick is broad and slow. I arch. He pins my hips with one forearm and continues—long strokes, then focused attention, then nothing at all. The pattern is the same as last night but slower, more deliberate. Every time I climb he eases off. Every time I beg with my body he answers with patience.

I lose track of how many times he brings me to the edge. The rain is a constant. My thighs tremble. At some point I realize I am crying—not from frustration, but from the overwhelming rightness of being seen this completely. Adrian notices. He stops, crawls up my body, and kisses the tears from my cheeks.

“Color,” he says.

“Green,” I whisper. “So green.”

He kisses me properly then, mouth open, letting me taste myself on his tongue. The kiss is deep and unhurried. When he pulls back his glasses are fogged. He removes them and sets them aside.

“I want to try something,” he says. “If you’re willing.”

“Anything.”

The word is out before I think. Adrian’s expression softens.

“Not anything. Only what we agreed.”

He reaches for the drawer beside the bed and removes a small bottle of lube we both pretend we don’t know is there. He warms it between his palms, then returns to his place between my legs. One slick finger circles my entrance, then presses inside—slow, careful, giving me time to adjust. A second joins. The stretch is more than before. He curls them, finds the spot again, and begins to stroke in a rhythm that bypasses my clit entirely.

The sensation is different. Deeper. Less frantic. I feel myself opening around him, the pleasure building in a slow, inexorable wave. When I am close he adds his thumb—not on my clit, but pressing gently against the hood, a constant, maddening pressure that keeps me hovering without tipping over.

“Adrian,” I say, and it is both plea and warning.

“I know,” he answers. “I know. Stay with me.”

I stay. The wave crests and holds, a long, suspended plateau of almost. My vision blurs at the edges. My hands fist in the sheets above my head. Adrian watches my face the entire time, cataloging every twitch, every caught breath. The attention is almost too much.

When he finally eases off I am sobbing in earnest—quiet, overwhelmed sobs that shake my whole frame. He gathers me into his arms, pulls the blanket over us both, and holds me while I come down. His hand strokes my hair. His voice is low and steady, nonsense words and praise and reminders that I am safe.

Eventually the shaking stops. I feel wrung out and strangely light, as though something heavy has been poured out of me and replaced with air.

Adrian’s erection is still pressed against my thigh. I reach for him through his pants. He catches my wrist.

“Not today,” he says. “Today is about you.”

I want to argue. The lists say we negotiate both directions. But the look on his face stops me. This is what he needs right now—to give without taking. I nod and tuck my face against his neck.

We lie like that until the rain eases. The light outside shifts toward evening. Adrian gets up, brings me water, makes us both tea. We drink in silence, legs tangled under the blanket.

Later, when the generator is turned down for the night and the only light is the small reading lamp, Adrian pulls me against his chest again.

“Tomorrow,” he says, “I want to try the blindfold. If you’re willing.”

The idea sends a fresh spark through my tired body. “I’m willing.”

He kisses the top of my head. “Good. Sleep now.”

I close my eyes. The wanting is still there, banked but present. It does not feel like hunger anymore. It feels like a language we are learning to speak together, one careful sentence at a time.

Outside, the tide comes in. Inside, Adrian’s arm is heavy and warm around my waist. I sleep without dreaming, and for the first time in months the silence of the island feels like company instead of absence.






Chapter 10 — The Blindfold

Morning arrives gray and soft. The rain has stopped sometime in the night, leaving the air thick with the smell of wet cedar and salt. I wake to the weight of Adrian’s arm still around my waist, his breath steady against the back of my neck. For a moment I lie still, listening to the generator’s low hum and the distant sound of waves against the rocks. My body feels loose, almost liquid, as though the storm inside me last night cracked something open and let the pressure out.

Adrian stirs when I shift. His hand flexes once against my stomach, then stills.

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

“Morning.” I turn in his arms until we’re facing each other. His glasses are off, folded on the crate beside the bed. Without them his face looks younger, the lines around his eyes softer. I reach up and trace the edge of his jaw with one fingertip. “You stayed.”

“I stayed.” He catches my hand and presses a kiss to the center of my palm. “How do you feel?”

I take inventory. Sore in places I didn’t know could be sore. Tired, but not the bone-deep exhaustion from before. The wanting is still there, a low, steady pulse, but it no longer feels like an emergency. “Better. Lighter.”

“Good.” He studies me for a long moment, thumb brushing the inside of my wrist where my pulse beats. “Do you still want to try the blindfold today?”

The question lands low in my belly. I nod before I can second-guess it. “Yes.”

Adrian’s mouth curves, small and private. “Then we’ll do it after breakfast. Not before. I want you fed and steady first.”

We move through the morning the way we always do—coffee, oatmeal, the small rituals of the station—but everything feels shifted by a fraction. Every time our hands brush, every time he looks at me over the rim of his mug, the air between us tightens. By the time the dishes are washed and set to dry, my skin is already humming.

Adrian clears the table, then disappears into his room. When he returns he’s carrying the black silk sleep mask I’ve seen on his nightstand and a length of soft cotton rope I recognize from the supply closet. He sets both on the table between us.

“Rules first,” he says. “You can take the blindfold off at any time. You say the word and it comes off, no questions. If you can’t speak, you snap your fingers twice. I’ll stop immediately.”

I nod, throat tight. “Okay.”

“Second rule: I decide when you come. You can ask. You can beg. I still decide. That’s the point of today.”

Heat floods my face, but I hold his gaze. “I understand.”

“Third: aftercare is non-negotiable. When we’re done, you let me take care of you. No negotiating that one away.”

I think of last night—the way he held me while I shook, the tea, the silence that didn’t feel empty. “I can do that.”

Adrian exhales, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. “Good. Come here.”

He leads me to the bed and has me sit on the edge. The blindfold is cool against my skin when he slides it over my eyes. The world goes dark. Not the soft dark of closed lids, but complete, velvet black. My other senses sharpen at once—the sound of his breathing, the faint creak of the floorboards, the smell of cedar and soap and him.

“Lie back,” he says quietly.

I do. The mattress dips as he settles beside me. His fingers find the hem of my shirt and ease it up, slow enough that I could stop him if I wanted. Cool air touches my stomach. Then his mouth, warm and open, just below my ribs.

I arch without meaning to. He presses me back down with one hand flat on my hip.

“Stay still for me.”

The command settles over my skin like another layer of fabric. I force my body to relax. His mouth moves higher, tracing the line of my sternum, the curve of one breast through the thin cotton of my bra. When his teeth close gently around my nipple, I gasp. The blindfold makes every touch sharper, every pause longer. I don’t know where he’ll touch next. I only know he will, eventually, and that I have to wait for it.

He takes his time. Shirt off. Bra unhooked and set aside. Jeans unbuttoned but not removed. Every new inch of skin he uncovers receives the same deliberate attention—kisses, the drag of his tongue, the careful pressure of his teeth. By the time his hand slips beneath the waistband of my underwear, I’m already trembling.

“Adrian.”

“Tell me what you need.”

I swallow. “Touch me. Please.”

He does—slow circles that make my hips lift off the mattress. Every time I get close, he eases back. The rhythm is maddening. I lose track of how many times he brings me to the edge and pulls me back. The blindfold keeps me inside my own head, inside the wanting. There’s nowhere to hide from it.

At some point I realize I’m begging. Words I don’t remember forming spill out of me—please, Adrian, please, I need— He answers each one with another careful stroke, another denial.

When he finally lets me come, it’s with his mouth on me and two fingers inside, the blindfold still in place. The orgasm rips through me like a wave breaking on the rocks outside. I cry out, back bowing, one hand fisted in the sheets. Adrian works me through it, gentling only when the tremors start to ease.

Afterward he removes the blindfold. Light floods back in, too bright at first. I blink up at him. His hair is messy, his mouth wet. He looks wrecked in the best way.

“Okay?” he asks.

I nod, still catching my breath. “More than okay.”

He helps me sit up, wraps the blanket around my shoulders, and disappears into the kitchen. When he returns it’s with water and the same tea from last night. We drink in silence, legs tangled again. The wanting hasn’t vanished—it never does, not completely—but it feels different now. Less like hunger. More like a current we’re both learning to ride.

Adrian sets his mug aside and pulls me against his chest. I go willingly, ear pressed over his heartbeat.

“Tomorrow,” he says, “I want to try something with your hands. If you’re willing.”

I smile against his shirt. “I’m willing.”

Outside, the tide comes in. Inside, Adrian’s fingers trace slow patterns on my bare shoulder. The island feels smaller than it did six months ago. Or maybe I feel larger inside it. Either way, the silence no longer scares me.

It feels like room we’re learning to fill together, one careful sentence at a time.






Chapter 11 — Still Hands

The rain starts before dawn. It comes in soft sheets that drum against the roof and turn the windows into gray watercolor. I wake with Adrian’s arm heavy across my waist and the memory of last night still warm between my legs. My body feels loose, wrung out in the best way. The blindfold is gone, folded neatly on the nightstand beside the empty mugs.

I lie still for a long time, listening to the rain and the steady pull of his breath against my shoulder. Six months ago I would have slipped out of bed the moment I opened my eyes. I would have made coffee, checked the rain gauges, started the day’s notes on the new growth along the southern trail. Now I stay where I am. I let myself feel the weight of him. I let myself want the next thing before the last thing has even settled.

Adrian stirs when the light changes. His hand moves, slow and absent, tracing the line of my hip beneath the blanket. He doesn’t speak right away. He never does. He waits until the wanting has a shape.

“Morning,” I say.

“Morning.” His voice is gravel from sleep. “You stayed.”

“I always stay now.”

He presses a kiss to the back of my neck, then another, lower. “Good.”

We make coffee together in the small kitchen, moving around each other with the quiet choreography we’ve learned. He grinds the beans while I measure the water. The rain has turned the air inside the cabin damp and cool. I pull on one of his flannels over my tank top and roll the sleeves twice. It still smells like him—cedar and soap and the faint mineral scent of the island itself.

We drink standing at the counter. Adrian watches the rain through the window above the sink. His glasses are fogged at the edges. I reach up and wipe them clean with the hem of my sleeve. He catches my wrist before I can pull away.

“Still willing?” he asks.

I know what he means. The hands. Whatever he has planned for today. My pulse jumps once, hard, then settles into something steadier.

“Yes.”

He nods, like he expected nothing less. “Finish your coffee. Then come back to the bedroom. Leave the shirt on.”

The order is gentle. It always is. I drink the rest of my coffee slowly on purpose, letting the anticipation build. When I set the mug down, Adrian is already gone. I hear the soft click of the bedroom door.

I take my time. I wash both mugs. I wipe the counter. I stand at the window and watch a gull ride the wind above the cove. Only when my hands have stopped shaking do I walk down the short hallway.

The bedroom is dim, the curtains drawn against the gray morning. Adrian has lit the small lamp on the dresser. It casts a warm circle of light that doesn’t quite reach the corners. He is sitting on the edge of the bed, still in the soft gray shirt he slept in, bare feet on the rug. Between his hands he holds a length of black silk—the same fabric he used as a blindfold last night, only longer.

I stop in the doorway.

“Come here,” he says.

I go. He stands when I reach him, and for a moment we are simply close, breathing the same air. He lifts one of my hands and turns it palm up between us. His thumb traces the scar on my left thumb—the one from the secateurs two seasons ago.

“I want to tie your wrists,” he says. “Not tight. Not to the bed. Just together. In front of you. So you can feel the restraint but still touch. If you want to stop, you say the word. If you want to slow down, you say yellow. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Say it back.”

“I understand. Red to stop. Yellow to slow.”

He nods once. Then he brings my wrists together and begins to wrap the silk. The fabric is cool at first, then warms against my skin. He works with the same careful attention he gives to everything—each loop even, each knot secure but not tight. When he’s finished, my hands are bound in front of me, palms facing each other, the loose ends tucked neatly so nothing dangles.

“Test it,” he says.

I pull gently. The silk gives a little, then holds. The restriction is subtle. I can still lift my arms, can still bring my bound hands to my mouth if I want. But I can’t separate them. I can’t reach behind me. I can’t touch him with two hands at once.

“How does it feel?” he asks.

“Different.” My voice comes out lower than I expect. “Like I’m already halfway there.”

Adrian’s mouth curves, small and private. He sits back on the bed and pulls me between his knees. The flannel I’m wearing falls open at the front. He slides his hands inside, palms warm against my ribs, and just holds me there for a long moment. I can feel my heartbeat against his thumbs.

“Today isn’t about coming,” he says. “Today is about staying. I want you to touch me. With both hands together. I want you to feel what it does to me when you can’t pull away. And I want you to tell me when it gets hard. When you want to come and can’t. Can you do that for me, Harper?”

I nod. Then, because he likes the words, I say, “Yes. I can do that.”

He kisses me then—slow, deep, thorough. His tongue traces the line of my lower lip before he takes it between his teeth. I lean into him, bound hands resting against his chest. The silk brushes his shirt. He makes a quiet sound I feel more than hear.

When he pulls back, his eyes are darker. “On the bed.”

I climb up. The mattress dips under his weight as he follows. He arranges me on my back, head on the pillows, arms resting above my head so the bound wrists don’t press against my ribs. The flannel is pushed open. Cool air touches my skin. Adrian looks at me for a long time, not touching, just looking. I feel the weight of his gaze like another layer of restraint.

He starts with his mouth. He kisses the inside of my left wrist, just above the silk. Then the right. He works his way down the length of my arm, slow enough that I can count each kiss. By the time he reaches the curve of my shoulder I’m already breathing harder. He pauses there, lips against the tendon that runs to my neck.

“Tell me what you’re feeling,” he says.

“Impatient.”

He smiles against my skin. “Good. Keep going.”

He moves lower. His mouth finds the place where my collarbone meets the hollow of my throat. He lingers there, sucking lightly until I know there will be a mark later. I arch up without meaning to. My bound hands flex. The silk tightens, then eases. The reminder makes heat pool low in my belly.

Adrian takes his time. He maps every inch of me with his mouth and the flat of his tongue. He avoids the places I want him most. When I try to guide him with my bound hands, he catches my wrists gently and presses them back to the pillow.

“Still,” he says. “Let me.”

I let him. It costs something. The wanting sharpens, turns into an ache that sits behind my breastbone and between my legs at the same time. He sucks one nipple into his mouth, rolls it with his tongue until it’s tight and aching, then moves to the other. I make a sound I don’t recognize. My hips shift. He presses one hand flat against my stomach, holding me down.

“Talk to me,” he says.

“I want your mouth lower.”

“Where?”

“Between my legs.”

He hums, pleased. “Not yet.”

He continues his slow inventory. By the time he has kissed every rib, every inch of my stomach, the inside of each hip, I am shaking. The silk around my wrists feels warmer now, almost part of me. I can feel every place where it touches skin. I can feel every place where it doesn’t.

Adrian sits back on his heels between my spread thighs. He is still fully dressed. The contrast makes me feel exposed in a way that has nothing to do with nakedness. He looks at the wet heat between my legs, then at my face.

“You’re beautiful like this,” he says. “Open. Waiting. Hands tied and still reaching for me.”

I swallow. “Adrian.”

“I know.” He leans down and kisses the inside of my thigh, high enough that I feel his breath against me. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to touch me.”

“I am touching you.”

“More.”

He smiles, small and devastating. “Later.”

Instead he shifts up the bed and brings my bound hands down between us. He guides them to the front of his pants. I can feel him, hard and hot even through the fabric. The restriction makes the touch clumsy and intimate at the same time. I press my palms against him, feel the way he twitches under my hands.

“Like that,” he says. “Both hands. Don’t stop unless you need to.”

I rub him through the fabric, slow and careful. The silk slides against his zipper. Adrian’s breathing changes. He braces one hand on the headboard and watches me work. When I try to fumble the button open with bound fingers, he helps. The zipper comes down. I reach inside and wrap both hands around him—awkward, yes, but possible. The heat of him against my palms makes my mouth water.

Adrian makes a low sound. His hips push forward once, controlled. I stroke him as best I can with my wrists tied, learning the rhythm he likes by the way his stomach tightens. He is velvet and steel and slick at the tip. I want to taste him. The wanting is so sharp it borders on pain.

“Harper,” he says, voice rough. “Look at me.”

I do. His eyes are nearly black. His mouth is parted. He looks undone in a way I have never seen before, and I am the one doing it to him with nothing but bound hands and patience.

“I want—” I start.

“I know.” He covers my hands with one of his, stilling them. “Not yet. Not today.”

He moves my hands away gently. I make a sound of protest that turns into a gasp when he finally, finally puts his mouth on me. He licks a slow stripe from entrance to clit, then settles there, sucking and circling until my thighs are trembling around his ears. My bound hands find his hair. I hold on, not guiding, just anchoring myself to something solid while the world narrows to the wet heat of his tongue and the pressure building, building, building.

I am close. So close. The edge is right there, shimmering and unreachable. Adrian knows. He eases off, kisses my thigh, waits until the wave recedes. Then he starts again. And again. Each time I climb higher. Each time he pulls me back before I can fall.

I lose count. The rain drums. The silk holds. Adrian’s name becomes the only word I know.

When he finally lets me come, it is with two fingers inside me and his mouth sealed over my clit, sucking hard. The orgasm crashes through me like a storm surge. I cry out, back arching, bound hands fisted in his hair. He works me through it, gentling only when the aftershocks start to fade.

Afterward he unties my wrists. The silk falls away. Blood rushes back into my fingers in tingling waves. Adrian massages each hand, kissing the faint red marks the fabric left behind. He pulls me against his chest and holds me while I shake.

“You did so well,” he says into my hair. “So beautiful. So patient.”

I press my face to his throat. My voice is hoarse. “I wanted to touch you more.”

“You will.” His hand strokes down my back, slow and soothing. “We have time.”

We lie like that until the rain eases and the light changes again. Adrian makes us tea. We drink it in bed, legs tangled, my bound wrists now free but still resting in my lap like they remember the shape of the silk.

Outside, the tide comes in. Inside, Adrian’s fingers trace the inside of my wrist where the marks are already fading. I think about the year we have left. I think about the letter that might still come. I think about what it would mean to leave this cabin, this man, this careful, deliberate wanting.

I don’t say any of it. Not yet.

Instead I turn my hand in his and lace our fingers together, palm to palm, no silk between us.

“Tomorrow,” I say.

“Tomorrow,” he agrees.

The rain starts again, soft and steady, and the island holds us both.






Chapter 12 — The Space Between Breaths

The rain returns before dawn, a soft percussion against the cabin roof that wakes me before the light does. Adrian’s arm is still draped over my waist, heavy and warm, his breath steady against the back of my neck. My wrists ache faintly from the silk, a pleasant reminder rather than a complaint. I lie still for a long time, listening to the tide and the rain and the quiet rhythm of his breathing, trying to decide whether I want to move or stay exactly like this until the day forces us apart.

He stirs when I shift, his hand sliding up to rest over my breast, palm flat, thumb brushing once across my nipple in a touch so casual it feels almost domestic. “Morning,” he says, voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.” I turn in his arms until we’re facing each other. His glasses are on the nightstand. Without them his face looks younger, softer around the eyes. I reach up and trace the line of his jaw, the faint stubble that always appears by mid-morning. “You stayed.”

“I said I would.”

We had not discussed sleeping arrangements after the scene. The rule had always been that aftercare happened in bed, but that we returned to our own rooms once the trembling stopped. Last night the trembling had lasted longer than usual. Or maybe neither of us had wanted to break the contact.

Adrian’s thumb moves in slow circles over my nipple until it tightens. He watches the reaction with the same focused attention he gives every experiment. “How do you feel?”

“Sore in the best way.” I press closer, sliding one thigh between his. He is half-hard against my hip, but he makes no move to do anything about it. That, too, is part of the game. “You didn’t come.”

“I didn’t need to.” He kisses the corner of my mouth, then the hinge of my jaw, then the sensitive spot just below my ear. “Watching you was enough.”

I don’t believe him entirely. The restraint he practices on himself is as deliberate as the restraint he practices on me, and I have begun to wonder what it costs him. But I don’t push. Not yet.

We dress slowly, layers against the damp chill that creeps in whenever the rain lingers. Adrian makes coffee while I slice bread for toast. The domestic rhythm feels both new and strangely inevitable, as if the cabin has been waiting for us to stop pretending we are only colleagues. Outside the window the research plots are slick with water, the tarps we stretched over the most delicate seedlings sagging under the weight of it.

“Today’s samples will be a mess,” I say.

“We can work inside.” He sets a mug in front of me. “The drying racks are full anyway. You can catalog what you have while I transcribe yesterday’s notes.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You want to spend the day cooped up together?”

“I want to spend the day with you.” He says it simply, no performance. “If that means watching you frown at herbarium sheets for six hours, I’ll take it.”

The work is quiet and companionable. I spread my pressed specimens across the long table that serves as both dining surface and lab bench, labeling each with date, location, and preliminary chemical notes. Adrian sits at the other end with his laptop, the soft click of keys the only sound besides the rain. Occasionally he reads a passage aloud, asking if the phrasing captures the tension between anticipation and fulfillment without reducing it to pathology. I give him honest feedback. He listens.

Around noon the rain eases enough for us to step outside. We walk the perimeter of the station together, checking the rain gauges and the motion-triggered cameras we use to monitor nocturnal pollinators. Adrian’s hand finds mine without comment. Our fingers lace. The contact is ordinary and extraordinary at once.

Back inside we eat leftover stew heated on the propane stove. I tell him about the paper I was writing before I came here, the one that argued for a more nuanced understanding of traditional plant knowledge as active pharmacology rather than passive folklore. He tells me about the chapter he is struggling with, the one on how modern psychology still pathologizes desire that refuses to resolve into orgasm.

“Do you think that’s what we’re doing?” I ask. “Pathologizing something that should just happen?”

Adrian sets his spoon down. “I think we’re studying what happens when it doesn’t. There’s a difference.”

“And if the funding agencies knew exactly what kind of study this was?”

“They’d shut us down.” He smiles, small and private. “Which is why the book will be framed as theoretical. The data stays between us.”

I finish my stew and push the bowl away. The afternoon light is gray and diffuse through the windows. I can feel the pull of the dynamic even in ordinary conversation, the way every silence now carries the possibility of command or surrender. “I want to try something new tonight.”

His eyes sharpen. “Tell me.”

“I want you to decide when I’m allowed to come. Not just delay it. Decide. And I want to know the rule in advance so I can try to obey it.”

Adrian is quiet for a long moment. Then he nods. “All right. The rule will be this: you come only when I say your name. Not when you’re close. Not when you beg. Only when I use your name like a key.”

The words land low in my belly, hot and heavy. “And if I can’t hold it?”

“Then we start over.” He reaches across the table and takes my hand, turning it palm up so he can trace the faint red line the silk left on my wrist. “But I think you can. I think you want to prove to both of us that you can.”

We clean the kitchen together. The domestic tasks feel charged now, every ordinary motion threaded with the knowledge of what comes after. When the dishes are done Adrian steps behind me at the sink and kisses the side of my neck, slow and open-mouthed. I tilt my head to give him better access. His hands slide under my sweater, palms warm against my ribs.

“Shower first,” he says against my skin. “I want you clean and warm and ready.”

The shower is small, barely room for two, but we manage. Adrian washes my hair with careful attention, fingers massaging my scalp until my eyes drift closed. He rinses me thoroughly, then himself, and when we step out he wraps me in the largest towel before attending to his own body. The care feels like part of the scene already, a slow escalation that begins long before any restraint is applied.

In the bedroom he has already laid out the silk cord and a soft blindfold. I stand at the foot of the bed while he dries my hair with another towel, the motions methodical. When he is satisfied he guides me onto the mattress on my back and ties my wrists to the headboard posts, not tight, just enough that I cannot reach him. The blindfold follows. The world narrows to sound and touch and the scent of rain and clean skin.

He kisses me for a long time, unhurried, learning the shape of my mouth all over again. Then he moves down, mouth on my throat, my collarbone, the curve of each breast. He spends long minutes on my nipples, sucking and biting and soothing with his tongue until I am arching up against the bindings, breath already coming faster.

“Adrian,” I say, testing the rule.

“Not yet.” His voice is calm, almost instructional. “That’s not how it works.”

He continues downward, hands sliding along my sides, mapping every rib, every shift of muscle. When he reaches the apex of my thighs he does not touch me immediately. He breathes against me instead, warm air that makes me twitch and strain toward him. I hear him laugh, soft and fond.

“Already so eager.” His thumbs stroke the crease of my thigh, maddeningly close. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want your mouth.”

“Ask properly.”

“Please,” I say. “Please use your mouth on me.”

He gives me what I ask for, but slowly, one slow lick at a time, avoiding the places that would push me over. Every time I get close he backs off, replacing tongue with fingers or simply stopping altogether until the urgency recedes. It is exquisite and infuriating. My thighs tremble. My hands fist uselessly above my head.

“Adrian,” I try again, voice breaking.

He lifts his head. I can feel him watching me even through the blindfold. “Not yet, Harper.”

The use of my name without permission makes me whine. He laughs again, low, and returns to his work with renewed patience. He brings me to the edge three times, four, until I am shaking and the sheets beneath me are damp. Each time he stops exactly when I think I cannot bear another second of denial. Each time he praises me for holding on.

“You’re doing so well,” he murmurs against my inner thigh. “So beautiful like this. So open.”

I lose track of time. The rain has started again, a steady drum that matches the pulse between my legs. When he finally slides two fingers inside me I clench around them greedily, trying to pull him deeper. He fucks me slowly with his hand while his tongue circles my clit in the exact rhythm that usually undoes me.

“Adrian,” I gasp. “Please. I can’t—”

“You can.” His voice is firm but kind. “You will.”

I don’t know how long he keeps me there, balanced on the knife edge between pleasure and desperation. My world has narrowed to the wet heat of his mouth, the steady thrust of his fingers, the sound of my own ragged breathing. Every muscle is tight. Every nerve is singing.

When he finally lifts his head and says my name—“Harper”—the orgasm crashes through me so hard I see white behind the blindfold. I cry out, back bowing off the bed, thighs clamping around his shoulders. He works me through it, gentling only when the spasms begin to fade, then unties my wrists and removes the blindfold in one careful motion.

I blink up at him, dazed. He looks wrecked in the best way, hair messy, mouth shining. I reach for him immediately, pulling him up to kiss me so I can taste myself on his tongue. He comes willingly, settling between my thighs, the hard line of his cock pressing against my hip through his jeans.

I slide a hand between us. “Let me.”

He hesitates, then nods. I unbutton his jeans and push them down just far enough. He is hot and heavy in my hand, already leaking. I stroke him slowly, watching his face. His eyes close. His breath catches. It takes only a few minutes before he spills across my stomach with a low groan that I feel in my own chest.

Afterward he cleans us both with a warm cloth and pulls me into his arms again. We lie tangled for a long time, the rain a constant backdrop. I trace idle patterns on his chest, following the line of a faint scar I have never asked about.

“Will you tell me about it?” I ask eventually.

He is quiet for so long I think he might not answer. Then: “Car accident. I was twenty-three. The driver was drunk. I was the passenger. The scar is from the seatbelt cutting into me when we rolled.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.” His hand strokes down my back. “It taught me something about control. About how little of it we actually have. The book is partly about learning to live inside the moments we can’t predict or command.”

I prop myself on one elbow so I can see his face. “Is that why you like this? The edging? Because it’s something you can control?”

He considers the question. “Partly. And because I like watching you choose to give it to me. Every time you hold back when you could let go, you’re choosing this. Choosing us.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “That matters more than the orgasm itself.”

I rest my forehead against his. The rain has eased again. Through the window I can see the first stars appearing between the clouds. Somewhere out there the supply ship is making its slow circuit, carrying letters and packages and the possibility of news that could change everything. I push the thought away. Not tonight. Tonight is for this cabin, this bed, this man who has learned the exact shape of my patience and treats it like something precious.

“Tomorrow,” I say, the word already becoming a ritual between us.

“Tomorrow,” he agrees, and kisses me until the rain starts again and the world outside the window disappears.






Chapter 13 — The Shape of Anticipation

The rain has stopped by morning, but the sky still hangs low and gray, the kind of light that makes the whole island feel smaller. I wake before Adrian. His arm is draped across my waist, heavy and warm, his breath steady against the back of my neck. For a few minutes I stay still, listening to the cabin creak as it settles after the storm. The notebook we keep on the nightstand is open to a fresh page. Last night’s entry is only three lines in Adrian’s careful handwriting: Harper chose to wait. She asked for my hand on her throat. She said tomorrow like it was a promise.

I ease out from under his arm and pull on the first sweater I find—his, the gray one that still smells like cedar and the soap he uses for his glasses. In the kitchen I start the kettle and measure coffee into the press. The ritual is the same every morning, but today the movements feel slower, more deliberate. My body is still humming from last night. Not the sharp, frustrated edge of denial, but something softer. A low, persistent ache that sits behind my breastbone and between my legs at the same time.

Adrian appears in the doorway while the coffee is steeping. He’s in flannel pants and nothing else, hair messy, glasses already on. He leans against the frame and watches me for a moment without speaking.

“Morning,” he says finally.

“Morning.” I pour two mugs and hand him one. Our fingers brush. He doesn’t pull away.

We drink standing at the counter because the table is covered in drying plant specimens I brought in yesterday before the rain. I should press them properly, label them, enter the data. Instead I find myself tracing the rim of my mug and thinking about the way he looked at me last night when I asked him to hold my throat. Not hard. Just there. A reminder of where I was and who was deciding what happened next.

“You’re quiet,” he says.

“I’m thinking about the list.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Which one?”

“The one we keep adding to.” I set my mug down. “Last night you said something about choosing. I keep coming back to it. The way you talk about control like it’s something we’re both holding, not something you’re taking.”

Adrian sets his own mug aside and steps closer. He doesn’t touch me yet. He just stands there, close enough that I have to tilt my head to meet his eyes.

“I meant it,” he says. “Every time you stay with me instead of finishing, you’re making a choice. I like watching you make it.”

I swallow. The coffee is still hot on my tongue. “What if I want to choose something else today?”

“Tell me.”

I have to breathe through it. Naming things still feels like stepping off a ledge even after all these weeks. “I want to work this morning. Both of us. No touching until after lunch. Then I want you to take me apart the way you do when you’re patient about it. Slow. I want to feel like I’m going to break before you let me come.”

His pupils widen, just a fraction. He nods once. “Write it down.”

We keep a small leather notebook on the counter for this exact purpose. I open it to the next blank page and write in my slanted hand: No contact until after lunch. Then edging until I ask twice. Throat and wrists. Aftercare with the blanket on the floor. I sign my name at the bottom the way we started doing after the first week. He takes the pen from me and adds his own signature beneath mine, then the date.

The rest of the morning passes in a strange, suspended quiet. I take my specimens to the drying racks in the second cabin and spend two hours cataloging leaf structure and noting resin content. Adrian sits at the small desk by the window with his laptop open, typing in bursts. Every time I look up I catch him watching me. Not obviously. Just a glance, a held breath, the corner of his mouth softening when our eyes meet. The anticipation builds like weather.

At eleven-thirty I step outside to check the rain gauge. The air smells like wet earth and the sea. I can hear the supply ship’s engine in the distance if I listen hard enough, a low thrum that could be imagination. Two weeks until it docks. I push the thought away the way I’ve learned to push away everything that isn’t this island, this man, this deliberate stretching of time.

When I come back inside Adrian is standing at the counter with two plates of leftover rice and the last of the pickled vegetables I made last month. He’s already set out the notebook again. The page we signed this morning is still open.

“Still want this?” he asks.

“Yes.”

He nods. We eat without speaking. The only sounds are the scrape of forks and the occasional creak of the floorboards when one of us shifts weight. After we’ve cleared the plates he takes my hand and leads me to the bedroom without asking if I’m ready. I am.

The session lasts nearly two hours.

He starts with my wrists, binding them loosely to the headboard with the soft cotton rope we bought on the mainland six months ago and have barely used. The first time he touches me properly I nearly come from the relief of it. He laughs, low and warm, and pulls his hand away.

“Breathe,” he says. “You’re already shaking.”

“I know.”

He spends a long time with his mouth on my throat, not biting, just pressure and heat and the scrape of stubble. Every time my hips lift he presses them back down with one hand and waits until I settle again. The denial is exquisite. I lose track of how many times he brings me close and stops. My voice goes hoarse from saying his name. At some point I realize I’m crying, not from pain but from the sheer overwhelming fact of being held exactly where I asked to be held.

When he finally lets me come it’s with two fingers inside me and his mouth at my ear telling me I’m good, I’m so good, I can let go now. The orgasm rolls through me in long, shaking waves. I think I say thank you. I think I say his name again. I’m not sure. The world goes white at the edges.

Afterward he unties my wrists and pulls the blanket from the foot of the bed. We lie on the floor the way the notebook said, my head on his chest, his fingers tracing slow circles on my bare shoulder. The rain has started again, soft against the roof. I can feel his heartbeat under my cheek, steady and unhurried.

“I keep thinking about what you said about the accident,” I say after a while. “About learning to live inside the moments you can’t control.”

His hand pauses, then resumes its slow movement. “It’s easier to say than to do.”

“I think that’s why this works,” I say. “The edging. It’s not really about the orgasm. It’s about practicing the space between wanting and having. Practicing it together.”

Adrian is quiet for so long I think he might have fallen asleep. Then he says, “When the ship comes in two weeks, there will be mail. Possibly news. Possibly decisions.”

I tense without meaning to. He feels it and rubs my back in slow strokes until I relax again.

“I’m not asking you to tell me anything,” he says. “I’m just saying I know it’s coming. And whatever it is, we’ll handle it the same way we handle everything else. One breath at a time. One choice at a time.”

I lift my head so I can see his face. “You’re very calm about the possibility that I might leave.”

“I’m calm about the fact that you’re here now,” he says. “The rest is weather. We wait it out or we move with it. Either way, I’d rather be doing it with you than without you.”

The words settle somewhere deep in my chest. I kiss him because I don’t have a better answer, and because the taste of him is better than any answer I could give. He kisses me back like he has all the time in the world, which, for the next fourteen days at least, he does.

Later, when the light has gone and we’re back in bed properly, I ask him to read to me from the book he’s writing. He pulls the laptop over and opens the file. His voice is low and measured, the same voice he uses when he’s telling me exactly how long I have to wait. I listen to him describe the difference between endurance and patience until the rain turns to mist and the only light in the room is the glow of the screen.

At some point I fall asleep with my hand on his thigh and his fingers in my hair. Tomorrow will bring whatever it brings. Tonight is still ours. I hold onto that thought until the words on the page blur and the sound of his voice carries me under.






Chapter 14 — The Offer

[CONT: Letter disclosure drift begins here. Harper tells Adrian the tenure-track offer on-page, then the chapter closes as if she has kept it from him. Standardize: either she withholds the contents until ch19, or ch14 becomes the disclosure chapter.]

The rain has stopped by morning, but the air still carries the weight of it. I wake to the sound of Adrian moving quietly in the kitchen, the low hiss of the kettle and the soft scrape of a mug on the counter. My body feels loose in the way it only does after a long night of his voice and his hands and the deliberate denial that leaves me aching and strangely clear-headed. I stretch under the blanket, the sheet cool against my bare skin, and listen to him for a minute before I get up.

He’s already dressed in one of his flannels, sleeves rolled to the elbows, glasses on. When he sees me in the doorway he smiles, small and private, the kind of smile that used to be rare between us and now feels like something we both earned.

“Coffee’s ready,” he says. “I was going to bring it to you.”

I cross the room and let him pull me in, his arm around my waist, his mouth brushing the top of my head. We stand like that for a while, the way we do now, no rush to fill the space with words. Outside the window the sea is still gray and restless, but the sky has lightened enough to show a thin line of lighter cloud along the horizon.

“Supply ship’s due today,” he says after a minute. “Radio said the weather window opened overnight.”

I nod against his chest. The supply runs are always a small event here—fresh produce, mail, the occasional piece of equipment that’s been waiting on the mainland for months. Usually I look forward to them. Today the thought sits differently in my stomach.

We eat breakfast at the table by the window, the same way we have for the last six months, only now there’s an ease to it that wasn’t there before. He tells me about a section he’s rewriting in the book, something about the difference between waiting and choosing to wait. I listen and ask questions and feel the low, steady pull of wanting him even though we’re just talking about work. That’s how it is now. The wanting is always there, underneath everything.

After we clean up I go out to the greenhouse to check the seedlings. The air inside is warm and humid, the scent of wet earth and green things thick around me. I lose track of time the way I always do when I’m working, cataloging new growth, noting which plants are responding to the increased light now that the storms are easing. It’s peaceful. Or it would be, if the letter weren’t already sitting in the back of my mind like a stone I haven’t decided what to do with.

The ship arrives just after noon.

I hear the engine first, a low thrum that carries across the water and up the path to the station. Adrian comes out onto the porch, shielding his eyes with one hand, and I join him. We watch the small vessel round the point and ease into the sheltered cove below. The crew is the same two men who’ve been making the run every six weeks since I arrived. They wave as they tie up, and Adrian and I make our way down the path to help unload.

It’s mostly the usual—crates of food, a box of lab supplies I ordered three months ago, a stack of mail rubber-banded together. One of the men passes me the bundle with a grin.

“Got a thick one for you this time, Harper. Looks official.”

I take it without looking at the return address. My hands are steady. I’ve gotten good at steady.

We help carry everything up to the station, trading the usual small talk about weather and fishing and how the season’s been. Adrian is easy with them, the way he is with most people—quiet, attentive, never pushing. When they leave, promising to be back in six weeks with the final load before the posting ends, I feel the words land heavier than they should.

Six weeks.

The letter is still in my jacket pocket.

I wait until Adrian is in the study before I open it.

The envelope is heavy, cream-colored, the university crest embossed in the corner. My old advisor’s handwriting on the front. I already know what it says before I unfold the single page inside.

It’s a formal offer. Tenure-track position in the ethnobotany department, starting in the fall. They want me back. They want the work I’ve been doing here, the data, the papers I’ve been drafting in the evenings. The letter is warm, personal in the way academic letters sometimes are when they’ve decided you’re one of theirs. It mentions my “exceptional promise” and the “unique perspective” my time on the island has given me. It says they can hold the position for two months.

Two months.

I read it twice, then a third time, standing at the kitchen counter with the paper trembling slightly in my hands. The numbers don’t change. The language doesn’t soften. I have until the end of our posting to decide.

I fold the letter carefully and slide it back into the envelope. Then I put the envelope in the bottom drawer of the desk in my room, under a stack of field notebooks I haven’t touched in weeks. When I close the drawer the sound is too loud in the quiet station.

Adrian is still in the study. I can hear the low click of his keyboard. I stand in the hallway for a long moment, listening, and feel the shape of the secret already forming between us. I don’t know why I’m not walking in there right now to show him. I don’t know why the thought of telling him makes my chest tight in a way that has nothing to do with the dynamic we’ve built and everything to do with the fact that I don’t want this to end.

We have two months left on the posting. That’s what we agreed to when we started this. Two months of the experiment, two months of learning what it means to want and not have, two months of him teaching me how to stay in the space between.

The offer changes the math.

I make tea I don’t drink and then I go to him.

He looks up when I open the door, and the smile he gives me is the same one from this morning, only softer at the edges. He’s been working for hours; I can tell by the way his shoulders have settled into that particular line of concentration. He closes the laptop without being asked.

“Everything all right?” he says.

I nod. “Just mail. The usual.”

He watches me for a second longer than necessary, but he doesn’t push. That’s part of the agreement too—he doesn’t push unless I ask him to. I cross the room and climb into his lap the way I’ve started doing when I want to be close without having to say why. He accepts my weight easily, his arms coming around me, his hand settling at the base of my spine.

We sit like that for a while. The study is warm from the afternoon sun that finally broke through. Outside the window the sea has settled into something almost calm. I can feel his heartbeat through his shirt, steady and unhurried. I want to tell him. The words are right there, behind my teeth.

Instead I kiss him.

He kisses me back like he always does—thorough, present, like there’s nowhere else he needs to be. His hand slides up under my shirt, palm warm against my skin, and I feel the familiar shift in my body, the way everything narrows down to the places he’s touching and the places he isn’t yet. We’ve been doing this long enough that he knows exactly how to read me, exactly how long to let the wanting build before he decides what comes next.

Today I’m grateful for the distraction.

He takes his time. He always does. He undresses me slowly, piece by piece, until I’m bare in his lap and he’s still fully clothed, the contrast deliberate and sharp. His hands map the places he’s learned make me arch— the underside of my breast, the inside of my thigh, the spot just below my ear that makes my breath catch. He doesn’t rush. He never rushes. That’s the point.

When he finally touches me where I’m wet and aching, it’s with two fingers and the same measured patience he uses when he’s reading to me at night. I make a sound I don’t mean to make, and he smiles against my neck.

“Easy,” he says. “We have time.”

I don’t tell him that time is exactly what I’m afraid of losing.

He brings me to the edge and holds me there, the way he’s done a dozen times now, until I’m shaking and begging without words. He knows my body better than I do some days. He knows when to ease off and when to press, when to let me breathe and when to take the breath away. I come close enough to taste it, the sharp bright edge of release, and then he stops, his hand still between my legs, his mouth at my ear.

“Not yet,” he says, and the words are both command and comfort. “Stay with me.”

I stay. I breathe through it the way he taught me, the way I’ve learned to do when the wanting gets too big for my body. When I’m steady again he starts over, slower this time, his touch lighter, almost reverent. I lose track of how many times he brings me up and lets me down. The afternoon light moves across the floor. At some point I realize I’m crying, not from frustration but from the sheer overwhelming fact of being here, with him, in this.

He notices, of course. He always notices. He stops and cups my face with both hands, thumbs brushing the tears away.

“Talk to me,” he says quietly.

I shake my head. “I’m fine. It’s just—good. It’s so good.”

He studies me for a long moment, and I can see the part of him that wants to ask more, the part that’s always watching, always listening. But he accepts what I give him. He kisses my forehead and then my mouth, and then he gathers me up and carries me to the bedroom the way he does when he wants me to rest.

We lie tangled together under the blanket, my head on his chest, his fingers tracing patterns on my back. The room is dim now, the sun lower. I can hear the sea again, the steady rhythm of it against the rocks.

“I got a letter today,” I say, because I can’t not say it anymore, even if I’m not ready to say all of it.

He doesn’t tense. He just keeps tracing, slow and even. “From the mainland?”

“From my old advisor. They’re offering me a position. Tenure track.”

The words hang in the air between us. I feel his hand still for half a second, then resume its path.

“That’s significant,” he says. His voice is calm, the same calm he uses when he’s telling me I can’t come yet. “When would you have to decide?”

“Two months.”

He’s quiet for a long time. I can feel his heartbeat under my cheek, still steady. When he speaks again his voice hasn’t changed.

“And do you want it?”

I close my eyes. “I don’t know. I thought I knew what I wanted when I came here. Six months of silence. The work. No distractions.” I pause. “Then you happened.”

He makes a small sound that might be a laugh or might be something else. “I happened.”

“I don’t want to leave this,” I say, and my voice cracks on the last word. “I don’t want to leave you.”

His arm tightens around me. “You’re not leaving me today.”

“I know. But the offer—it’s real. It’s the kind of thing I’ve been working toward since grad school. If I say no, I might not get another chance like it.”

He’s quiet again. I can almost hear him thinking, the way he does when he’s turning something over in his mind, looking at it from every angle.

“We have two months,” he says finally. “That’s what we agreed to. Two months to figure out what this is, what we are when we’re not on an island with no way off. Maybe that’s still true. Maybe the decision gets easier the longer we sit with it.”

I lift my head so I can see his face. He’s watching me with the same steady attention he always gives me, the attention that makes me feel seen in a way I didn’t know I needed.

“You’re very calm about the possibility that I might leave,” I say, echoing something I said last night.

“I’m calm about the fact that you’re here now,” he answers. “The rest is weather. We wait it out or we move with it. Either way, I’d rather be doing it with you than without you.”

The words settle in the same place they did last night, deep in my chest. I kiss him because I still don’t have a better answer. He kisses me back like he has all the time in the world, which, for the next two months at least, he does.

Later, when the light has gone completely and we’re back in bed properly, I ask him to read to me again. He pulls the laptop over and opens the file. His voice is low and measured, the same voice he uses when he’s telling me exactly how long I have to wait. I listen to him describe the difference between endurance and patience until the words blur and the sound of his voice carries me under.

I don’t tell him I’ve already decided to keep the letter to myself for now. I don’t tell him that the thought of telling him makes the wanting twist into something sharper, something closer to fear. I don’t tell him that two months suddenly feels both too long and not nearly long enough.

Tomorrow will bring whatever it brings. Tonight is still ours. I hold onto that thought until the words on the page blur and the sound of his voice carries me under, the same way it did last night, the same way it might for the next fifty nights if I’m lucky.

The letter stays in the drawer.

I sleep with my hand on his thigh and his fingers in my hair, and when I dream it’s of greenhouses and tenure committees and the sound of the sea, all of it tangled together in a way I can’t yet untangle. When I wake in the dark, just before dawn, Adrian is still there, breathing slow and even beside me. I press closer to him and let the warmth of his body pull me back under.

For now, that’s enough.






Chapter 15 — The Weight We Carry

The supply ship left two days ago, and the letter has not moved from the drawer.

I wake with Adrian’s arm heavy across my waist and the knowledge that I am lying to him by omission. It sits in my chest like a stone I swallowed. He stirs when I try to slip out from under him, his hand tightening once, reflexive, before he lets me go. His eyes stay closed. He is still learning how to sleep through the night without waking to check that I am there.

I make coffee the way he likes it—strong, no sugar—and carry both mugs back to bed. When I set his on the nightstand, he reaches without looking and finds my wrist instead.

“Stay,” he says, voice rough with sleep.

“I brought coffee.”

“Later.”

I climb back in. The sheets are warm from his body. He pulls me against him until my back fits the long line of his chest, his nose pressed to the nape of my neck. For a while we just breathe. The radio on the desk ticks softly, counting seconds we do not have to fill.

“You’re quiet this morning,” he says eventually.

“Thinking.”

“About the letter?”

My heart kicks once, hard. I keep my voice even. “About work. The samples from the ridge are almost ready to ship. I should start the drying process today.”

He hums against my skin, the sound low and unconvinced, but he does not press. That is the rule we made after the first week: he does not ask for what I have not offered. The letter is mine until I choose otherwise. The knowledge that I have already chosen not to choose sits between us anyway.

We dress in the gray light. He wears the green flannel today, the one with the frayed cuff he refuses to mend. I tie my hair back with the same piece of twine I have used for six months. Downstairs the greenhouse is already warm from the sun through the glass. My plants have grown used to the rhythm of our mornings; they do not startle when I enter.

Adrian follows me in with his notebook and sits on the stool by the propagation table. He does not pretend to work on his book. He watches me the way he always does when he thinks I am not paying attention—steady, cataloguing, patient. I prune the newest cuttings of the blue-flowered vine we still have not named. The sap smells sharp and green. I let it stain my fingertips.

“Tell me what you’re not saying,” he says after twenty minutes of silence.

I keep my back to him. “I’m saying plenty.”

“You’re saying the words. Not the rest.”

The scissors slip in my hand. I set them down carefully. “I don’t know how to say the rest yet.”

He stands. I hear the stool scrape. His hands settle on my shoulders, thumbs pressing into the knots that have lived there since the ship arrived. He does not turn me around. He just holds the weight of my indecision between his palms.

“When you’re ready,” he says. “I’ll still be here.”

I close my eyes. The lie tastes like metal. I nod because I cannot speak.

The day passes in pieces. I work in the greenhouse until the light shifts and my back aches. Adrian disappears into the main cabin to write, then reappears with lunch—tinned fish and the last of the good bread. We eat on the steps outside, shoulders touching. He tells me about the chapter he is revising, the one on the difference between endurance and surrender. I listen and do not tell him that surrender feels closer every day.

In the afternoon we walk the northern trail. The wind has picked up; it carries the smell of the sea and the promise of rain later. Adrian points out a bird I have not seen before, something small and gray with a white throat. I name it for him because that is what I do. He writes the name in his notebook and does not ask why my voice catches on the last syllable.

By the time we return the light is failing. We shower together in the narrow stall, washing salt and sweat from each other’s skin. He is careful with me—always careful—and I let him be. When his hand slides between my thighs I stop him with a touch to his wrist.

“Not yet,” I say.

His eyes are dark behind wet lashes. “Not yet,” he agrees.

We dry each other with the thin towels. He combs my hair with his fingers until it lies smooth against my back. I stand still and let him. The letter is still in the drawer. Two months is still two months. The wanting has become a low, constant ache I have learned to carry the way I carry my pack on long days in the field—balanced, familiar, necessary.

After dinner we sit on the couch with the radio playing low. Adrian reads aloud from his laptop again. I listen to the words without hearing them. My head is in his lap. His free hand rests on my stomach, fingers spread. Every so often he pauses to ask if I want him to continue. I always say yes.

When the chapter ends he closes the laptop and sets it aside. The room is quiet except for the wind against the windows and the soft creak of the cabin settling.

“Harper,” he says.

I look up at him. His face is serious in the lamplight.

“I can feel you thinking,” he says. “Whatever it is, it’s loud.”

I sit up slowly. My knees brush his. “I don’t want to ruin tonight.”

“You won’t.”

The words are there, the shape of them, the taste. I swallow them back. “I’m not ready.”

He studies me for a long moment. Then he nods once, the same way he nods when I set a boundary during a session. Acceptance without argument. He stands and offers me his hand.

“Come to bed.”

We undress without speaking. The sheets are cold at first; then his body warms them. He pulls me close until every point of contact is deliberate. His hand finds the small of my back, the place he knows I like to be held. I press my face into his neck and breathe the clean smell of his skin.

“Tell me what you need,” he says against my hair.

I think of the letter. I think of the tenure committee and the greenhouses back home and the way the sea sounds different when you know you are leaving it. I think of Adrian’s voice reading to me in the dark, patient and low, and the way he never asks for more than I can give.

“I need you to keep me here,” I say.

His hand tightens. “For how long?”

“Until I ask you to stop.”

He shifts us until I am on my back and he is above me, braced on his forearms. The weight of him is familiar now. I reach up and trace the line of his collarbone with one finger, the small scar just beneath it from a childhood fall he told me about once. He watches my face the way he watches everything—attentive, recording, present.

“Hands above your head,” he says quietly.

I obey. The position stretches my ribs, opens my chest. He settles between my thighs but does not press forward. His cock is hard against my hip, hot and insistent, but he ignores it the way he ignores his own needs when he is focused on mine. He kisses the inside of my wrist, then the pulse point, then the soft skin where my forearm meets my elbow. Slow, methodical, the same way he catalogs data.

“Tell me when it becomes too much,” he says.

“It already is.”

“Good.”

He works his way down my body with his mouth. He spends time on my breasts, sucking gently until my nipples are tight and aching, then soothing them with his tongue. He maps the scar on my thumb with his lips. He presses kisses to the soft skin of my stomach, the jut of my hipbones, the tops of my thighs. Every touch is deliberate. Every pause is a question he does not need to voice.

When he finally settles between my legs I am shaking. He does not rush. He licks a slow stripe up the center of me, tasting, testing. I make a sound I cannot hold back. His hands pin my hips to the mattress.

“Stay still,” he says.

I try. He makes it impossible. His tongue circles my clit with the same patience he uses for everything else—unhurried, precise, relentless. Every time I get close he backs off. He reads my body the way he reads his own notes: the hitch in my breath, the tremor in my thighs, the way my hands fist in the sheets above my head. He stops exactly when I need him to stop. He waits exactly as long as I need him to wait.

“Please,” I say, and the word cracks.

“Not yet.”

He slides two fingers inside me, curls them, finds the place that makes my vision white out. His mouth returns to my clit. I arch off the bed. He presses me down again with the flat of his hand on my stomach.

“Harper,” he says, voice low and rough. “Look at me.”

I force my eyes open. He is watching me with an expression I have no name for—hunger and reverence and something like fear. The fear is new. Or maybe I am only seeing it now because the letter has made me look for endings everywhere.

“I’m here,” I tell him.

“I know.”

He brings me to the edge again, holds me there until I am sobbing with it, then eases me back down. My thighs are trembling. Sweat cools on my skin. He kisses the inside of my knee, the place where my pulse jumps.

“Again,” he says.

I lose count of how many times he takes me there. The room narrows to the sound of his voice and the wet slide of his fingers and the unbearable, perfect pressure of his tongue. When he finally lets me come it is because I ask him with my whole body, every muscle locked, every breath a plea. The orgasm rolls through me in long, shaking waves. He works me through it gently, drawing it out until I am limp and gasping.

He crawls up my body and kisses me, letting me taste myself on his tongue. I reach for him, but he catches my wrists and pins them again.

“Not tonight,” he says. “Tonight is for you.”

I want to argue. I want to tell him that the secret is eating me from the inside and the only way to stop it is to give him something back. Instead I nod. He settles beside me and pulls me into his arms. His cock is still hard against my thigh. I reach down and wrap my hand around him. He hisses through his teeth.

“Harper—”

“Let me,” I say. “Please. I need to.”

He lets me. I stroke him slowly, learning the rhythm he likes from the way his breath changes. He comes with his face pressed to my neck, my name on his lips, his hand fisted in my hair. Afterward he cleans us both with a warm cloth from the basin and pulls the blankets up to our chins.

We lie facing each other in the dark. His fingers trace the line of my jaw, the shell of my ear, the place where my hair meets my temple.

“Whatever you’re carrying,” he says, “I can help you carry it.”

I close my eyes. The letter is still there. Two months is still two months. The sea is still outside the window, patient and endless.

“I know,” I whisper.

He kisses my forehead. His breathing evens out first. I stay awake a long time after, listening to the wind and the creak of the cabin and the steady sound of his heart under my ear. When sleep finally comes it is thin and restless. I dream of greenhouses again, but this time the glass is breaking, one pane at a time, and I cannot find the door.

I wake before dawn. Adrian is still asleep, his arm thrown over my waist. The letter is still in the drawer. I press closer to him and let the warmth of his body anchor me to the present. For now, that is enough. For now, I can carry the weight a little longer.

Outside, the sky begins to lighten over the water. Another day on the island. Another day of not telling him. Another day of wanting him so much it feels like drowning and breathing at the same time.

I close my eyes and let myself have this one more morning before the world comes for us both.






Chapter 16 — The Breaking Pane

I wake to the sound of rain on the roof and Adrian’s arm still heavy across my waist. The letter is still in the drawer. Two months is still two months. The sea is still outside the window, gray and churning under the low sky.

I lie still for a long time, listening to his breathing. It is even, deep, the sound of a man who slept without dreams. My own sleep was thin and broken. Every time I closed my eyes I saw glass shattering in slow motion, the greenhouse of my childhood splitting one pane at a time, and I could never find the door.

Adrian stirs. His fingers tighten on my hip, then relax. He presses his face into the back of my neck and breathes me in.

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

“Morning.”

He kisses the place where my hair meets my skin. “You were awake a long time.”

“I’m always awake a long time.”

He doesn’t push. That is one of the things I love about him and one of the things that makes the secret harder. He trusts me to bring what I need to bring when I am ready. The problem is I am not sure I will ever be ready.

We dress without speaking much. The cabin is small enough that every movement is shared. I pull on the same green flannel I have worn three days running. He buttons his gray one with the missing middle button, the one I keep meaning to sew. Outside the rain has eased to a steady drizzle that will make the paths slick and the moss treacherous.

“South ridge today?” he asks.

I nod. “The new growth on the Vaccinium should be measurable by now. And I want to check the soil samples near the fault line.”

He makes coffee while I pack the field bags. Two thermoses, the notebook, the camera, the small kit of glass vials. He adds an extra protein bar to my pack without asking. I let him. The ordinary domesticity of it sits in my chest like a stone.

We eat standing at the counter. The eggs are from the supply ship that came two weeks ago. I wonder if the next ship will carry my answer back to the mainland. I wonder what I will say when I send it.

Adrian watches me over the rim of his mug. “You’re quiet.”

“Thinking.”

“About the letter?”

My hand stills on the thermos cap. He has not mentioned the letter since the night I received it. I told him it was from my advisor. I did not tell him what it said.

“A little,” I say.

He sets his mug down. “You don’t have to decide anything today.”

“I know.”

But I do. The clock is already running. Two months is not very long when you are trying to decide whether to dismantle the life you have built with the only person who has ever made you want to stay.

The rain has stopped by the time we reach the south ridge. The air smells of wet earth and the sharp green of crushed salal. I work methodically, measuring stem length, photographing new leaves, taking soil cores at measured intervals. Adrian sits on a fallen log with his notebook and watches me. He is not taking notes for the book today. He is simply watching.

I feel the weight of his gaze like a hand between my shoulder blades. It is not uncomfortable. It is the opposite. It makes me want to turn around and walk into him until there is no space left between us.

When I have finished the measurements I join him on the log. He passes me the thermos. The coffee is still hot.

“You’re good at this,” he says.

“At measuring plants?”

“At being here. At letting the work take the time it takes.”

I look at my hands. There is dirt under my nails and a small cut on the knuckle of my index finger from a blackberry vine. “I used to think six months of silence was what I wanted. Now I’m not sure what I want.”

He is quiet for a moment. “You can want more than one thing.”

The words land too close to the letter. I stand up too quickly. “We should move to the fault line before the light changes.”

He follows without comment.

The fault line is a narrow scar running down the eastern slope, a place where the rock has split and the soil is thin. I take new samples while Adrian holds the umbrella over both of us. The rain has started again, soft and persistent. Water beads on his glasses. I reach up without thinking and wipe them with the edge of my sleeve.

He catches my wrist. His thumb brushes the scar on my left thumb, the one from the lab accident three years ago.

“Tell me when you’re ready,” he says. “Not before.”

I nod. My throat is tight.

We return to the cabin as the light is failing. Adrian builds a fire while I heat soup on the stove. The cabin smells of woodsmoke and wet wool. We eat at the small table, knees touching. After, he clears the dishes and I sit on the edge of the bed, watching the flames.

He comes to stand in front of me. “Would you like to have a session tonight?”

The question is always asked this way. Always offered, never assumed. I look up at him. His face is calm, open, the same face he has worn every night since the first one.

“Yes,” I say.

He nods once. “Then I’d like you to take your clothes off and lie on the bed. On your back. Hands above your head.”

I do it. The ritual is familiar now. The cool air on my skin. The way the blankets feel when I pull them down. The way his eyes change when he looks at me like this, not hungry exactly, but focused, as if every inch of me is a question he intends to answer slowly.

He undresses too, but leaves his shirt on. He likes the asymmetry sometimes. He likes that I can see the line of his collarbone and the dark hair on his chest while I am completely bare.

He starts with his hands. Just his hands, moving over my skin in long, slow strokes that never quite reach where I want them. He maps me the way I map the island, with patience and precision. By the time his fingers finally brush between my legs I am already shaking.

“Adrian,” I say.

He looks at me. “Yes.”

“I need—”

“I know what you need.”

He gives it to me in small increments. Two fingers inside me, his thumb circling, his mouth on my breast. He brings me close and then stops. Again. And again. Each time the edge is sharper. Each time the denial is sweeter and more unbearable.

I lose track of how many times he stops. My voice is hoarse from asking. My thighs tremble. He kisses the inside of my knee and waits until I can breathe again before he starts once more.

At some point I realize I am crying. Not from pain. From the sheer weight of wanting and not having and wanting again. The tears slip down my temples into my hair. Adrian sees them. He does not stop the scene. He simply leans down and kisses each one.

“Tell me,” he says, very low.

I almost do. The words are right there. There is a letter. I have two months. I don’t know how to choose between the life I planned and the life I have found with you.

Instead I say, “Please. Adrian. Please let me.”

He shakes his head. “Not yet.”

When he finally lets me come it is with his mouth between my legs and two fingers inside me and his other hand holding my hip down so I cannot chase it. The orgasm is long and shattering. I cry out his name and something that might be a sob. He stays with me through all of it, gentling me with his tongue until the aftershocks fade.

Afterward he cleans me with a warm cloth the way he always does. He pulls the blankets up. He lies beside me and lets me curl into his chest. His heart is steady under my ear.

I think about the letter again. About the greenhouse in my dream, the glass breaking one pane at a time. I think about how long I have been carrying this alone.

“Adrian,” I whisper.

He makes a low sound of acknowledgment.

I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again.

The words do not come.

Instead I say, “Thank you.”

He kisses the top of my head. “Always.”

We lie in silence while the fire burns down to embers. Outside the rain has stopped. The sky is clear enough to show a few stars. I trace the line of his sternum with one finger and try to imagine telling him. Try to imagine the shape of his face when he hears it. Try to imagine what it would feel like to watch him choose whether to ask me to stay or to let me go.

I do not know which choice would be worse.

He falls asleep before I do. I stay awake a long time, listening to the sea and the wind and the steady sound of his heart. When sleep finally comes it is thin and restless. I dream of greenhouses again, but this time the glass is already broken and I am standing in the middle of the ruin, trying to decide which pieces are worth saving.

I wake before dawn. Adrian is still asleep, his arm thrown over my waist. The letter is still in the drawer.

I press closer to him and let the warmth of his body anchor me to the present. For now, that is enough. For now, I can carry the weight a little longer.

I close my eyes and let myself have this one more morning before the world comes for us both.






Chapter 17 — Greenhouse Ruins

The sky is the color of wet pearl when I ease out from under Adrian’s arm. He makes a low sound in his sleep and his fingers flex once against my hip before settling again. I hold still until his breathing evens. Then I slide free, pull on the sweater that still smells like yesterday’s smoke, and step onto the porch.

The air is sharp after the rain. The sea lies flat and gray, the horizon a single silver thread. Somewhere far out a gull cries once and goes quiet. I wrap my arms around myself and stand there until the cold starts to bite through the wool.

Inside, the coffee machine hisses its familiar complaint. I lean against the counter with the mug between my palms and watch the steam rise. The drawer under the desk is three steps away. I do not take them. The letter is still there. It has been there for nine days now. Every morning I wake and remember it is still there.

Adrian appears in the doorway a few minutes later, hair flattened on one side, glasses dangling from his fingers. He puts them on without looking at me first. When he does look, the line between his brows softens.

“Morning,” he says.

“Morning.”

He crosses the kitchen in three strides and fits himself against my back. His mouth finds the place just below my ear. His hand spreads wide over my stomach, warm even through the sweater. We stand like that until the coffee is gone and the sky has gone from pearl to pale gray.

Work takes us to the west ridge where the old growth is thickest. The understory is still damp from the rain; every leaf we brush releases a clean, green scent that clings to our sleeves. I name plants and Adrian writes. His handwriting is neat, smaller than mine. When I hand him a specimen he holds it carefully, turning it so the light catches the veins.

At midday we eat on a fallen cedar. The sandwiches are the same ones we always pack—thick bread, sharp cheese, the last of the tomatoes from the garden. Adrian tells me about the chapter he is rewriting, the one on patience as something that can be taught. I tell him about the paper I want to finish before the year is up, the one on how island plants adapt when the weather stops behaving. We do not talk about the letter. We talk around the space where it sits.

In the afternoon the clouds break. Sunlight pours through in long, slanting bars. We work until our hands are streaked with dirt and our shoulders burn. On the walk back Adrian takes my hand without asking. His thumb moves once across my knuckles, a small, absent motion that makes my chest tighten.

Dinner is quiet. Fish from the smoker, rice, the last of the kale. We sit at the table the way we have for months now, knees touching under the wood. After we eat he builds a fire even though the evening is mild. I think he likes the way the light moves across my face when I am not looking at him.

We do not go to bed early.

The session begins the way they all do now. He asks. I say yes. He has me sit on the edge of the bed while he kneels between my knees. His hands are slow, deliberate, the same hands that held the plants so carefully on the ridge. He takes his time. He always takes his time.

I lose the thread of my own thoughts quickly. That is the point. He brings me close and stops. Brings me close again and stops. My hands fist in the quilt. My thighs tremble. Every time the edge comes I think this time he will let me fall. Every time he pulls me back with a touch so light it feels like mercy and like punishment at once.

“Harper,” he says once, voice low. “Look at me.”

I do. His eyes are dark behind the glasses. He watches my face the way he watches everything else—cataloging, noting, keeping. When he finally lets me come it is long and shaking and I make a sound I do not recognize. He holds me through it, one hand on the back of my neck, the other stroking my spine in long, steady lines.

Afterward we lie tangled in the sheets while the fire burns down. I trace the line of his collarbone with one finger. He kisses the top of my head.

“Always,” he says, the same word he has said every night for weeks.

I close my eyes and do not answer.

Later, when he is asleep, I lie awake listening to the sea and the wind and the steady sound of his heart. The letter is still in the drawer. Two months. That is what the advisor wrote. Two months before the ship comes. Two months to decide whether I will be on it.

I press closer to Adrian’s warmth and try to imagine telling him. Try to imagine the shape of his face when he hears it. Try to imagine what it would feel like to watch him choose whether to ask me to stay or to let me go.

I do not know which choice would be worse.

In the morning the sky is clear. We work the south slope where the old greenhouse used to stand. Only the foundation remains now, a rectangle of stone half-swallowed by moss and salal. I have not come here in months. The dream from the other night sits behind my eyes like a bruise.

Adrian notices the way I slow. He stops a few feet ahead and waits.

“Something wrong?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Just thinking.”

We stand there for a moment with the wind moving through the trees. Then he steps closer and takes my hand again. He does not ask what I am thinking. He never does. That is part of the agreement, part of the careful space we have built between us. He waits until I am ready. I wonder how long he will wait when the thing I am not saying starts to matter more than the things we do say.

We finish the day’s work in silence. On the walk back I keep expecting him to ask. He does not. He carries the basket of specimens and talks about the book instead, about the difference between patience as endurance and patience as choice. I listen and nod and say the right things at the right times. The letter sits in my pocket like a stone.

Dinner is quieter than usual. Adrian builds the fire again. I sit on the floor with my back against the couch and watch the flames. When he comes to sit beside me he does not touch me right away. He waits until I lean into him. Then his arm comes around my shoulders and his fingers find the place at the nape of my neck where the tension always gathers.

We do not have a session that night. Instead we sit together until the fire burns low and the room grows cold. He falls asleep with his head against mine. I stay awake a long time, watching the embers fade from orange to gray.

The next day is the same. And the day after that. We work. We eat. We talk around the thing that is growing between us. At night he takes me apart and puts me back together with the same careful hands. Every time I come close to telling him the words stick in my throat. Every time I decide tomorrow will be the day.

On the fourth day after the fire we wake to rain again. It drums on the roof and runs in silver sheets down the windows. Adrian makes coffee while I stand at the desk and stare at the drawer. I do not open it. I know exactly what the letter says. I have read it so many times the paper is soft at the creases.

He comes up behind me and rests his chin on my shoulder.

“Bad weather day,” he says. “We could stay in. Read. Work on the notes.”

I nod. My throat feels tight.

We spend the morning at the table with our separate stacks of paper. Adrian’s pen moves steadily. Mine does not. I keep looking at the drawer. At midday the rain eases. We walk the beach in silence, boots sinking into wet sand. The sea is the color of steel. Gulls wheel and cry overhead.

Halfway down the beach Adrian stops. He turns to face me.

“Harper,” he says. “You’ve been somewhere else for days.”

I look at him. His glasses are speckled with mist. His hair is dark with rain. He is not angry. He is not pushing. He is simply there, waiting, the way he has always waited.

“I know,” I say.

He nods once. “When you’re ready.”

We walk the rest of the beach without speaking. Back at the cabin he builds the fire even though it is barely afternoon. I stand in the kitchen and watch him. The letter is still in the drawer. Two months. The ship will come whether I tell him or not.

That night the session is different. He is slower than usual, more deliberate. He has me lie on my back with my hands above my head, wrists crossed but not bound. The rule is the same: I can stop him with a word. I never do. He brings me to the edge again and again until the world narrows to the sound of the rain and the heat of his mouth and the steady pressure of his hands. When he finally lets me fall I come apart so completely that for a moment I forget the letter exists at all.

Afterward he holds me until I stop shaking. His fingers stroke my hair in long, even passes. I press my face into his chest and breathe him in.

“Adrian,” I say.

He waits.

I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again.

The words do not come.

Instead I say, “Thank you.”

He kisses the top of my head. “Always.”

I do not know which choice would be worse.

I wake before dawn. Adrian is still asleep, his arm thrown over my waist. The letter is still in the drawer.

I close my eyes and let myself have this one more morning before the world comes for us both.






Chapter 18 — Pieces Worth Saving

I wake to the sound of Adrian moving quietly in the kitchen. The smell of coffee reaches me before I open my eyes. For a moment I let myself pretend the letter does not exist. That there is only this cabin, this island, this man who knows exactly how to keep me on the edge of myself for hours and then bring me back with nothing but his voice and his hands.

I pull on the flannel he left draped over the foot of the bed and pad barefoot into the main room. He is standing at the counter in his undershirt and the gray sweatpants he wears when he does not plan to leave the cabin. His back is to me. I watch the way his shoulder blades shift under the thin cotton as he pours water into the French press.

“You’re awake,” he says without turning.

“You’re quiet.”

“I was trying to let you sleep.”

I cross the room and slide my arms around his waist from behind. He is warm and solid. I press my cheek between his shoulder blades and feel the steady rhythm of his breathing.

“Did it work?” I ask.

“No.” He turns in my arms and kisses the top of my head the way he did last night. “You were restless.”

I do not tell him why. Instead I say, “I dreamed about the greenhouse again.”

“The broken one?”

I nod against his chest.

He is quiet for a moment. His hand moves in slow circles on my back. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I shake my head. “Not yet.”

He accepts that. He always accepts the boundaries I set, even the ones I have not named out loud. It is one of the things that undoes me every time.

We eat breakfast at the small table by the window. Toast with the last of the blackberry jam someone sent on the last supply run. Coffee strong enough to make my hands steady. Outside the sky is the pale gray-blue that means the rain is truly gone for now. The sea looks almost gentle.

Adrian watches me over the rim of his mug. He has that look he gets when he is cataloging something about me, the same look he wears when he is taking notes for the book he is supposedly writing. I used to think it was clinical. Now I know it is something else entirely.

“What are you thinking?” I ask.

“That you look like you are carrying something heavy and trying very hard not to let it show.”

My stomach tightens. I force a smile. “I’m fine.”

He does not push. He never pushes. That is part of the agreement, part of the experiment we are still pretending is only about patience and want. But I see the way his eyes linger on my face a moment longer than usual. He knows I am lying. He is choosing not to call me on it.

After breakfast we go our separate ways for the morning. I take my field notebook and the small kit of specimen jars down to the southern slope where the madrona trees grow. The bark is peeling in long curls the color of rust and old blood. I collect samples of the lichen that grows only on the north-facing side of the trunks. The work is methodical. It requires my hands and my eyes and leaves just enough space in my mind for the letter to keep circling.

I do not open the drawer when I return to the cabin at midday. I make myself a sandwich instead. Adrian is on the porch with his laptop, the one he only uses when he needs to transcribe notes. He looks up when I step outside.

“Any interesting finds?” he asks.

“Usnea longissima. The old man’s beard lichen. It’s thriving here.”

He smiles. “You sound like you’re trying to convince yourself that’s the most important thing happening today.”

I sit on the step beside him. Our shoulders touch. “It might be.”

We stay like that for a while. The sun is warm on my face. Gulls wheel overhead. I can almost believe this is enough. That I could stay here forever, cataloging plants and letting Adrian take me apart every few nights and never have to choose between this life and the one waiting for me on the mainland.

But the letter is still in the drawer.

When the afternoon light begins to slant, Adrian closes his laptop.

“Session tonight?” he asks. His voice is low, careful. He always asks. The asking is part of it.

“Yes.”

He nods once. “After dinner.”

I spend the remaining hours in the greenhouse that is still whole. I water the trays of seedlings we started last month. The tiny green shoots are fragile and determined. I think about the dream again, about standing in the middle of broken glass, trying to decide what to save. My hands shake slightly as I adjust the mister.

Adrian finds me there just before sunset.

“You’ve been quiet all day,” he says from the doorway.

I do not turn around. “I’m thinking.”

“About the dream?”

“About a lot of things.”

He steps inside. The greenhouse is small. His presence fills it. I feel him behind me before his hands settle on my shoulders.

“Whatever it is,” he says, “you don’t have to carry it alone.”

The words land like stones in my chest. I want to turn and tell him everything. I want to hand him the letter and watch his face and know, finally, whether what we have is strong enough to survive the world outside this island. But the words stay locked behind my teeth.

Instead I lean back against him. “I know.”

He kisses the side of my neck, just below my ear. “Come inside when you’re ready.”

I wait until the last of the light has bled from the sky. Then I follow him into the cabin.

The session begins the way they always do now. I sit on the edge of the bed while he stands in front of me, fully clothed. He tells me what he wants. I tell him what I need. We negotiate the edges we will walk tonight. Tonight I ask for his hands only. No toys. No blindfold. I want to see his face when I break.

He agrees.

He undresses me slowly, the way he always does when he wants me to feel every second of exposure. His fingers trace the line of my collarbone, the curve of my breast, the dip of my waist. He does not rush. He never rushes. By the time I am bare I am already trembling.

“On the bed,” he says.

I lie back. He stretches my arms above my head and wraps his fingers around my wrists, not tight enough to restrain, just enough to remind me that I am choosing this. That I can stop it at any moment.

“Tell me when you’re close,” he says.

I nod.

He starts with his mouth on my throat and works his way down. Slow. Deliberate. He knows every place that makes me arch. He knows how to bring me to the edge and hold me there until I am shaking and begging and still not allowed to fall. Tonight the denial feels sharper than usual. Every time I get close I think of the letter. I think of the choice I am not making. The pleasure twists into something almost painful, something that has teeth.

“Please,” I hear myself say. My voice sounds wrecked. “Adrian, please.”

He lifts his head. His eyes are dark behind his glasses. “Not yet.”

I make a sound that is not quite a word.

He kisses the inside of my thigh. “Breathe.”

I breathe. I stay on the edge for what feels like hours. My body is a live wire. Every nerve is screaming. When he finally lets me come it is with his mouth and two fingers inside me and his voice telling me I am safe, I am here, I am his for as long as I want to be.

Afterward he holds me while I shake. He strokes my hair and tells me I did beautifully. I cry a little, the way I sometimes do when the release is this big. He does not ask why. He just holds me tighter.

When I can speak again I say, “I don’t want this to end.”

He is quiet for a long moment. His hand keeps moving through my hair.

“Neither do I,” he says.

I close my eyes and press my face against his chest. The letter is still in the drawer. The supply ship is still coming in two months. The tenure-track position is still waiting with my name on it. And Adrian still does not know that the world is already reaching for me, already trying to pull me back to a life that does not have room for greenhouses or madrona trees or a man who can keep me on the edge of pleasure and sanity for an entire evening and then catch me when I fall.

I do not tell him.

Instead I let him pull the blanket over us both. I let him turn off the lamp. I let the darkness settle around us like another kind of agreement.

Outside the cabin the tide comes in. The waves sound like they are trying to say something I am not ready to hear.

I fall asleep with his arm around me and the taste of unsaid words on my tongue.






Chapter 19 — The Weight of Two Months

[CONT: Harper discloses the tenure offer here after ch14 already disclosed it. If ch14 disclosure stays, revise this as a second/deeper conversation rather than a first reveal.]

I wake to the sound of rain on the roof and Adrian’s arm still curved around my waist. The cabin is dim, the gray light of morning filtered through the single small window. For a moment I let myself stay exactly where I am, warm and held, the ache between my legs a soft, pleasant reminder of last night. Then the thought arrives anyway, the one I tried to outrun in sleep: two months. The supply ship is due in eight weeks. The letter is still in the drawer where I left it.

Adrian shifts behind me. His hand finds the scar on my thumb and traces it once, absentminded. “You’re thinking loud,” he says, voice rough with sleep.

I make a noncommittal sound and roll to face him. He looks younger in the mornings, glasses still on the nightstand, hair flattened on one side. I reach up and smooth it down. “Just the rain. Sounds heavier than usual.”

He studies me for a second longer than necessary, then accepts the deflection. “We should check the greenhouse before it gets worse. The vents might not hold if the wind picks up.”

We dress in comfortable silence. I pull on the same wool sweater I’ve been wearing for three days and the waterproof pants that still smell faintly of salt and cedar. Adrian makes coffee while I pack the field kit. When he hands me the thermos, his fingers linger against mine.

“Last night was…” He stops, searching for the word. “A lot.”

“It was good,” I say. The honesty feels dangerous this morning. “I needed it.”

He nods, but the line between his brows doesn’t smooth. We both know I’m not telling him everything. The knowledge sits between us like another person in the small kitchen.

Outside the rain is steady, the kind that soaks through layers if you stand still long enough. We walk the short path to the greenhouse in single file. Adrian carries the heavier tools; I carry the notebook and the small pruning shears. The madrona trees along the trail are slick and dark, their bark peeling in long strips that look like torn paper. I pause at the largest one and press my palm to the trunk, feeling the cool, damp texture. It grounds me in a way the cabin no longer does.

The greenhouse is humid and loud with the sound of water hitting the plastic sheeting. Several vents have already bowed inward from the wind. Adrian sets to work reinforcing them with extra cord while I move down the rows of plants, checking for damage. The Pacific yew seedlings I started last month are doing well, their needles a deep, healthy green. I make a note about soil moisture and try not to think about who will harvest them if I’m not here in the spring.

By mid-morning the rain has eased to a drizzle. We eat lunch on the covered porch, sitting on the bench with our knees touching. Adrian has brought the small radio from inside; it crackles with static and the faint voice of the weather service reporting another front moving in from the west. Two months of weather reports. Two months of shared meals. Two months of nights where he learns exactly how long I can be kept on the edge before I break.

I set my sandwich down half-eaten.

“You’re quiet,” he says.

I look at the line of dark trees beyond the clearing. “I was thinking about the yew seedlings. If the soil stays this wet they might rot before they establish.”

He is quiet for a long moment. “Harper.”

Just my name. Nothing else. The way he says it makes my chest tighten.

“I’m fine,” I say, too quickly.

Another silence. The radio spits static. Adrian reaches over and turns it off. “You’ve been carrying something since the last supply drop. I didn’t want to push. I’m pushing now.”

My heart starts a slow, heavy beat against my ribs. I could lie. I could say it’s nothing, or the weather, or the usual end-of-season restlessness. Instead I stand and walk to the edge of the porch, gripping the railing until the wood bites into my palms.

“There was a letter,” I say. The words feel like stones in my mouth. “From my old advisor. They’re offering me a tenure-track position. It starts in September. I’d have to leave when the ship comes back through in two months.”

I don’t turn around. I can’t see his face and I don’t want to. The rain drips from the eaves in a steady rhythm that matches the pulse in my ears.

Adrian doesn’t speak right away. When he does, his voice is careful, measured, the same tone he uses when we negotiate new boundaries. “Did you apply for it?”

“No. She heard I was out here and put my name forward anyway. It’s a good position. The kind people wait years for.”

“And you’re considering it.”

It isn’t a question. I close my eyes. “I don’t know what I’m considering. I didn’t open the letter until three days after it arrived. I’ve been trying to pretend it doesn’t exist.”

The bench creaks as he stands. I hear his footsteps cross the porch, then feel the warmth of him behind me, close but not touching. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t want it to change anything. And because I was afraid it already had.”

He puts his hands on the railing on either side of mine, caging me without pressure. I can feel his breath against the back of my neck. “It changes things,” he says. “It has to. But it doesn’t have to end them.”

I turn then. His face is composed, but there is something raw in his eyes that I recognize from the nights when he lets himself need me out loud. I reach up and touch his jaw, the stubble rough under my fingers.

“I don’t know how to do both,” I say. “I don’t know how to be the person who takes that job and the person who stays here with you. They feel like two different lives.”

“Then we figure it out,” he says. “Together. That’s what the last six months have been, isn’t it? Learning how to want something and still let it breathe.”

The words land somewhere deep. I lean forward until my forehead rests against his chest. He wraps his arms around me, solid and steady, the way he always does when the world feels too large. We stand like that for a long time while the rain starts again, harder now, drumming on the roof and running in sheets off the greenhouse plastic.

Eventually he pulls back just enough to look at me. “Do you want to talk about it more now, or do you want to go inside and let me take your mind off it for a while?”

The offer is gentle, no pressure either way. I think about the letter, about the tenure committee, about the city I left behind and the version of myself that lived there. Then I think about the way Adrian looked at me last night when I was shaking apart under his hands, the way he held every piece of me without trying to fix any of it.

“Inside,” I say. “Please.”

He takes my hand and leads me back into the cabin. The fire has burned low; he builds it up again while I shed the wet outer layers. When I’m down to the thin thermal shirt and leggings, he guides me to the bed and has me lie back. He doesn’t undress me right away. Instead he sits beside me and runs his fingers through my hair, the same slow, grounding touch from the night before.

“Tell me what you need,” he says.

I close my eyes. “I need to not think for a while. I need to feel like this is still mine. Like I’m still yours.”

“You are,” he says, simple and certain. “For as long as you want to be. That hasn’t changed.”

He starts slow, the way he always does when I’m carrying too much. Kisses along my jaw, down my throat, careful and deliberate. His hands map the familiar territory of my body through the thin fabric, relearning every curve and scar as if he hasn’t already memorized them. When he finally pulls the shirt over my head, the air is cool against my skin. He warms it with his mouth, taking his time, until I’m arching under him and the thoughts about letters and ships and futures have receded to a manageable distance.

He edges me twice before I ask for more. Each time he brings me close and then eases back, murmuring praise against my skin, telling me I’m doing beautifully, that I can take it, that he has me. When I finally come it is with his mouth between my legs and two fingers inside me, the same configuration as last night, the one that makes me feel held and opened at once. I cry out his name and he doesn’t stop until the aftershocks fade.

Afterward he pulls me against his chest again. I listen to his heartbeat, steady and sure, and let the sound fill the spaces the letter left behind. We don’t talk about the job. We don’t talk about what happens in eight weeks. Instead we talk about the yew seedlings and the new vent design he wants to try and whether the radio can be fixed before the next supply drop. Ordinary things. The kind of conversation that makes a life.

The rain continues through the afternoon and into the evening. We cook dinner together, moving around each other in the small kitchen with the easy choreography we’ve developed over months. When the dishes are done he suggests another session, lighter this time, more about closeness than intensity. I agree. We spend an hour on the bed with the lamp turned low, his hands and voice guiding me through waves of pleasure that never quite crest until he decides they should. The release is gentler than last night’s, but no less profound. I fall asleep with my face pressed to his shoulder and the taste of his skin on my tongue.

Sometime in the night I wake to the sound of the wind. Adrian is already awake, sitting up against the headboard with a book open in his lap, the small reading light clipped to the page. He looks over when I stir.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he says quietly. “Thought I’d read for a bit.”

I push myself up and lean against him. “What are you reading?”

He shows me the cover. It’s one of the psychology texts he brought for the book he’s supposedly writing. The pages are marked with small sticky notes, his neat handwriting in the margins. I run my finger along one of the notes. “Still working on the patience project?”

“Trying to,” he says. “It’s harder than I expected to write about something I’m living instead of observing.”

I rest my cheek against his bare shoulder. “What would you write about us, if you could?”

He is quiet for so long I think he might not answer. Then: “I’d write that patience isn’t about waiting. It’s about choosing, every day, to stay in the space between wanting and having. It’s about letting the wanting stretch and still trusting that the having will be worth it when it comes.”

The words settle over me like a second blanket. I think about the letter in the drawer, about the version of my life that would require me to leave this cabin and this man and this strange, deliberate intimacy we’ve built. Then I think about the version that stays. Both feel possible. Both feel terrifying.

I reach up and turn off the reading light. In the darkness I find his hand and lace our fingers together.

“Stay with me,” I say. It comes out smaller than I intended.

“I’m right here,” he answers.

We fall asleep like that, hands joined, the wind howling outside like it’s trying to remind us that nothing on this island is permanent. In the morning the rain will have passed. The greenhouse will need checking again. The letter will still be in the drawer. And we will still have eight weeks to decide what patience looks like when the thing you want most is also the thing you might have to let go.

I close my eyes and let the sound of his breathing pull me under. For now, it is enough. For now, it is everything.






Chapter 20 — The Weight of Eight Weeks

[CONT: Tenure offer is explained again as though new. Condense to aftermath/decision work once the reveal point is fixed.]

The rain has stopped by the time I wake. Adrian’s arm is still draped over my waist, heavy and warm, his breath steady against the back of my neck. For a few minutes I lie still, listening to the cabin settle—the drip of water from the eaves, the faint creak of the roof as the wind shifts. The letter is still in the drawer. The supply ship is still eight weeks away. Nothing has changed except the light.

I turn in his arms. He opens his eyes without surprise, as if he’s been awake for a while, just waiting.

“Morning,” he says, voice rough.

“Morning.” I press my forehead to his. “Greenhouse?”

“Greenhouse,” he agrees.

We dress in comfortable silence. I pull on the same flannel I wore yesterday; he takes the green one from the hook by the door. Outside, the air smells of wet earth and salt. The path to the greenhouse is slick with mud, and Adrian offers his hand without comment when I slip on a patch of moss. I take it. We walk the rest of the way like that—fingers loosely linked, boots squelching.

Inside the greenhouse the plants have perked up overnight. The rosemary I was worried about looks less desiccated. I make my rounds with the moisture meter while Adrian checks the ventilation fans. It’s ordinary work, the kind we’ve done a hundred times, but today every ordinary thing feels weighted. I keep thinking about the letter. About the version of my life that would require me to pack my specimens, write a final report, and step onto a plane that doesn’t come back.

Adrian finishes with the fans and comes to stand beside me at the potting bench. “You’re quiet.”

“Just thinking about the data from last month. The alkaloid concentrations in the angelica are higher than the literature suggests.” It’s not a lie, exactly. I have been thinking about the angelica. I’ve also been thinking about how to tell him I might be leaving.

He doesn’t push. He never does. Instead he reaches past me for the pruning shears and begins trimming the dead leaves from the sage with the same careful attention he gives everything else. I watch the line of his jaw, the way his glasses have slipped down his nose, the small scar on his knuckle from when he caught his hand in the generator housing two months ago. I know these details the way I know the names of the plants. They’ve become part of the landscape I inhabit.

We work until the sun is high enough to warm the glass. Then Adrian sets the shears down and wipes his hands on a rag.

“Coffee?”

“Please.”

Back at the cabin he makes it the way I like—strong, with a splash of the powdered milk we both pretend tastes like the real thing. We sit at the small table by the window. The letter is six feet away in the drawer. I can feel it like a second pulse.

He studies me over the rim of his mug. “You’re still thinking about the letter.”

My stomach drops. I set my own mug down carefully. “How long have you known?”

“Since the day it came. You left the envelope on the counter for twenty minutes before you moved it. I didn’t read it,” he adds. “But I saw the university seal.”

I should be angry that he noticed and said nothing. Instead I feel a complicated relief. “It’s a job offer. Tenure-track. Starting in the fall.”

Adrian nods once, as if this is information he’s already filed away. “Would you take it?”

“I don’t know.” The words come out smaller than I intend. “I thought I came here to get away from decisions like that. Six months of silence. No committees, no grant applications, no choosing between two versions of the same life. And then you asked me to be your case study and the silence turned into something else.”

He reaches across the table and takes my hand. His thumb traces the scar on my thumb—the one from the botanical mishap I still haven’t told him the full story of.

“Tell me what the job would mean,” he says.

So I do. I tell him about the lab space, the graduate students I’d supervise, the chance to publish the angelica work in a journal that actually matters instead of a field report that will sit in a database no one reads. I tell him about the city—noise, traffic, the particular loneliness of being surrounded by people who don’t know your name. I tell him about the version of myself that would have to learn how to be that person again after a year of waking up to the sound of the ocean and falling asleep to the sound of his breathing.

When I’m done he is quiet for a long time. Then: “And the version that stays?”

I look at our joined hands. “I don’t know what that version looks like either. We have contracts. Mine ends in two months. Yours… you never said how long you planned to stay after the book is done.”

“I planned to stay until the book was done,” he says. “I didn’t plan on you.”

The words land somewhere behind my ribs. I swallow. “Adrian.”

“I know.” He squeezes my hand once, then lets go. “We still have eight weeks. That’s what we agreed. Eight weeks to decide what patience looks like when the thing you want most is also the thing you might have to let go.”

It’s the same phrase he used last night. I wonder if he’s been carrying it the way I’ve been carrying the letter.

We finish our coffee. The day stretches ahead of us—specimen processing, data entry, the small domestic tasks that keep the station running. But the air between us has changed. Not heavier, exactly. More precise. Like we’ve both agreed to stop pretending the future isn’t already in the room.

After lunch Adrian disappears into his corner of the cabin with his laptop. I take my field journal to the couch and try to work on the month’s observations, but the words blur. Eventually I give up and go to the drawer. The envelope is still there, unopened since the first night. I don’t take it out. I just rest my fingers on the paper and breathe.

When Adrian comes back he finds me like that. He doesn’t comment. He crosses the room and stands behind me, close enough that I can feel the warmth of him.

“Session?” he asks quietly.

I turn. His expression is open, waiting. We haven’t had a session since the night before last—the one that ended with us falling asleep holding hands. The rules we negotiated months ago still hold: revocable consent, safeword always available, aftercare non-negotiable. But the stakes feel different now.

“Yes,” I say.

He nods. We move through the familiar ritual—lights adjusted, the small table cleared, the notebook he uses for observations placed within reach. I sit on the edge of the bed. He kneels in front of me, not touching yet, giving me space to change my mind.

“Tell me what you need today,” he says.

I think about the letter. About eight weeks. About the fact that every time he touches me now it feels like both a promise and a countdown.

“I need to not come,” I say. The words are steady. “I need to feel how much I want it and still choose to stop. I need you to remind me that wanting isn’t the same as having, and that having isn’t the same as keeping.”

Something flickers behind his eyes—pain, maybe, or recognition. He reaches up and cups my face with both hands.

“Color?” he asks.

“Green.”

He kisses me then—slow, thorough, the kind of kiss that says we have time even when we don’t. His hands move to the buttons of my shirt. I let him undress me with the same care he uses on the plants. When I’m bare he guides me back onto the bed and follows, still fully clothed, the contrast deliberate. He knows what it does to me—the flannel against my skin, the weight of him, the knowledge that he could take anything and chooses, instead, to give me exactly what I asked for.

The session unfolds the way they always do: attention, denial, the long stretch of almost. He uses his mouth, his hands, the low steady voice that never argues. Every time I get close he stops. Every time I think I can’t bear it he waits with me until the urgency ebbs. I lose track of how many times. The room narrows to the sound of my own breathing and the feel of his palm pressed flat against my sternum, anchoring me.

At some point I realize I’m crying—not from pain, but from the sheer accumulated weight of wanting something I might not be allowed to keep. Adrian wipes the tears with his thumb and doesn’t ask me to explain. He just keeps going until I’m trembling and empty and still not finished.

When he finally pulls me against his chest I bury my face in his shoulder and stay there until the shaking stops.

“Adrian,” I whisper.

“I’m here.”

We lie like that for a long time. Eventually he gets up and brings water, the soft blanket from the foot of the bed, the small tin of salve he keeps for aftercare. He rubs it into the places where his hands were firmest. I let him. The ordinary tenderness feels more intimate than anything else we’ve done.

Later, when the light has shifted to late afternoon, I sit up and pull the blanket around my shoulders.

“I’m going to tell you about the scar,” I say.

He looks up from where he’s been sorting through his notebook. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to.” I trace the small raised line on my left thumb. “I was nineteen. First real fieldwork, a summer program in the Rockies. I was trying to impress the lead researcher—some hotshot from Stanford who’d published three papers on secondary metabolites before he was thirty. I reached into a thicket of wild rose to get a sample and didn’t see the thorns. Stupid. The cut got infected. I ended up in the ER with a fever and a lecture about field safety. The researcher told me I’d never make it if I couldn’t even handle basic precautions.”

Adrian is quiet. Then: “What happened to the researcher?”

“He’s the one who wrote the letter in the drawer.”

I expect him to react—to ask why I’d consider working for someone who treated me like that, or to point out the obvious parallel between then and now. Instead he just nods, as if this piece of information fits into a larger pattern he’s already been assembling.

“You were nineteen,” he says. “You’re not nineteen anymore.”

“No.” I pull my knees to my chest. “But part of me still wants to prove I can do it. That I can be the person who publishes in the right journals and supervises the right students and doesn’t need a remote island to feel like she’s doing something that matters.”

“And the other part?”

“The other part wants to stay here with you and see what happens when we stop pretending eight weeks is enough time to decide anything.”

Adrian sets the notebook aside. He moves to sit beside me on the bed and pulls me into his lap, blanket and all. I go willingly. His arms come around me, solid and sure.

“Then we keep choosing,” he says against my hair. “Every day. We keep choosing the space between wanting and having. We keep trusting that the having will be worth it when it comes—even if the having looks different than we thought.”

I close my eyes. Outside, the wind has picked up again, rattling the loose pane in the kitchen window. Eight weeks. It’s not nothing. It’s also not forever.

I think about the letter. About the job. About the version of my life that would require me to leave this cabin and this man and this strange, deliberate intimacy we’ve built. Then I think about the version that stays.

Both still feel possible. Both still feel terrifying.

But for the first time since the envelope arrived, I let myself imagine what it would mean to choose the second one on purpose.

“Adrian?”

“Mm.”

“Will you stay with me?”

“I’m right here.”

I lace our fingers together the way I did last night. His hand is warm. The scar on my thumb presses against his knuckle. Outside, the ocean keeps doing what it has always done—wearing away at the shore, reshaping the island one wave at a time. Inside, we sit in the lengthening light and do not move.

For now, it is enough.

For now, it is everything.






Chapter 21 — The Shape of Eight Weeks

Morning arrives the way it always does here: slow, gray at the edges, then sharpening into color as the sun clears the ridge. I wake with Adrian’s arm still around me, the blanket twisted between us, and the faint salt-and-cedar smell of him in the pillow. For a few minutes I don’t move. I listen to the wind in the spruce and the distant, steady hush of the surf. Eight weeks. The number sits in my chest like a second heartbeat.

He stirs when I do. His hand finds the small of my back, warm and automatic, and he presses a kiss to the top of my head without opening his eyes.

“Coffee first,” he says, voice rough with sleep. “Then we decide what the day is.”

I nod against his chest. We have done this enough times now that the ritual feels like its own kind of agreement. He makes the coffee while I pull on yesterday’s field clothes. We drink it standing at the counter, shoulders touching, watching the light move across the water through the salt-streaked window. Neither of us mentions the letter. Not yet.

After breakfast we split the morning the way we always do when the weather holds. I take the south transect to finish cataloguing the last of the late-blooming yarrow and the new growth on the salal. Adrian stays at the station to transcribe yesterday’s notes and work on the chapter he’s been avoiding—the one about the difference between endurance and patience. We kiss at the door like it’s ordinary. It is ordinary, now. That’s the part that terrifies me.

The island is smaller than it used to be. Or maybe I have simply learned every inch of it. The path to the south ridge is familiar under my boots: the same exposed root that catches my toe if I’m not watching, the same patch of moss that stays damp even in August. I work slowly, taking measurements, photographing the leaf margins, dictating notes into my recorder. The work is good. It keeps my hands busy and my mind from spiraling too far ahead. But every time I pause to check a coordinate, I find myself calculating days instead of distances.

Eight weeks. If I accept the position, I leave in eight weeks. If I decline, I stay here until the full year is up and then—what? Adrian’s sabbatical ends in the spring. He has a life waiting somewhere with a university and students and a city that probably has traffic and noise ordinances. We have never talked about what happens after the station. We have only talked about these weeks, this cabin, this deliberate narrowing of the world to two people and the work and the wanting we keep choosing not to finish.

By midday the wind has shifted. I pack up and head back, boots heavier than they were on the way out. When I push open the door, Adrian is at the table with his laptop open and three notebooks fanned around him. He looks up, and the way his face changes when he sees me—soft, then focused, then soft again—makes something in my throat catch.

“Productive?” he asks.

“Three new specimens. One of them might actually be what I’ve been looking for.” I set my pack down and cross to him. He tilts his face up without being asked, and I kiss him, slow and deliberate, tasting the last of the morning’s coffee on his tongue. When I pull back he catches my wrist and holds it, thumb brushing the scar there like he always does.

“Tell me about the job,” he says.

I sit. The chair creaks under me. Outside, a raven lands on the railing and watches us through the glass with one bright eye.

“It’s a tenure-track position at the university where I did my postdoc,” I say. “They want someone to run the new ethnobotany lab and teach two courses a semester. The salary is good. Benefits. A real lab instead of a converted shipping container and a drying rack made of driftwood.”

He nods. He doesn’t interrupt.

“My old advisor is retiring in two years. She’s the one who recommended me. She thinks I could take over some of her projects. The ones that actually matter.” I look at my hands. “It’s everything I thought I wanted when I came here. Stability. A chance to build something instead of just documenting what’s already disappearing.”

“And now?” he asks.

“Now I don’t know if I still want it.” The words feel too small for what they carry. “Or if I want it more than I want this.”

Adrian closes his laptop. He doesn’t reach for me, which is its own kind of patience.

“Tell me what this is,” he says. “Not the sex. Not the sessions. The rest of it.”

I have to think. The raven hops along the railing and pecks at something I can’t see.

“It’s waking up and knowing exactly where you are,” I say. “It’s not having to explain why I need three hours of silence after a bad collection day. It’s the way you write my name in the margin of your notebook when you think I’m not looking. It’s having someone who will sit with me in the dark and not try to fix anything.”

He is quiet for a long time.

“I have spent most of my adult life trying to understand what makes people stay,” he says finally. “Why some relationships survive distance and change and ordinary disappointment, and why others don’t. I used to think it was about compatibility. Shared values. The right amount of independence.” He smiles, small and rueful. “Then I met you, and all of my careful theories started sounding like someone else’s research.”

I reach across the table and take his hand. His fingers close around mine.

“If I take the job,” I say, “I would have to leave in eight weeks. The position starts in October. They need an answer by the end of the month.”

“And if you don’t take it?”

“Then I finish my year here. And then I don’t know. I apply for other things. I try to figure out what a life looks like when it isn’t defined by being the only two people on an island.”

Adrian stands. He comes around the table and pulls me up with him, hands gentle on my elbows. We stand like that for a moment, the space between us charged and familiar.

“I don’t want you to choose me because the alternative is complicated,” he says. “I want you to choose me because the life we could build is worth the complication.”

“What would that life look like?” I ask.

He thinks. I can see him turning the question over the way he turns over data—carefully, without rushing to the answer that feels good.

“It would look like you having a lab and students and a city that sometimes feels too loud,” he says. “And it would look like me teaching two days a week instead of five, and writing the rest of the time. It would look like figuring out how to do the sessions in a place that has neighbors and thin walls. It would look like learning each other’s ordinary days instead of only each other’s extraordinary ones.”

He pauses.

“And it would look like both of us being terrified that we’re making the wrong choice, and choosing anyway.”

I rest my forehead against his chest. His heartbeat is steady under my ear.

“I’m scared,” I say.

“I know.”

“I’m scared that if we leave here, the thing we have will turn into something smaller. Something we have to schedule around grant deadlines and committee meetings.”

“It might,” he says. “Or it might become something we didn’t know how to want until we had to fight for it.”

We stand like that until the raven flies away and the light on the water turns from silver to gold. Then Adrian steps back, just far enough to see my face.

“Would you like a session?” he asks. “Not because we need to decide anything. Because I want to be with you, and because the not-having is still part of how we have each other.”

I nod. My throat feels tight.

“Yes,” I say. “Please.”

He leads me to the bed the way he always does—slowly, with his hand at the small of my back, giving me time to change my mind. I don’t. I let him undress me piece by piece, the way he has every time since the first session, until I’m bare and the cool air of the cabin raises goosebumps along my arms. He keeps his own clothes on. That’s part of the agreement. Part of the edge.

He has me lie back against the pillows. The blanket from last night is still here; he pulls it up to my waist and tucks it around my hips like he’s protecting something fragile. Then he sits beside me, one hand resting on my stomach, and begins.

The first touch is barely a touch at all. His fingertips trace the line of my collarbone, the hollow at the base of my throat, the curve where my breast meets my ribcage. He maps me like he’s memorizing for later, when the map might be all he has. When his hand finally reaches my breast I arch into it without thinking, and he makes a low sound in his throat that I feel more than hear.

“Tell me what you want,” he says.

“You know what I want.”

“I want to hear you say it anyway.”

I close my eyes. The room is warm and the light behind my eyelids is red-gold.

“I want your mouth,” I say. “I want your hands. I want you to keep me here until I can’t think about anything except how close I am and how long you’re going to make me wait.”

He hums, pleased. His thumb circles my nipple, slow and deliberate, until it tightens to a point that aches. Then he leans down and takes it into his mouth, and the heat of him pulls a sound from me that I don’t recognize as my own.

We have done this enough times that he knows exactly how to read me. He knows the difference between the gasp that means more and the one that means too much. He knows how long I can hold the edge before I start to shake. Today he takes his time. He moves from one breast to the other, using his teeth just enough to make me gasp, then soothing with his tongue. His hand slides lower, over the blanket, pressing against the ache between my legs without giving me anything to push against.

“Adrian,” I say. It comes out thinner than I mean it to.

“Still with me?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He pulls the blanket down. The cool air hits my skin and I shiver. He settles between my thighs, fully clothed, and looks at me like I’m the only thing in the world worth studying. Then he lowers his head and licks a slow stripe up the center of me, and every thought I had about jobs and cities and eight weeks dissolves into static.

He is relentless in the way he is always relentless: patient, attentive, devastating. He brings me to the edge and holds me there, mouth and fingers working in perfect counterpoint, until my hands are fisted in the sheets and my thighs are trembling around his shoulders. Every time I get close he eases off, kissing the inside of my thigh, murmuring things I can’t quite hear over the roar in my ears. When I finally break and beg—his name, please, Adrian, please—he doesn’t give me what I’m asking for. He gives me something better. He gives me the long, slow climb again, from farther back this time, so that when I come it’s with my whole body, a shattering that leaves me sobbing and laughing and clinging to him like he’s the only solid thing left in the world.

After, he holds me while I shake. He strokes my hair and tells me I’m beautiful and brave and his, and I believe him. When I can speak again I pull him up to kiss me, tasting myself on his mouth, and he lets me fumble with his belt until he’s bare and hard against my hip. I don’t ask for more than he’s willing to give. I just hold him while he strokes himself, slow and steady, until he comes with his face buried in my neck and my name on his lips.

We lie tangled together in the lengthening light. Outside, the ocean keeps moving. Inside, the cabin holds the heat of us and the quiet that always follows.

“I still don’t know what I’m going to do,” I say eventually.

“I know.”

“But I know I want to figure it out with you.”

His arm tightens around me.

“Then we’ll figure it out,” he says. “Eight weeks at a time, if that’s what it takes.”

I close my eyes. The future still feels like two versions of the same map—one with a lab and a city and the chance to build something lasting, one with this cabin and this man and the deliberate, impossible intimacy we’ve carved out of isolation and want. Both versions have costs. Both have rewards I can’t yet see clearly.

But for the first time, the choice doesn’t feel like losing one life to gain another. It feels like deciding which version of myself I’m willing to become.

Adrian’s breathing evens out. I stay awake a little longer, listening to the wind and the surf and the small, ordinary sounds of the cabin settling around us. Eight weeks. It’s not nothing. It’s also not forever. And whatever we choose, we will have chosen it on purpose—together, in the space between wanting and having, where we have learned to live.

Outside, the raven returns to the railing. It watches the cabin with one bright eye, then flies away into the gathering dark. Inside, I press closer to Adrian and let myself believe, for now, that the having will be worth it when it comes.






Chapter 22 — The Eight-Week Map

Morning arrives the way it always does here—slow, gray at the edges, the kind of light that makes the cabin feel smaller and more ours. Adrian’s arm is still around me when I open my eyes. His breathing is even, but I know he’s awake by the way his thumb moves, once, against the inside of my wrist. Not a question. Just a reminder that he’s here.

I don’t move yet. The conversation from last night sits between us like a third person, neither asleep nor fully awake. Eight weeks. It’s a number small enough to hold in my hands and large enough to rearrange a life around. I try to picture it: packing the samples I’ve dried and labeled, the notebooks filled with measurements that will mean something only if I decide they do. The ferry that will take us both instead of just me. The city waiting on the other side with its traffic and its tenure-track offer and its version of success that used to feel like the only one.

Adrian shifts, presses his mouth to the back of my neck, and stays there.

“Coffee first,” he says, voice rough with sleep. “Then we can be terrified.”

I laugh, small and surprised. “Is that the clinical term?”

“Clinical enough.” He sits up, glasses already on the nightstand where he left them. The scar on his shoulder catches the light—old, from a fall he never talks about. I trace it once with my finger before he stands. He lets me. That’s new too, the way he lets me touch the parts of him that used to be off-limits even to himself.

The kitchen is cold. I pull on one of his flannels while he starts the kettle. Outside the window the ocean is the color of steel. The raven is back on the railing, head cocked, watching us like we’re the experiment now.

“You think it knows we’re leaving?” I ask.

Adrian glances out. “I think it knows we’re awake and therefore likely to produce crumbs.” He hands me a mug. “Sit. Talk to me about the letter.”

The letter from my old advisor is still in the drawer where I left it after the supply ship. I haven’t opened it again. I don’t need to. The offer is real, the timeline is real, the choice is real. I take the mug and sit at the small table, knees pulled up, flannel swallowing my hands.

“They want an answer by the end of the month,” I say. “Tenure track. Lab space. A salary that would make my mother cry with relief.”

“And the cost,” he says.

“The cost is leaving here. Leaving you, if you stay for the book. Leaving the version of me that learned how to be quiet without disappearing.”

Adrian pulls out the chair across from me and sits, long legs stretched so his foot hooks mine under the table. He does that now—anchors us without asking. “I finished the chapter on patience last night,” he says. “The one I’ve been rewriting since you agreed to the first session.”

I raise an eyebrow. “And?”

“It’s not about patience anymore.” He studies his coffee. “It’s about duration. About what happens when two people agree to stay in the wanting long enough for the having to mean something. I used to think that was theory. It isn’t.”

The words land low in my chest. I sip the coffee to buy time. “So what does that mean for the eight weeks?”

“It means we treat them like the experiment they are,” he says. “We document. We negotiate. We see what the dynamic looks like when there are grocery stores and neighbors and the possibility that one of us will have a bad day and forget to use our words.” His mouth tilts. “I’m particularly interested in the last part.”

I kick his ankle lightly. “You’re not writing a case study on me.”

“No,” he says. “I’m writing a book on what it costs to choose someone on purpose. You’re the reason I finally understand the question.”

We drink in silence for a while. The raven hops closer to the glass, leaves a footprint in the condensation, then flies off. I watch it go and feel something loosen in my sternum. Not an answer. A willingness to keep asking.

After breakfast we walk the perimeter of the station the way we used to when the only thing between us was data. The plants I’ve been cataloging are starting to yellow at the edges—season turning, even here. Adrian carries the notebook I’ve stopped pretending I don’t want him to see. He reads my notes out loud sometimes, not mocking, just tasting the language.

“‘Specimen 47. Leaf margin serrate. Subject reports increased sensitivity to touch after prolonged denial. Hypothesis: the body learns new thresholds when given time and safety.’”

I stop walking. “That one wasn’t for the plants.”

“I know.” He closes the notebook but doesn’t hand it back. “I want to try something today. Not because we need to. Because I think you’re holding the future in your jaw and I’d like to see what happens if you let it go for an hour.”

The air between us changes the way it always does when he offers. My pulse kicks. I nod.

Back in the cabin he clears the table with deliberate care. The kettle goes on again, not for coffee this time. He likes the sound of water, the waiting. I stand in the middle of the room and let him undress me. Slow. He folds each piece and sets it on the chair like it matters. When I’m bare he steps back and looks, not hungry, not clinical—present.

“On the table,” he says. “On your back. Legs open.”

The wood is cool under my spine. He ties my wrists loosely to the legs of the table with soft rope we bought on the last supply run—his idea, my condition that the knots be ones I can slip if I need to. I test them. They hold. The relief that comes with the hold still surprises me.

He starts with his hands. Just his hands, warm from the kettle steam, moving over my ribs, my breasts, my stomach. He avoids where I want him until I make a sound. Then he smiles, small and private, and keeps avoiding.

“Tell me what you’re afraid of,” he says.

The question is a blade slipped between ribs. I close my eyes. “That I’ll choose the city and lose this. That I’ll choose this and lose myself. That eight weeks will feel like forever and also not long enough to know anything.”

His thumb circles my nipple, slow. “And if you choose both?”

I open my eyes. He’s watching my face, not my body. “Both how?”

“You take the lab. I finish the book from a sublet near campus. We keep the rules. We keep the sessions. We see if the wanting survives fluorescent lights and committee meetings.” His other hand slides lower, stops just above my clit. “We see if the having gets better when it has to be scheduled instead of constant.”

The idea is so ordinary it feels radical. I arch, trying to get his hand where I need it. He moves it away.

“Adrian.”

“Say it.”

“I want both,” I say. “I want the lab and the cabin and you telling me I can’t come until I’ve earned it in a city apartment with thin walls.”

His fingers find me then, slick and unhurried. He works me open with two, then three, the way he knows I like—deep, then shallow, then deep again until my hips lift off the table. Every time I get close he stops. Breathes with me. Asks another question.

“What would your days look like?”

“Teaching,” I gasp. “Lab work. Coming home to you grading papers at the kitchen table.”

“And the nights?”

“You,” I say. “You and whatever you decide I’ve earned.”

He leans down and kisses the inside of my thigh, then higher, mouth replacing fingers until I’m shaking. The denial this time feels different—not punishment, not even play. It feels like rehearsal. Like we’re practicing the version of us that will have to fit between semesters and deadlines and the ordinary friction of two lives that chose each other anyway.

When he finally lets me come it’s with his mouth and two fingers curled just right and his voice telling me I’m allowed. I break hard, thighs clamped around his shoulders, the sound that leaves me closer to a sob than anything else. He stays there until I stop shaking, then unties my wrists and pulls me into his lap on the floor.

We sit like that for a long time. My face against his neck. His hand stroking my hair. The kettle whistles and neither of us moves to turn it off.

“I still don’t have the answer,” I say eventually.

“I know,” he says. “But we just practiced one version of it. It didn’t feel like losing anything.”

I pull back enough to look at him. His glasses are fogged. I take them off, clean them on the edge of the flannel I’m still half-wearing, put them back on his face. “You’d really leave the island for me?”

“I’d leave the island with you,” he says. “There’s a difference.”

Outside the window the sky has cleared. The ocean is blue again. The raven is gone, but I can still feel the weight of its watching. Eight weeks. A map with two versions and one line connecting them. We don’t have to choose today. We only have to keep choosing the space between wanting and having until the having is something we both recognize.

Adrian stands, helps me up, and starts the water for a bath we don’t need but will take anyway. The cabin smells like us and like the plants drying on the windowsill and like the future we’re still writing in pieces. I watch him test the temperature with his wrist and think: this is what it looks like when theory becomes a life. Small. Deliberate. Chosen on purpose, eight weeks at a time.

I step into the water. He follows. The rest of the day stretches ahead of us like a question we finally know how to ask.






Chapter 23 — The Cartography of Want

[CONT: Letter described as “still unopened” after earlier chapters show Harper opening/read/discussing it. Change to “unanswered,” “unresolved,” or similar.]

The bathwater has cooled to the temperature of skin by the time we get out. Adrian wraps me in the largest towel first, then reaches for his own. Steam clings to the mirror above the sink, blurring our reflections into soft shapes. I watch him dry the back of his neck, the slow drag of terrycloth across muscle I now know the give of. Eight weeks. The number sits between us like a third person in the room, patient, unblinking.

He catches me looking. “You’re thinking about the map again.”

“I’m thinking about what we pack,” I say. “What we leave behind.”

We move through the small kitchen in the wordless rhythm we’ve built over months. He puts the kettle on properly this time. I slice bread for toast we don’t really need but will eat because the act of doing something ordinary feels like proof we can still be ordinary together. Outside, the sky has gone that particular shade of late-afternoon gray that means rain is deciding whether to commit. The raven is back on the spruce, a dark comma against the needles.

Adrian butters toast with the same care he uses when he touches me—precise, attentive, never assuming he already knows what I want. “I keep a list,” he says after a while. “In the back of the notebook I use for the book. Things I want to show you when we’re not here.”

I look up. “Like what?”

“Night markets. The kind that only open after the last ferry leaves. Places where the air smells like chili and burnt sugar and you have to point at what you want because no one speaks the same language twice in the same sentence.” He pauses. “I want to watch you try to name every plant in someone else’s garden and fail.”

I smile into my tea. “I don’t fail. I improvise.”

“That’s what I want to watch.”

The toast is gone. The kettle has boiled and been poured and forgotten. We stand at the counter like two people who have already decided something larger than where to put the dishes. Adrian reaches across the narrow space and takes my wrist—the one with the scar—and turns it so the light catches the thin white line.

“Tell me what you’re afraid of,” he says. Not a demand. An invitation we’ve extended to each other so many times now that the asking itself has become part of the architecture.

I think for a long time. The answer isn’t simple, and I’ve learned not to give him simple answers when he asks for the real ones. “I’m afraid we’ll get back to a place where there are other people, and the version of us that only exists in this cabin will turn out to be the only version that works. That the rest of the world will make us smaller. Or louder. Or polite in ways that cost us something we can’t get back.”

He nods like he’s been waiting for exactly that sentence. “I’m afraid I’ll forget how to be patient with you when there’s noise. That I’ll reach for the old habits—the ones that kept me safe when I was only theorizing—and I’ll stop asking. Stop listening for the difference between what you say and what your body is still deciding.”

We’re quiet again. The rain has started, soft against the roof. I can hear the drip from the eaves into the barrel we keep for the garden. Adrian steps closer. His hand is still around my wrist, thumb resting in the hollow where pulse meets bone.

“We could practice,” he says. “The version where we’re not alone.”

“How?”

“Tomorrow. We walk the whole perimeter. We talk like we’re already in a city. We see what the wanting feels like when we have to keep it inside our own skin instead of letting the island hold it for us.”

It sounds ridiculous and exactly right. I nod.

That night we don’t have sex. We lie in the narrow bed with the window cracked and listen to the rain turn from soft to steady. Adrian’s arm is heavy across my waist. His breathing is the slow, even rhythm I’ve memorized. [CONT: Letter has already been opened/read and discussed; use unresolved/unanswered instead of unopened.] I think about the letter from my advisor, still unopened in the drawer of the desk we share. I think about the two maps—one with me leaving alone, one with both of us leaving together—and how the line between them has started to look less like a choice and more like a path someone has already walked.

In the morning the rain has stopped but the air is thick with it. We make coffee in the press and eat standing up. Adrian wears the blue flannel today. I wear one of his henleys because mine are all in the wash and because the smell of him on my skin feels like armor for what we’re about to do.

We start at the north end of the island, where the research station’s generator shed sits like a squat apology. The path is narrow, overgrown in places where neither of us has walked in weeks. Adrian goes first. I watch the set of his shoulders, the way he ducks under a low branch without breaking stride. When he reaches back for my hand, I take it.

“Tell me about the first week you were here,” he says. “Before we started being careful with each other.”

I laugh. “I thought you were an asshole.”

“I was.”

“You corrected my Latin names three times in the first forty-eight hours.”

“I was trying to impress you.”

“It worked. I just didn’t want it to.”

We walk. The island is small enough that we can do the full loop in under two hours if we don’t stop. We stop often. At the tide pool where I once found a new species of anemone no one had recorded this far north. At the flat rock where Adrian likes to sit with his notebook and watch the otters. At the place where the cliff drops away and the water is so clear you can see the kelp forest swaying thirty feet down.

At each stop we talk like we’re already somewhere else. We talk about what it would feel like to have neighbors. About whether we’d keep a plant in the window of whatever apartment we found. About how long it would take before one of us forgot to knock before entering a room. The exercise is strange and tender and a little frightening. Every sentence we speak is a test of whether the language we’ve built here travels.

By the time we reach the southern beach—the one with the black sand and the driftwood that looks like bones—we’re both quiet again. The sun has burned through the clouds. Adrian pulls off his boots and socks and wades into the shallows. I follow. The water is shock-cold. We stand there until our feet go numb.

“I keep thinking about the night you said yes,” he says. “Not the first time. The real time. When you wrote the conditions in the margin of my notebook and made me read them out loud.”

“I was shaking.”

“I know. Your handwriting was different. Tighter. Like you were trying to keep the letters from running away from you.”

I look at him. His glasses are speckled with salt. “Do you still have that page?”

“It’s in the back of the same notebook. I tore it out and folded it between the last two pages. I was going to throw it away after the experiment ended. Then I realized the experiment was never going to end the way I thought it would.”

We wade back to shore. He dries my feet with the hem of his shirt before I put my socks back on. The gesture is so ordinary and so intimate that something in my chest pulls tight.

Back at the cabin we shower separately because the water heater is small and because we’re both carrying too much unsaid to be naked together yet. When I come out, Adrian is at the desk, the notebook open, writing. He doesn’t look up when I sit on the edge of the bed.

“I’m adding to the list,” he says. “Things we haven’t done yet that we might want to try when we’re not counting days.”

“Like what?”

“Waking up in a room that isn’t this one. Making you come with my mouth while you’re on the phone with someone who doesn’t know what we’re doing. Letting you edge me until I forget my own name.” He pauses. “Telling you I love you in a place where the words have to compete with traffic.”

My breath catches. We haven’t said it yet. Not in so many words. The shape of it has been in every session, every bath, every slow walk around the island, but the actual syllables are still on the other side of something we haven’t crossed.

Adrian closes the notebook. He stands. Crosses the room. Kneels in front of me where I sit on the bed. His hands rest on my knees, warm through the towel.

“I’m not saying it now,” he says. “I’m saying I want to say it somewhere that isn’t here. Somewhere that proves it survives the leaving.”

I touch his face. The line of his jaw. The place where his hair is starting to curl at the temples from the shower. “I want that too.”

We don’t rush into anything. The afternoon light moves across the floor in slow rectangles. We kiss for a long time—slow, exploratory kisses that feel like mapping rather than claiming. When he finally pulls the towel from my shoulders, it’s with the same deliberate care he’s always used. I lie back. He follows. The bed creaks in the particular way it does when we’re both in it.

This time the session is different. Not because the rules have changed, but because the stakes have. He takes me to the edge three times—once with his fingers, once with his mouth, once with the slow, careful pressure of his cock just barely inside me—before he lets me come. Each time I think I can’t bear it, he stops. Each time I think I’ll break, he talks me through it.

“Breathe,” he says against my thigh. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“Like I’m going to split open.”

“Good. Stay there.”

When I finally come it’s with his name in my mouth and his hand in my hair and the knowledge that we are practicing something larger than pleasure. We are practicing the version of us that will have to live in a world that doesn’t know how to hold this kind of attention.

Afterward we lie tangled, sweat cooling on skin. The raven is back on the windowsill, watching. Adrian strokes my spine in long, absent lines.

“Eight weeks,” I say into his chest.

“Eight weeks,” he echoes. “We can do eight weeks of this. Of practicing. Of making sure the map we draw has room for both of us on it.”

I don’t answer with words. I just press closer, and let the weight of his arm across my back be the answer I don’t have to speak yet. Outside, the tide is coming in. The island keeps its own time. We keep choosing, one deliberate hour at a time, the space between what we want and what we’re willing to build to have it.

The light fades. We don’t get up to make dinner. We stay in the bed that has become the center of every map we draw, and we let the future press against the windows like the rain that never quite arrives.






Chapter 24 — Room on the Map

The supply ship is due at dawn. We have one night left on the island that taught us how to want without taking. Adrian’s hand rests on my hip under the blanket, his thumb tracing the same slow circle he used an hour ago when he had me open and shaking and still not allowed to finish. The raven left the windowsill at dusk. Even the birds know when the weather is about to change.

“Tell me what you’re afraid of,” he says into the dark. His voice is the same low register he uses when he’s asking me to hold still for five more minutes, ten, however long it takes for my body to understand that patience is not the same thing as absence.

I turn my face into his shoulder. The scar on my thumb catches on the flannel he never bothered to take off earlier. “That we’ll forget how to do this once there are other people. Other rooms. Other clocks.”

His fingers slide lower, between my legs, not pushing, just resting against the heat we’ve been tending all evening. “We won’t forget. We’ll adapt the experiment.”

The word still makes me smile even after all these months. We stopped calling it an experiment somewhere around week three, but the language stuck like a private joke we’re both too careful to laugh at out loud.

I shift until I’m half on top of him, one knee between his thighs, and feel the steady press of him against my stomach. He’s been hard for what feels like hours and hasn’t asked for anything. That’s the part that still undoes me—the way he can carry his own wanting like it’s data, something to be measured and held and offered back to me when I’m ready.

“I want to come with you inside me,” I say. The sentence is simple. It lands between us like a new condition we both have to sign. “Not at the end. In the middle. I want to feel it happen and then keep going until you do too.”

Adrian’s breath catches. His hand tightens on my hip, then deliberately loosens again. “That’s new.”

“It’s the last night. I want the map to include this.”

He nods against my hair. “Then we’ll draw it.”

We don’t rush. The cabin has no clock that ticks loud enough to hear over the rain that finally started an hour ago. We undress each other with the same deliberate care we’ve practiced since the first written list—his flannel, my thermal, the soft cotton briefs he wears because the island laundry never quite gets the salt out. When I’m naked and he’s down to skin, he pulls me back on top of him so I’m straddling his hips, the length of him hot and heavy against my cunt but not inside yet.

“Hands on my chest,” he says. “I want to watch your face while I open you.”

I do it. His fingers are steady, two of them sliding through the slick he’s been building since dinner, circling my clit once, twice, then pressing inside with the same unhurried patience that used to make me beg. Now it makes me breathe the way he taught me—slow on the inhale, slower on the hold, slowest on the release. My thighs tremble. He doesn’t speed up.

“Tell me,” he says.

“I’m close already and we’ve barely started.”

“Good. Stay there.”

He works me open with those two fingers until I’m rocking against his palm, chasing the pressure, and then he adds a third and I have to drop my forehead to his collarbone because the stretch is exactly the right side of too much. His other hand comes up to cradle the back of my neck, thumb stroking the tendon there like he’s reminding my body it belongs to someone who will not let it shatter without catching every piece.

When he finally guides his cock to my entrance, he doesn’t push in. He lets me sink down at my own pace, inch by careful inch, until I’m seated and full and shaking with the effort of not moving. The rain on the roof is a steady white noise that matches the rush in my ears.

“Look at me,” he says.

I lift my head. His glasses are off, folded on the nightstand the way he always does before we start anything that might last longer than a single page of notes. His eyes are dark and steady and entirely mine.

“Eight weeks of this,” I say, and the words come out broken. “And then the rest of our lives learning how to do it somewhere else.”

“Eight weeks,” he echoes, “and then we keep choosing the version of us that fits both the lab and the bedroom and every room in between.”

He rocks up into me once, slow, and the angle is perfect. I clench around him without meaning to and he makes a sound I’ve only ever heard from him on this island—half groan, half praise. His hands settle on my hips, not guiding, just holding, and I start to move.

We’ve done this position before. It lets him watch everything—the way my breath catches when he’s deepest, the way my scar catches the low light when I brace a hand on his sternum, the way my mouth opens on his name when he reaches between us and presses two fingers to my clit in the exact rhythm he knows will undo me fastest. Tonight it feels like the last page of a book we both wrote by hand.

I come the first time with his cock buried in me and his voice in my ear telling me I’m safe, I’m here, I’m allowed. The orgasm rolls through me in long, shaking waves and he doesn’t stop moving, just slows enough that I can ride it out without tipping over into too much. When I slump forward he catches me, rolls us so I’m on my back and he’s above me, still inside, still hard, still patient.

“One more,” he says. “With me.”

I nod. My legs come up around his waist. He fucks me with the same measured strokes he’s used for months—deep, steady, never quite fast enough to let either of us pretend this is only bodies. Every time I think I can’t take another minute of the edge he eases off, kisses my throat, tells me what he sees in my face, what he hears in the way I say his name. When he finally lets himself go, it’s with my hands in his hair and my mouth against his ear and the knowledge that we are no longer practicing anything. We are simply here, in the bed that became the center of every map we drew, and the tide is coming in for the last time while we are still on this island.

Afterward we lie tangled the way we always do, sweat cooling, his arm across my back, my leg hooked over his thigh. The rain has eased to a drizzle. Somewhere beyond the windows the supply ship is already on its way, lights cutting through the dark like punctuation we didn’t ask for.

“I kept one condition from the original list,” I say into his chest.

He hums, the sound vibrating through both of us. “Which one?”

“The one where I get to change my mind about anything at any time.” I lift my head so I can see his face. “I’m not changing it. I’m adding to it. When we get back, I want the same rules. Same safewords. Same lists. I don’t want the island to be the only place we know how to do this.”

Adrian’s hand finds the scar on my thumb and traces it the way he always does when he’s thinking. “We’ll need new lists,” he says. “Different furniture. Different neighbors who might hear us. Different light through different windows.”

“We’ll write them.”

He smiles—the small, private one that still feels like a secret even after all this time. “We will.”

We don’t sleep. Not really. We doze in shifts, waking each other with mouths and hands and the kind of quiet fucking that doesn’t need an audience or an audience or an ending. At some point the raven returns to the sill, feathers slick with rain, and watches us the way it always has—like it knows the difference between research and ritual and has decided both are worth its time.

When the sky begins to lighten, Adrian gets up first. He makes coffee the way I like it, strong and sweet, and brings it back to bed. We drink it sitting against the headboard, shoulders touching, watching the water turn from black to gray to the particular blue that means the ship will be here within the hour.

“I’m going to miss the quiet,” I say.

He nods. “We’ll find new quiet. The kind that doesn’t require an island.”

I lean my head on his shoulder. Outside, the first gull calls. The tide is high. The supply ship’s horn sounds once, low and long, and we both hear it at the same time.

Adrian sets his mug down. “Ready?”

I think about the year we spent here, the six months before the lists, the eight weeks since we decided the lists were allowed to follow us home. I think about the version of myself that arrived thinking silence was the only thing I needed and the version of myself that is leaving with a man who taught me how to ask for everything else.

“Yes,” I say. “Let’s go draw the next map.”

We pack the last of the field notes, the laptop, the three flannels he refuses to replace. The cabin looks smaller with the bags by the door. When the ship’s tender reaches the dock, Adrian takes my hand—the scarred thumb against his palm—and we walk down the path we’ve walked a thousand times. The raven lifts off the roof and circles once, then heads inland, done with us.

On the deck of the supply ship, with the island shrinking behind us, Adrian pulls me back against his chest and rests his chin on my hair.

“Eight weeks,” he says again, like a promise he’s still learning how to keep.

I cover his hand with mine where it rests over my heart. “And then the rest.”

The water is calm. The future is not. We stand there anyway, two scientists who learned that the most precise measurement is the one you take together, and we watch the island disappear into the same light that will greet us on the mainland—different windows, same deliberate attention, the map still unfolding beneath our feet.






Chapter 25 — The Map We Draw

The supply ship docks at a gray industrial pier in a port I don’t recognize. Rain has been falling since dawn, thin and steady, turning the concrete slick. Adrian keeps his hand at the small of my back as we walk down the gangway with our bags—his three flannels, my field notes, the laptop that still holds every list we ever wrote. The raven is long gone, inland somewhere, and I feel its absence like a missing reference point.

A taxi takes us to a short-term apartment the university arranged for me while I find permanent housing. It’s on the third floor of a converted warehouse, all exposed brick and tall windows that look out over the water and the cranes. The key sticks in the lock. Adrian shoulders the door open and sets our bags down just inside. For a moment neither of us moves.

The space smells like fresh paint and someone else’s detergent. Two rooms, a kitchenette, a bathroom with a tub that will actually fit both of us. A bed that is not the narrow cabin mattress we learned to share without falling off. It feels enormous and unfamiliar and exactly right.

Adrian closes the door behind us. “We’re here.”

I nod. My throat is tight. “We’re here.”

We don’t unpack right away. We stand in the middle of the living room with the rain tapping the windows and listen to the city move outside—cars, a distant siren, the low hum of traffic on the bridge. After eight weeks of nothing but wind and water and the sound of each other breathing, the noise is almost too much. Adrian steps behind me and rests his hands on my hips, grounding me the way he has a hundred times on the island when the lists made the air feel thin.

“Too loud?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “Just different.”

He presses his mouth to the side of my neck, not quite a kiss, just contact. “We can make new lists for this.”

I turn in his arms. “You already have one started, don’t you?”

His smile is small and private. “Maybe.”

We spend the afternoon doing ordinary things that feel like experiments. We buy groceries at a corner market three blocks away—real vegetables, not the canned and frozen stock the supply ship brought every six weeks. We argue gently over brands of coffee and whether we need a toaster. Adrian carries the bags back while I hold the umbrella. At the apartment we cook together in the tiny kitchen, shoulders brushing, and when I reach for a knife he catches my wrist and kisses the scar on my thumb without comment. The gesture is so familiar it makes my chest ache.

After dinner we sit on the floor with our backs against the couch because we haven’t bought furniture yet and the only chair is the one that came with the apartment. Adrian pulls out the small notebook he’s been carrying since the island—the one with the soft gray cover—and opens it to a fresh page.

“New rules,” he says. “For the mainland.”

I lean my head against his shoulder. “Go on.”

He writes in his careful hand:

	We keep the lists. They travel.
	The city does not get to rush us.
	When one of us needs silence, we say so out loud.
	We sleep in the same bed every night we are both home.
	We renegotiate every three months or after any major change (new job, new city, new version of ourselves).
	I love you is not a safeword, but it can be a pause.


I read the list twice. The last line makes something behind my eyes sting.

“You forgot one,” I say.

He waits.

“Seven,” I say. “We draw the map together. Even when we don’t know where it’s going.”

Adrian adds the line in smaller script beneath the others. Then he closes the notebook and sets it on the coffee table that isn’t there yet. His hand finds mine.

“Ready to test the bed?” he asks.

The question is light, but I hear the careful weight underneath it. We have not touched each other with intention since the night before we left the island. The supply ship had thin walls and shared cabins. The mainland apartment has thick brick and a lock on the door and no one waiting for a report on our behavior. The space between us feels charged again, the way it used to feel in the cabin when we both knew what was coming but hadn’t started yet.

I stand and hold out my hand. “Yes.”

The bedroom is small and plain. The bed is a queen with white sheets that smell like the store they came from. We undress each other slowly, the way we learned to do when time was the only thing we had in abundance. Adrian’s flannel lands on the floor. My sweater follows. His glasses go on the windowsill. When I’m down to skin he steps back and looks at me the way he always does—like he is memorizing a specimen for later study, except the specimen is allowed to look back.

“You’re beautiful,” he says. “Still.”

“Still?”

“On the island I thought the light made you that way. Turns out it’s just you.”

I step into him and press my mouth to the center of his chest, right over his heart. He smells like rain and the soap from the ship’s head and something warm that is only Adrian. His hands move over my back, mapping the places he already knows by heart.

We don’t rush. We have all night and no schedule and no supply ship due in six weeks. Adrian lays me down on the bed and follows, settling between my thighs with the patience that used to drive me mad and now feels like the only way I want to be touched. He kisses the inside of my knee, the scar on my thumb again, the hollow of my throat. When his mouth reaches my breast I arch and make a sound I haven’t made since the island. He smiles against my skin.

“Still responsive,” he murmurs.

“Still yours.”

The words slip out before I can decide if they’re too much. Adrian goes very still above me. Then he lifts his head and meets my eyes.

“Say that again.”

I swallow. “Still yours.”

His hand slides between my legs, fingers parting me with the same careful attention he used to use on the island when he wanted to watch me come apart without letting me finish. I’m already wet. I have been since he wrote the new list on the floor. He circles my clit once, twice, then stops.

“Adrian.”

“Tell me what you want.”

The question is the same one he asked in the cabin the first time. It still makes heat flood through me.

“I want you inside me,” I say. “Slow. And I want to come when you say I can.”

He makes a low sound in his throat that might be approval or hunger or both. He reaches for the nightstand where he already put the lube we bought this afternoon. The cap clicks. His fingers return, slick now, and he works me open with the same methodical patience that used to make me beg. Two fingers, then three, curling just enough to make my hips lift off the mattress. When I start to shake he stops again.

“Adrian.”

“Not yet.”

I groan and he kisses the sound out of my mouth. His cock is hard against my thigh. I reach for him and he lets me wrap my hand around him once, a single slow stroke, before he catches my wrist and pins it gently above my head.

“Later,” he says. “I want to feel you first.”

He lines himself up and pushes in with the same deliberate pace he used on the island when he wanted to watch every reaction cross my face. The stretch is familiar and new at the same time—different bed, different light, same man who knows exactly how to move so I feel every inch. When he’s all the way inside he stays there, forehead against mine, breathing with me.

“Eight weeks,” he says, voice rough.

“And then the rest,” I answer.

He starts to move. Slow at first, then deeper when I wrap my legs around his waist and pull him closer. The city noise filters through the windows—rain, traffic, someone laughing on the street below—but inside the room there is only the sound of skin and breath and the occasional word neither of us planned to say. He tells me I’m perfect. I tell him I missed this. He tells me he’s going to make me wait and I tell him I want him to.

When I’m close he slows again, almost stops, and I make a frustrated sound that makes him laugh softly against my neck.

“Still impatient,” he says.

“Still learning.”

He releases my wrist and brings my hand to his mouth, kissing the palm. Then he rolls us so I’m on top, straddling him, and the new angle makes me gasp. His hands settle on my hips, guiding but not controlling.

“Your pace,” he says. “Your choice.”

I move. Slow circles at first, then deeper, chasing the edge I know he won’t let me reach yet. Adrian watches me with the same focused attention he used to give his notebooks. One hand slides up to my breast, thumb brushing my nipple. The other stays at my hip, steadying me when my rhythm falters.

“Adrian,” I say. “Please.”

He sits up, chest to chest, and wraps his arms around me. The position is intimate in a way that has nothing to do with penetration and everything to do with the way he holds me—like I am something he chose and will keep choosing. His mouth finds mine. The kiss is deep and unhurried and tastes like the future we are still learning how to name.

When he finally lets me come it is with his hand between us and his voice in my ear telling me I’m safe, I’m his, I can let go. I do. The orgasm rolls through me in long, shaking waves. Adrian follows a moment later, face buried in my neck, my name on his breath like a measurement he finally trusts.

Afterward we lie tangled in the white sheets that are already rumpled. The rain has stopped. City light filters through the blinds and paints stripes across Adrian’s bare shoulder. I trace the line of his collarbone with one finger.

“So,” I say. “The mainland.”

He makes a quiet sound that might be a laugh. “Still here.”

“Still you.”

“Still us.”

We don’t talk about the tenure-track offer or the book Adrian still has to finish or the logistics of two academics trying to build a life in the same city. Those conversations will come tomorrow, or the day after, or in three months when we sit down with the notebook and renegotiate. Tonight we have the bed and the lock on the door and the list we wrote on the floor.

Adrian reaches over me and turns off the lamp. The room goes dark except for the faint glow of the city through the blinds. He pulls me against his chest the way he did on the island when the wind rattled the cabin walls.

“Sleep,” he says. “We have time.”

I close my eyes. The city moves outside—cars, voices, the low thrum of a ferry horn on the water. Inside the room there is only the sound of Adrian breathing and the steady beat of his heart under my ear. I think about the island shrinking behind us on the supply ship, the raven lifting off the roof, the version of myself that arrived six months ago thinking silence was enough. I think about the lists, the negotiations, the way Adrian taught me that asking was its own kind of precision.

The future is still unmapped. That used to terrify me. Tonight it feels like the beginning of another experiment we will run together—slow, deliberate, with full consent and no deadline except the ones we set ourselves.

I press a kiss to Adrian’s chest, right over his heart.

“Eight weeks,” I whisper.

His arm tightens around me.

“And then the rest,” he answers.

We sleep.

cover.jpeg
SLOW BURN






