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For the curious who like a little control taken from them.

Some stories guide you gently.

Others decide where you’re going.

— R. Vale
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Author’s Note

Before we begin…

If you enjoy dark, daring, and deliciously wicked stories, you might want to join my private reader list.

Subscribers receive:

free exclusive stories

early access to new releases

bonus scenes Amazon doesn’t show

reader-only giveaways and sneak previews

Join here:

romanvale.uk/secret

Now… let’s begin.

— Roman Vale


Story 57: The Planetarium Chair

The last of the astronomy society members trickled out through the emergency exit at half past nine, their voices fading into the November dark, car doors opening and closing in the car park below. Elena stood at the dome’s edge and listened to the silence settle. The hemisphere of the ceiling curved above her like a held breath. The projector sat dormant at the centre of the room, its brass fittings catching the house lights, its mechanical arm folded like an insect at rest.

She had given the lecture tonight. Seasonal Constellations of the Northern Hemisphere, a standard programme, one she could deliver in her sleep. Forty-three minutes of scripted narration, timed to the projector’s rotation, her voice filling the dome while the stars wheeled overhead. She had stood at the lectern in her dark trousers and museum ID badge and pointed out Cygnus, Lyra, Aquila. She had explained the summer triangle. She had watched the audience tilt their heads back, their faces silvered by simulated starlight, and she had felt the familiar hunger twist in her chest.

Now they were gone.

She locked the emergency exit. Walked the perimeter. Checked the fire doors. The ritual of closing was one she had performed hundreds of times, but tonight each step carried a different weight. Tonight, she was not closing the building. She was preparing it.

The planetarium seated one hundred and twelve. The chairs were fixed to the floor in concentric arcs, each one reclining at a precise angle so the viewer’s head tipped back and their body settled into the cradle of plastic and steel. They were not comfortable chairs—they had not been designed for comfort. They had been designed for looking up.

All except one.

The demonstration chair sat at the exact centre of the dome, directly beneath the projector’s axis. It was older than the others, a relic from the building’s original 1960s fit-out, and it reclined further—nearly flat—so that a presenter could lie back and point at the ceiling during educational demonstrations. Elena had sat in it once during her training, six years ago. She remembered the way it held her, the way the back dropped and her feet lifted and the dome opened above her like the inside of a skull.

She had not stopped thinking about it since.

She crossed to the chair now and ran her fingers along the armrest. Cold steel. Worn plastic. The mechanism beneath the seat was mechanical, not electronic—a lever on the right side that released the back, a locking pin that held it in position. She had tested it that morning before the lecture. Tested it the morning before that. Tested it every morning for the past three weeks, arriving early, kneeling beside it, pressing the lever and watching the back drop, feeling the mechanism catch.

She had come here with purpose.

From her bag—left beneath the lectern during the lecture, hidden beneath her notes—she withdrew a coil of cotton rope. Eight millimetres, natural colour, soft from use. She had bought it from a marine supplier two years ago and treated it herself: washed, dried, conditioned with fabric softener, looped and coiled until the fibres had smoothed into something that would not chafe. She knew this rope the way she knew her own hands. She knew its weight, its give, the way it held a knot.

She set the coil on the chair’s seat and went to the projector.

The system was already programmed. She had built the sequence over the past four evenings, staying late after her shifts, working in the control booth while the cleaning staff moved through the exhibition halls. The programme was labelled Private Event — 22 November — Testing Only, a bureaucratic fiction that would not raise questions if anyone checked the logs. It ran for forty-seven minutes. It began with a standard dusk sequence, moved through the northern sky, paused on the summer triangle, and then—

She touched the edge of the console. Her finger hovered over the key.

And then it played her voice back to her.

Not the lecture voice. Not the voice that explained stellar evolution or the life cycle of a red giant. A different voice. Her voice, lower, slower, recorded late at night in her flat on her phone, speaking words she had scripted and revised and recorded six times before she got the version she could stand to keep.

She had not listened to it since she saved it.

She pressed the key. The programme locked. The timer read 00:47:00. The booth hummed.

She returned to the chair.

The rope was the first thing she had chosen. The chair was the second. The timing had taken longer—she had to learn the projector’s programming language, had to understand how to trigger audio files at specific timestamps, had to build the sequence so that her recorded voice would enter the dome at the precise moment she expected to need it. She was not a technician. She was an educator. But she had spent three weeks learning, and now she knew enough.

She knelt beside the chair and began.

The attachment points were her own addition. She had installed them over successive evenings, working when the building was empty, using brackets designed for theatrical rigging and secured with bolts that passed through the chair’s steel frame. Two at the base, near where the feet would rest. Two at the sides, near the armrests. Two at the head, concealed beneath the plastic cushioning. Six points in total, each one rated to hold far more than her weight, each one invisible unless you knew where to look.

She threaded the rope through the first point and tied a fixed loop. The cotton moved smoothly through her fingers. She had done this before—not here, not in this chair, but in her flat, in hotel rooms, in the back of her car on a country road at midnight. She knew how to build a structure that would hold her. She knew how to make it inescapable for the duration she chose.

That was the part she could never explain to anyone, however much she wanted to. Not the rope itself. Not the sensation of it, although that mattered. Not even the restraint, although that mattered more. The part she could not explain was the structure. The fact that she could build something that would hold her exactly as long as she wanted to be held and then release her exactly when she chose to be released. The fact that she could create a container for herself that was absolute, that left no room for negotiation, that reduced her to a body in a shape—and that she had done it with her own hands.

She tied the second loop. Checked the tension. Moved to the side points.

The dome was quiet. The house lights hummed at their lowest setting, casting the space in a dim amber glow that made the chairs look like stones in a riverbed. The projector sat at the centre, waiting. She could hear the building around her: the ventilation system cycling, the distant hum of the server room, the tick of the heating pipes. Sounds she had never noticed during a show, because during a show her voice filled every corner.

She would not be speaking tonight.

She finished the side loops and moved to the head. These were the most important—the ones that would hold her in place once the chair reclined, the ones that would keep her from lifting her head, from turning away, from hiding. She threaded the rope carefully, checking each knot twice, testing the give. The loops sat at the edges of her peripheral vision, waiting.

She stood. Looked at the chair. The rope hung from its points in neat loops, a geometric web that would become a cage once she lay in it.

Her hands were steady. Her pulse was not.

She removed her cardigan and folded it over the back of the adjacent seat. Unbuttoned her trousers and stepped out of them, then removed her blouse and draped it over the cardigan. The air was cool against her skin—the heating was set to economy after hours, and the dome’s vast space swallowed warmth. She stood in her underwear and felt the gooseflesh rise along her arms, her thighs, the small of her back.

She had chosen the underwear for this. Black cotton, simple, no lace. The kind of underwear that would not look out of place in a gym bag or a laundry basket. The kind that felt like her—not a costume, not a performance, just fabric against skin, thin enough that she would feel everything.

She sat in the chair.

The plastic was cold against her thighs. She shifted forward, positioning herself, and reached for the first loop—the one at her left ankle. She threaded her foot through and pulled the knot until the rope sat snug against her skin, firm but not tight, a band of cotton circling her ankle and disappearing down to the anchor point beneath the chair. She did the same with her right ankle. When she tried to extend her legs, the loops held. Her feet stayed where she had placed them.

She reached for the side loops. These required more care—she had to position her wrists so that the rope crossed over the armrests and held her arms at a forty-five-degree angle, palms up, fingers open. She had practised this position before. She knew how it felt: the slight strain in the shoulders, the exposure of the inner arms, the way her chest lifted when her arms were held back. She knew how it looked. She had watched herself in a mirror once, in her flat, and she had seen the way her body opened when her arms were held, the way her ribcage expanded and her stomach lengthened and her hips tipped forward.

She slid her left wrist into the loop and pulled the knot. The rope settled against her skin. She did the same with her right.

She was held.

Not completely. She could still move—she could shift her weight, turn her head, flex her fingers. The rope was not tight enough to cut off circulation or prevent small adjustments. But she could not sit up. She could not reach the knots. She could not free her arms or legs without the locking mechanism releasing and giving her access to the anchors beneath the chair.

She lay back.

The chair’s back was still upright. She reached for the lever—awkwardly, with her restricted range, her fingers finding the cold metal—and pressed.

The back dropped.

The chair reclined in a smooth mechanical arc, and her body went with it, her weight shifting, her spine settling into the cradle of plastic and steel, her head tipping back until she was staring up at the dome. The last loops—the ones at the head—caught her before she could slide further, holding her skull in place, keeping her face tilted toward the ceiling.

She was lying almost flat. Her arms were held at her sides. Her legs were extended. She could feel the rope at four points—wrists, ankles—and she could feel the chair beneath her, and she could feel the air moving across her exposed skin, and she could feel her own heartbeat in her throat.

She took a breath. Then another.

The dome above her was empty. Grey plaster, segmented panels, the faint outline of the projection booth at the apex. A blank sky.

She had programmed the sequence to start thirty seconds after the chair reclined. She had given herself those thirty seconds to adjust, to settle, to feel the shape of her captivity before the stars appeared.

She counted them down in her head.

Twenty-nine. The rope pressed against her left wrist.

Twenty-eight. Her fingers curled, then relaxed.

Twenty-seven. She felt the cool air between her thighs.

Twenty-six. The chair hummed beneath her, a low mechanical vibration that she had never noticed during demonstrations.

Twenty-five. She thought about the audience tonight, the forty-three people who had sat in these chairs and looked up at the same ceiling and heard her voice. She thought about how they had shifted in their seats, adjusted their jackets, whispered to each other during the transition sequences. She thought about how none of them had looked at her. They had looked at the stars.

Fifteen. She thought about the recording waiting in the system, the file marked Voiceover — Narration Track — Do Not Delete.

Ten. She thought about the words she had spoken into her phone, late at night, in the dark, with her hand pressed flat against her sternum as if to hold something in.

Five. She felt her body settle into the chair. She felt the rope accept her weight. She felt the shape she had made become a shape she could not escape.

One.

The projector hummed.

The dome went dark.

The stars came up slowly—a simulated dusk, the way she had programmed it, the western horizon glowing amber and then fading as the first points of light emerged. She had timed the sequence for realism. The planetarium could have snapped the sky to full darkness in an instant, but she had built a forty-second transition, long enough for her eyes to adjust, long enough for the darkness to feel like a descent rather than a switch.

The first constellation to appear was Cassiopeia. She had chosen it deliberately—the W-shape that looked like a chair, or a throne, or a woman sitting with her legs bent and her arms raised. She had never told anyone why she always started with Cassiopeia. She had never told anyone that she saw herself in that shape, in that arrangement of points, in that figure pinned to the sky as punishment for something she could not remember doing.

The projector whirred. The stars brightened. The Milky Way emerged as a pale smear across the dome’s apex, and she lay beneath it with her arms held at her sides and her face turned up and her breath coming slow and measured through her nose.

The first audio track began.

It was her lecture voice—warm, professional, slightly reverent, the voice she used when she talked about the birth of stars or the scale of the universe or the thinness of the atmosphere that separated the audience from the vacuum beyond. She knew this voice. She had built it over six years of public speaking, had shaped it to fill the dome, had trained it to carry without shouting, to intimate without whispering.

“The constellation Cassiopeia,” her voice said, “is visible year-round in the northern hemisphere. Named for the queen of Ethiopian mythology who boasted of her beauty and was condemned to circle the celestial pole forever, sometimes hanging head-downward in punishment for her vanity.”

She listened to herself speak and felt the words move through the space above her. They did not sound like her. They sounded like a version of her—a her who was calm and authoritative and in control. A her who stood at a lectern and pointed at the sky and told other people what to see.

The stars wheeled. The programme moved through Cygnus, Lyra, Aquila. Her voice narrated each cluster, each mythology, each point of light. She lay in the chair and watched the sky turn and felt her body settle deeper into the ropes.

Twenty minutes passed. The sky rotated through autumn into winter. Orion rose in the east, his belt a slash of three stars, his shoulders and feet bright enough to cast shadows. She had always loved Orion. She had always hated him too—the hunter with his club raised, the giant who strode across the ecliptic, the man who never sat down.

Her voice continued. The narration was seamless, timed to the projector’s movement, each phrase arriving as the constellation it described reached the centre of the dome. She had built this sequence carefully. She had rehearsed it in her head, lying in bed at night, timing her breaths to the imagined rotation of the stars.

At the twenty-three-minute mark, the programme paused. The sky stopped rotating. The projector held the stars in place—midwinter, the Milky Way directly overhead, the sky at its deepest—and the first audio track ended.

Silence.

She lay in the chair and listened to the building breathe around her. The ventilation system. The server room. The distant tick of cooling metal. She could feel her pulse in her wrists where the rope pressed against the veins. She could feel the heat building in her core, the warmth that always came when she held a position for long enough, the warmth that was partly physical—blood moving, muscles working—and partly something else.

She could feel that she was wet. Not soaked. Not dripping. Just the faint dampness at the centre of her, the way her body responded to being held, to being still, to being unable to leave.

She had known this would happen. She had expected it. It was part of the structure.

The second audio track began.

This was not her lecture voice.

This was her voice at night. Her voice in the dark. Her voice low and close and stripped of its professional edges, the voice she used when she spoke to her phone at two in the morning with the lights off and her hand pressed flat against her chest.

“I am lying in the dark,” the voice said, “and I am telling you what I want.”

She felt her stomach drop.

She had known this was coming. She had programmed it herself. She had recorded the words, edited the file, loaded it into the system, timed it to play at this exact moment. She had built this moment with her own hands and her own voice and her own need, and still—still—the sound of her own confession filling the dome made her want to turn away, to close her eyes, to press her face into the crook of her arm and disappear.

She could not turn away. The loops at her head held her skull in place. She could not close her eyes—she had not built that into the structure, but she could not close them anyway. She was compelled to watch. She was compelled to listen.

“I want to be held,” her voice said. “I want to be held in a way that I cannot argue with. I want to be held so completely that I stop trying to hold myself.”

The stars hung motionless above her. The Milky Way stretched from horizon to horizon. She lay beneath it with her arms at her sides and her face tipped up and her own voice filling every corner of the room.

“I want to be seen. Not by an audience. Not by a crowd. By someone who knows what they are seeing. By someone who understands what it means that I am here, that I built this, that I chose this.”

She felt her breath catch. The rope pressed against her wrists. The chair hummed beneath her.

“I want to be known. Not guessed at. Not interpreted. Known. I want someone to hear me say what I want and not look away.”

The programme shifted. The stars began to rotate again—slowly now, a quarter of the speed, the sky turning in a way that no natural night ever moved. The Milky Way drifted across the dome like a tide. She watched it and listened to herself and felt the heat in her body grow.

“I lie in my bed and I think about being held. I think about someone watching me. I think about someone seeing me the way the stars see the earth—constant, distant, without judgment. I think about what it would be like to be observed without being interrupted. To be witnessed without being saved.”

Her voice paused. In the silence, she could hear her own breathing in the present—the breath she was taking now, in this chair, in this dome, in this body that was listening to a version of herself speak from the past.

“I am building something,” the voice said. “I am building a container for myself. I am building a shape that will hold me exactly as long as I need to be held and then release me exactly when I choose to be released. I am building it with my own hands. I am building it because no one else will. I am building it because it is the only way I know how to ask for what I want.”

The rope pressed against her ankles. She flexed her feet and felt the cotton shift against her skin. She could not extend her legs. She could not close her thighs. She was open—open to the dome, open to the stars, open to the sound of her own voice speaking words she had written and recorded and programmed and could not stop.

“I want,” her voice said, and paused, and she felt the pause like a held breath, “I want someone to find me here. Not to rescue me. Not to join me. Just to see me. Just to know that this is what I do. Just to hear me say it and not turn away.”

The programme rotated the sky through another quarter-turn. The summer triangle reappeared, and she watched it slide across the dome and felt the heat between her legs become impossible to ignore. She was wet now—properly wet, the cotton of her underwear damp against her, the sensation of it shifting as her breathing changed, as her hips shifted fractionally in the chair, as her body responded to the sound of her own voice speaking her own desire into the dark.

She could not touch herself. She had not built that into the structure. The loops held her arms at her sides, and she could not reach the place that ached, and she had known she would not be able to reach it, and she had built it this way on purpose, because she wanted the wanting to build without relief, because she wanted to lie here and feel the need grow and not be able to do anything about it, because she wanted to hear herself say what she wanted while her body demonstrated that she meant it.

“I am afraid,” her voice said, and the voice cracked slightly on the word afraid, and she remembered recording that take, remembered the way her throat had closed around the word, remembered pressing her hand harder against her sternum as if she could push the confession back inside. “I am afraid that no one will ever see me. I am afraid that I will build this and no one will come. I am afraid that I will lie here and the stars will turn and my voice will fill the room and I will still be alone.”

She felt her eyes sting. She blinked, and a tear slid from the corner of her left eye and traced a path down her temple toward her hair. She could not wipe it away. She could not move her arms. She could only let it fall.

“I am afraid,” her voice said, “that someone will see me and they will not understand. That they will think I need to be fixed. That they will think I am broken. That they will try to save me from the thing I have built to save myself.”

The sky rotated again. The stars wheeled overhead. She lay in the chair and felt the heat in her body and the wetness between her thighs and the rope against her skin and the tears on her face and the sound of her own voice filling the dome, and she thought: I am here. I am here. I am here.

“But I am building it anyway,” her voice said. “I am building it because I need it. I am building it because it is what I know how to do. I am building it because I am afraid and I am doing it anyway, and that is the only thing I have ever known how to do that made any sense.”

The audio track ended.

The dome was silent.

The stars continued their slow rotation, and she lay in the chair and breathed and felt the wetness cool against her skin and the rope hold her in place and the chair support her weight and the building breathe around her, and she did not move.

The third audio track began.

This was the one she had not wanted to record.

She had scripted it three times. She had deleted it twice. She had sat on the floor of her bedroom with her phone in her hand and her face in her hands and she had forced herself to speak the words into the microphone because she knew—she knew—that if she did not record them now, she would never record them at all.

The voice that came through the speakers was quieter than the others. Steadier. As if she had reached a place beyond fear, a place where the confession was so total that it had become calm.

“When I am held,” the voice said, “I feel myself become a shape. I feel the edges of myself harden. I feel my body become a thing that exists inside a structure, and the structure tells me where I end and where I begin, and I do not have to decide. I do not have to hold myself together. The ropes do it for me.”

She felt her body respond to the words. Not just the heat between her legs—although that was there, that was always there, that was the engine that drove her to do this again and again—but something else. Something in her chest. A loosening. A release. As if the words were unlocking a door she had sealed shut.

“When I am held,” the voice said, “I do not have to want. I do not have to choose. I do not have to decide whether I am allowed to feel this. The structure decides for me. The ropes decide. The chair decides. I am here because I put myself here, and I cannot leave because I built it that way, and for as long as the programme runs, I do not have to be anyone other than the person lying in this shape.”

The stars rotated. The Milky Way drifted. She felt her hips shift in the chair—fractionally, involuntarily, a movement she could not have stopped if she had tried. The cotton of her underwear pulled against her. She felt the seam, the dampness, the way the fabric had shifted to one side and was now pressing against her in a way that was not quite enough, would never be enough, was designed to not be enough.

She had built this too. She had chosen the underwear. She had chosen the position. She had chosen the angle of her hips and the distance of her hands from her body and the way her thighs were held apart by the loops at her ankles. She had built a structure that would make her want without letting her have, and she had built it because the wanting was the point, because the ache was the thing she came for, because the release she sought was not the release of orgasm but the release of being held in a shape that did not require her to want anything else.

“I want,” her voice said, and this time it was barely a whisper, barely audible over the hum of the projector, “I want to be seen. I want to be known. I want someone to hear me say this and understand that I am not asking to be fixed. I am asking to be witnessed.”

She felt another tear slide down her temple. She felt her throat close around a sound she did not let herself make—a sob, a moan, something between the two. She felt her body strain against the ropes—not fighting them, not trying to escape, just testing them, just confirming that they were still there, still holding, still doing the work she had built them to do.

“I am lying in the dark,” her voice said, “and I am telling you what I want. I am telling you because I need to say it. I am telling you because saying it makes it real. I am telling you because I have been carrying this for so long and I need to put it down somewhere, and this is the only place I have.”

The programme shifted. The stars began to move faster—still realistic, still beautiful, but accelerating now, the sky turning through hours in minutes, the constellations wheeling across the dome and disappearing below the horizon. Orion sank in the west. Cassiopeia rose in the east. The Milky Way tilted and righted itself and tilted again.

She lay in the chair and watched the sky turn and felt her body held and heard her own voice speak the words she had been afraid to say and she thought: This is what I wanted. This is what I built. This is what it looks like when I stop running.

The audio track ended.

The sky slowed. The stars settled into their proper positions—midnight, midwinter, the sky at its darkest and deepest. The projector hummed. The dome was full of light that was not light, points of brilliance projected onto plaster, simulated stars that would never burn out or collapse or drift away.

She lay beneath them and breathed.

The fourth audio track was the shortest.

She had recorded it in one take. She had not scripted it. She had pressed record on her phone and closed her eyes and spoken from somewhere she could not name, and when she played it back she had not recognized her own voice, and she had saved it anyway, and she had loaded it into the programme, and it was about to play, and she could not stop it.

The voice that filled the dome was barely a voice at all. It was a breath. It was a whisper. It was the sound of someone speaking from the very bottom of themselves, from the place where the words come from before they become words.

“Please,” the voice said.

The word echoed through the dome. It bounced off the walls and came back to her from every direction, multiplied, amplified, a single syllable that contained everything she had been trying to say for six years.

“Please see me. Please hear me. Please know that I am here.”

She felt her body arch in the chair—not a conscious movement, not a decision, just the response of her muscles to the sound of her own need. Her hips lifted fractionally off the seat. Her shoulders pressed back against the plastic. Her wrists pulled against the loops and the loops held and she felt the rope bite into her skin and she did not care, she did not care, she did not care because the word was still echoing through the dome and she was still lying here and the stars were still turning and she was still being held and she was still—

The word please reverberated through her body. She felt it in her chest, in her stomach, in the place between her thighs that ached and throbbed and would not be touched. She felt it in her wrists and her ankles and the back of her skull where the loops held her in place. She felt it in her eyes, which were wet, and in her throat, which was closed, and in her chest, which was rising and falling with breaths that were too fast and too shallow and too much.

She felt the orgasm build.

She had not planned this. She had not built for it. She had chosen the underwear and the position and the angle precisely so that she would not come, so that the wanting would build and build and never resolve, so that she would lie here in the ache and the need and the sound of her own voice and she would not be able to do anything about it.

But her body did not care what she had planned.

The orgasm built in the base of her spine. It built in the clench of her thighs. It built in the wet, aching centre of her and it rose and she could not stop it because she could not touch it because she could not move her hands because she had built the structure this way and the structure was holding her and the structure was the thing she wanted and the thing she wanted was making her come.

She came in the chair.

She came with her arms held at her sides and her face tipped up toward the simulated stars and her own voice still echoing through the dome, please, please, please, and her hips lifting off the seat and her back arching and her hands clenching into fists and her ankles straining against the loops and her body doing what bodies do when the wanting becomes too much, when the holding becomes too much, when the being-seen becomes too much, even if the only one seeing her is herself.

She came and she did not make a sound.

She came and she felt the tears slide down her temples and into her hair.

She came and she felt the rope hold her through it, hold her while she shook, hold her while the pleasure crested and broke and receded, hold her while her breathing went from ragged to slow, hold her while her body settled back into the chair and her hips dropped and her hands unclenched and her face turned up toward the dome and the stars continued their slow rotation overhead.

The audio track ended.

The dome was silent.

She lay in the chair and breathed.

The fifth audio track was the last.

She had recorded it the same night as the fourth, in the same bed, in the same dark, but her voice sounded different now—older, somehow, or younger, or both at once. Clear. Unhurried. The voice of someone who had said what she needed to say and was now sitting in the silence that followed.

“The stars will keep turning,” the voice said. “The programme will end. The projector will power down. The dome will go dark and I will lie here until the mechanism releases and I can sit up and untie the ropes and put my clothes back on and walk out of this building and go home.”

The stars began to slow. The rotation decelerated. The constellations settled into their positions—late winter, the sky beginning to lighten at the eastern edge.

“And I will be the same person I was before. And I will be different. And both of those things will be true.”

She felt the rope against her skin. She felt the chair beneath her. She felt the wetness cooling between her thighs and the tear tracks drying on her face and the ache in her shoulders from holding the position and the throb in her wrists where she had pulled against the loops.

“I will come back to this building tomorrow and I will give another lecture and I will stand at the lectern and I will point at the stars and I will tell other people what to see, and no one will know that I was here. No one will know that I lay in this chair and I tied these ropes and I played my own voice back to myself and I came underneath a sky that was not a sky.”

The projector hummed. The stars faded. The simulated dawn crept across the eastern horizon, pale gold and pink, the way it never looked in the city but the way it looked in the programme, the way she had built it to look, the way she wanted to see it.

“And I will know. I will know that this happened. I will know that I built this and I chose this and I did this, and the knowing will be enough. The knowing will have to be enough. Because I am the only one who was here. I am the only one who heard. I am the only one who saw.”

The dawn brightened. The stars disappeared one by one. The dome lightened from black to grey to pale amber. The projector’s hum grew quieter.

“And I am the only one who needs to.”

The audio track ended.

The programme ended.

The projector’s arm folded back into its rest position. The house lights rose slowly to their lowest setting. The dome was a dome again—plaster panels, brass fittings, the outline of the projection booth at the apex.

She lay in the chair and felt the structure release.

The mechanism clicked. The loops at her head loosened—the knots she had tied were slip knots, designed to hold under tension but release when the tension dropped. She felt the rope fall away from her skull and she could move her head again, could turn it from side to side, could look at the walls and the seats and the empty dome above her.

She reached for the lever at the side of the chair. Her fingers found it—stiff, clumsy, her hand still shaking from the orgasm—and pressed. The back of the chair rose. She moved with it, her spine straightening, her weight shifting, until she was sitting upright again.

She untied her wrists. The rope fell away from her left hand first, then her right. She flexed her fingers and felt the blood rush back into them. She untied her ankles. She stood.

Her legs were unsteady. She braced herself against the arm of the chair and waited for the dizziness to pass. The rope hung in loose loops from the anchor points, and she began to untie them, working methodically, pulling the cotton through the brackets and coiling it over her arm. The knots came out easily. They always did—they were designed to hold under pressure and release without resistance, the same way she was designed to hold and release, the same way the structure held her and then let her go.

When the rope was coiled and the brackets were covered and the chair looked like a chair again, she dressed. Underwear first—she hesitated, feeling the dampness, then pulled it off and put it in her bag and dressed without it. Trousers. Blouse. Cardigan. She ran her fingers through her hair and felt it fall back into its usual shape.

She collected her bag. She checked the projector console. The programme had saved itself automatically—Private Event — 22 November — Testing Only—and she deleted it, then emptied the trash, then wiped the recent files list. She removed the audio files from the system. She checked the chair one more time, running her fingers along the armrests, the back, the base. No trace. No evidence. Nothing to suggest that anyone had been here.

She walked to the emergency exit. She turned off the house lights. She set the security system. She stepped outside into the November night and locked the door behind her.

The car park was empty. The air was cold and smelled of rain. She could see the lights of the city below the hill, and beyond them the faint glow of the real sky, the real stars, the real dawn that would not come for hours.

She walked to her car. She put her bag in the boot. She sat in the driver’s seat and closed the door and sat in the silence and felt the echo of the dome still ringing in her ears.

Her phone buzzed. A text from a colleague: Great lecture tonight! Thanks for the show!

She stared at it for a long time.

Then she typed: Glad you enjoyed it, and sent it, and started the car, and drove home.

In her flat, she stood in the shower and let the hot water run over her skin. She watched the water circle the drain. She felt the rope marks on her wrists—faint, they would fade by morning, they always did—and she felt the ache in her shoulders and the soreness between her thighs and the tenderness in her jaw from where she had clenched her teeth during the orgasm.

She dried herself. She dressed in soft clothes. She made tea.

She sat on the edge of her bed and held the mug in both hands and listened to the sounds of her building—the pipes, the footsteps of the neighbour upstairs, the distant hum of traffic—and she thought about the dome, the chair, the stars, the voice.

She thought about the word please.

She thought about the way it had echoed.

She thought about the way the rope had held her through the orgasm, the way the structure had not broken, the way she had built something that did exactly what she needed it to do and then let her go.

She thought about what her voice had said: I am the only one who was here. I am the only one who heard. I am the only one who saw.

She finished her tea. She washed the mug. She turned off the light.

She lay in her bed in the dark and stared at the ceiling—which was not a dome, which was not plaster panels and brass fittings, which was just a ceiling—and she felt the echo of the chair in her spine, the echo of the rope on her skin, the echo of her own voice in her ears.

She closed her eyes.

She slept.


Story 58: Cabin Crossing

The ferry terminal smelled of diesel and salt and the particular cold that comes from standing water on concrete. Margot stood in the queue with her bag over her shoulder and her ticket in her hand and watched the vessel through the rain-streaked windows. It was smaller than she had expected. She had booked this crossing three weeks ago, had researched the route, the vessel, the cabin configurations, had studied deck plans and read reviews and called the booking office twice to confirm that single berth cabins were available on the overnight sailing, and still the ship looked smaller than it had in her mind.

The MV Corvida was a ro-ro passenger ferry that ran between the mainland and the northern islands. The crossing took eight hours in good weather, twelve in bad. Tonight’s forecast was moderate—winds gusting to force six, sea state rough, visibility poor. She had chosen this sailing deliberately. The summer crossings were too calm, too crowded, too full of families and holidaymakers and people who wanted to sleep through the journey. The winter crossings were different. The winter crossings were for people who needed to get where they were going, and the single cabins were rarely booked, and the bar closed early, and the crew did not pay attention to passengers who kept to themselves.

She had checked all of this before she booked. She had made sure.

The queue moved forward. She handed her ticket to the woman at the desk, received her boarding card in return, walked through the gangway and onto the ship. The corridor inside was narrow and lit with fluorescent strips. The carpet was industrial, the colour of dried blood, worn thin at the edges. The walls were painted in a shade of cream that had yellowed with age and smoke and the particular film that accumulated on ships from years of salt air and human breath.

Her cabin was on Deck 4, starboard side, near the bow. She found the door—4-08, the number embossed on a brass plate that had been polished so many times the metal was thin—and unlocked it with the key attached to her boarding card.

The cabin was small. Smaller than she had imagined, although she had measured the dimensions from the deck plan and knew it was six feet by eight. A single bunk was fixed to the wall, covered with a thin mattress and a pillow and a duvet that looked like it had been washed a thousand times. A porthole let in grey light from outside. A sink was set into a laminate counter. A mirror hung above it, spotted with age. There was a chair, bolted to the floor, and a small wardrobe with a rail and no hangers. The bathroom was a plastic pod in the corner—shower, toilet, a strip of shelf for toiletries.

She closed the door behind her. Locked it. Drew the privacy bolt across.

She stood in the cabin and listened to the ship. She could feel the engines through the soles of her shoes—a low, constant vibration that would be there all night, that would be there until the vessel docked and the gangway lowered and she walked off the ship and back into her life. She could hear the distant clatter of cargo being loaded, the muffled announcements over the PA system, the hum of the ventilation that would run continuously until morning.

She set her bag on the bunk and opened it.

Inside, packed with the care she always brought to this, was a coil of cotton rope. Eight millimetres, natural colour, soft from use—the same rope she always used, the rope she had bought from a marine supplier four years ago and treated herself, washed and dried and conditioned until the fibres smoothed into something that would not chafe. She had chosen this rope for a reason. It was the same type used on boats. It belonged here. If anyone found it, if anyone asked, she was a sailor, a hobbyist, a woman who liked to know her knots.

Beneath the rope was a strip of cotton cloth, wide and soft, the kind that could serve as a blindfold or a gag. She had cut it from an old sheet and hemmed the edges herself. It was pale blue, the colour of a winter sky, and it smelled faintly of the lavender detergent she used at home.

Beneath that was a small waterproof bag containing her phone, her wallet, her keys, and a laminated card she had printed at the library two days ago. The card read: If found, please contact— and then her sister’s phone number. She had not told her sister she was making this crossing. She had not told her sister what she was planning. But she had written the number on the card because she wrote it on every card, because it was part of the structure, because it was what she did.

She arranged the items on the bunk. Rope. Cloth. Phone set to silent, alarm set for 05:30, six hours from now. The laminated card tucked into the bag with her wallet and keys.

She stood in the cabin and looked at what she had laid out and felt the familiar tightening in her chest—the one that came before every scene, the one that was part fear and part anticipation and part something else she had never been able to name. The thing that made her do this again and again. The thing that made her build these structures and climb inside them and wait for the moment when the holding became the thing she needed.

The ship’s horn sounded. One long blast that vibrated through the hull and up through her feet and into her chest. She felt the engine note change, felt the vibration shift, felt the vessel begin to move.

She went to the porthole and looked out. The terminal was sliding away. The harbour wall was passing. The lights of the city were receding into the rain. In a few minutes they would be in open water, and the motion of the ship would change, and the sea would become what she had come here for.

She turned back to the bunk. She undressed.

The clothes she folded and placed in the wardrobe. Trousers first, then her jumper, then her vest. She stood in her underwear—black cotton, simple, the kind she always wore for this—and felt the air on her skin. The cabin was warm, heated by the ship’s system, but there was a draft from somewhere, a thin current that moved across her shoulders and the small of her back.

She sat on the bunk and picked up the rope.

The coil was heavy in her hands. She unspooled it slowly, running the cotton through her fingers, feeling the weight and texture of it, the way it had softened over the years, the way it held her knots without slipping. She had used this rope in her flat, in hotel rooms, in the back of her car. She had used it in places where she could control the environment, where the temperature and the light and the sound were hers to shape. She had never used it on a ship before. She had never used it in a place that moved.

She began to tie.

The structure she had planned was simpler than some she had built. There was no furniture in the cabin that could serve as an anchor point except the bunk frame, which was welded to the wall and the floor. She had studied photographs of the cabin before booking, had measured the distances in her head, had practised the knots in her living room with a chair and a table and a mental map of the space she would be in.

She started with her ankles. She sat on the bunk and tied a loop around her left ankle, cinching it tight enough to hold but not tight enough to cut off circulation. She tied the same loop around her right ankle, leaving a length of rope between them—twelve inches, enough to let her shift her weight but not enough to let her stand. The free end of the rope she threaded through the frame at the foot of the bunk and tied off with a knot she could reach if she needed to, but only if she shifted her weight and stretched and contorted herself in a way that would take time and effort and intention.

She was not trying to make herself helpless. She was trying to make herself held.

She moved to her wrists. This was the part that required the most care. She had practised this knot dozens of times—the slip knot that would hold under tension but release when she pulled the free end, the knot she could undo with one hand if she needed to, the knot that would let her out when she was ready but not before.

She tied her left wrist first. The loop settled against her skin, familiar now, the cotton pressing against the inside of her wrist where the veins were close to the surface. She felt her pulse against the rope. She felt the rope against her pulse. She tied her right wrist, leaving a longer length between them, and threaded the free end through the frame at the head of the bunk.

She lay back on the mattress and felt the rope take her weight.

Her arms stretched above her head. Her legs extended toward the foot of the bunk. The rope held her wrists and her ankles and the frame held the rope and the ship held the frame and the sea held the ship.

She was lying on a bunk in a cabin on a ferry in the middle of a winter crossing, and she was tied to the bed, and the ship was moving, and the sea was rising.

She took a breath. Then another.

The ship rolled. Not a large roll—not yet—but a gentle sway to starboard and back to port, the kind of motion that was barely perceptible when you were standing but became enormous when you were lying down. She felt her body shift on the mattress. She felt the rope pull against her wrists as her weight moved. She felt the pressure change in her shoulders as the ship tilted and righted itself.

This was what she had come for.

She had chosen this crossing because the sea would be rough. She had chosen this cabin because it was near the bow, where the motion was most pronounced. She had chosen this bunk because it was fixed to the ship, because the ship was fixed to nothing, because the sea was the largest thing she could think of and she wanted to be held by it.

She lay in the ropes and felt the ship move.

The motion was gentle at first. A rocking. A sway. The kind of movement that could lull you to sleep if you let it. She did not let it. She stayed awake, stayed aware, stayed present in her body and in the ropes and in the cabin and on the ship.

She had not put on the blindfold yet. She wanted to see the porthole first. She wanted to watch the sky darken and the lights of the city disappear and the sea open up beneath them. She wanted to see the grey water and the grey sky and the grey horizon that blurred into one another until there was no up or down, no land or sea, no inside or outside, just the ship and the motion and the dark.

She turned her head toward the porthole. The rope at her wrists shifted, tightening slightly as her arms moved. She felt the cotton press against her skin. She felt the knot at the head of the bunk hold firm. She felt the ship roll again—steeper this time, a longer arc—and she felt her body sway with it, held in place by the ropes, unable to slide off the bunk, unable to do anything but move with the vessel and feel the motion pass through her.

The sky was darkening. The last of the city lights had disappeared. The sea was a black expanse that heaved and fell away and heaved again, and the ship rode it like a creature that belonged there, like a creature that had no choice but to move with the water and the wind and the current.

She watched the porthole for a long time. She watched the sky turn from grey to black. She watched the sea rise and fall. She watched the rain streak across the glass, too thick to see through, too constant to ignore. She watched until she could no longer tell where the ship ended and the sea began, until the only thing she was certain of was the rope against her skin and the vibration of the engine in her bones and the motion that held her and would not let her go.

She reached for the blindfold.

It was folded on the bunk beside her hip, within reach of her fingers if she stretched. She had to twist her wrist in the rope to get to it, had to feel the cotton pull against her skin as she extended her arm, had to grip the cloth between her thumb and forefinger and drag it toward her. She brought it to her face. She held it against her eyes. She tied it behind her head with hands that were not free, that were held by the rope above her, that moved in the limited space the structure allowed.

The blindfold was loose. It was not tight enough to block all light. She could see the faint glow of the cabin’s emergency lighting through the fabric, the dim shape of the porthole, the shadow of the bunk above her. But she could not see clearly. She could not see the room. She could not see the door or the sink or the mirror or the wardrobe. She could only see the light and the dark and the motion that moved through her like a tide.

She closed her eyes beneath the blindfold. She did not need to see. She had seen enough. Now she needed to feel.

The ship rolled again. A longer roll this time, the kind that made her stomach drop and her hands clench and her breath catch in her throat. She felt her body shift on the mattress—her hips sliding to the left, her shoulders pressing into the mattress, her wrists pulling against the rope as the ship tilted and the weight of her own body dragged her sideways. She felt the rope tighten. She felt the cotton press into her skin. She felt the knot at the head of the bunk take the strain and hold.

She was held.

Not by the rope alone. Not by the bunk or the ship or the sea. By all of it together—the structure she had built and the vessel she had chosen and the water that moved beneath her and would not be still. She had made herself a part of this. She had tied herself to the frame and the frame to the ship and the ship to the sea, and now she was moving with all of it, and she could not stop, and she could not leave, and she could not do anything but feel.

She felt the ship rise. She felt it fall. She felt the pause at the top of the arc—the moment of weightlessness when the ship crested a wave and hung in the air before dropping down the other side. She felt her stomach lift. She felt her back arch off the mattress. She felt the rope go slack and then snap tight as the ship hit the trough and her weight came back and the cotton bit into her wrists and her ankles and she gasped.

She had not expected it to feel like this.

She had imagined it, of course. She had lain in her bed at home and thought about what it would be like to be tied to a moving vessel, to be held by something that was itself being held by something larger, to be at the mercy of the sea and the wind and the waves. She had imagined the motion and the helplessness and the way the rope would shift against her skin as the ship rolled. She had imagined it, and she had thought she knew what it would feel like.

She had been wrong.

It felt like being swallowed. It felt like being held by something that did not know it was holding her, something that did not care whether she was there or not, something that would keep moving whether she was tied to it or not. The sea did not know she was here. The ship did not know she was here. Only the rope knew, and the rope was just cotton and knots and the work of her own hands, and the rope was the only thing that connected her to anything at all.

She felt the ship roll again. She felt the motion pass through her. She felt her body move with it, held by the ropes, held by the frame, held by the vessel, held by the sea.

She felt the heat build between her legs.

It had been building since she tied the first knot. It had been building since she stepped onto the ship. It had been building since she booked the ticket three weeks ago and imagined this moment and felt the first twist of want in her stomach. She had been building toward this for weeks, and now she was here, and the motion was here, and the rope was here, and she was lying on a bunk in a cabin on a ferry in the middle of a winter crossing, and she was tied to the bed, and she was wet.

She shifted her hips on the mattress. The rope at her ankles held her legs apart—twelve inches of slack, not enough to close her thighs, not enough to press them together and create the friction she wanted. She could feel the cotton of her underwear pulling against her, damp now, clinging to the skin between her legs. She could feel the heat of her own body against the cool air of the cabin. She could feel the ache that was not an ache yet but would be, soon, if she did not do something about it, if she could do something about it, if she were not tied to this bunk on this ship on this sea with her arms above her head and her legs apart and her eyes covered and her body moving with the motion of the water.

She could not do something about it. That was the point. That was what she had built. She had built a structure that would hold her and make her want and not let her have, and she had built it on a ship that would move and tilt and roll and make the wanting worse, and she had built it on a sea that did not care about her wanting, that did not care about her at all, that would keep moving whether she came or did not come or lay here all night with the rope against her skin and the motion in her bones and the heat between her legs that grew and grew and would not be touched.

The ship rolled again. A big roll this time, the kind that made the cabin groan and the bunk creak and the rope pull tight against her wrists. She felt her body shift—her hips sliding, her back arching, her shoulders pressing into the mattress—and she felt the friction of her underwear against her, the cotton moving across her skin, the seam pressing into the place that ached, and she made a sound that she had not meant to make, a sound that came from somewhere below her stomach, somewhere below her waist, somewhere that had nothing to do with her throat and everything to do with the rope and the motion and the wanting.

She made the sound again. She could not help it. The ship was rolling and the rope was holding and the cotton was pressing and the heat was building and she could not touch herself and she could not close her legs and she could not do anything but lie here and feel it and make the sound that came from the place that wanted.

She was not thinking now. She was not planning or calculating or building. She was not the woman who booked the ticket and studied the deck plans and practised the knots in her living room. She was the woman on the bunk, in the ropes, on the ship, in the sea, and she was feeling, and the feeling was everything, and the feeling was what she had come for, and the feeling was what she could not get anywhere else, and the feeling was the thing that she built these structures to find.

The ship rolled. She moved with it. The rope held her. The sea held the ship. And she lay in the dark and felt the motion pass through her like a tide.

Time passed. She did not know how much. The blindfold blocked the light and the cabin was warm and the motion was constant and the rope held her and the sea held her and she drifted in and out of a state that was not sleep and not wakefulness but something between the two, something that felt like being held by a tide, like being carried by a current, like being moved by a force that was larger than she was and did not know her name.

She dreamed, or she thought she dreamed. She dreamed of the sea and the sky and the ship that moved between them. She dreamed of the rope against her skin and the motion in her bones and the heat between her legs that would not go away. She dreamed of the porthole and the rain and the grey horizon that was not a horizon at all but a line where the water met the sky and the sky met the water and there was no way to tell them apart.

She woke—or she came back, or she surfaced—and the ship was rolling more violently now. The motion was no longer a gentle sway. It was a pitch and a yaw and a corkscrew that made her stomach drop and her hands clench and her breath come in short gasps that she could not control. The rope was tight against her wrists. The rope was tight against her ankles. The mattress was sliding beneath her, or she was sliding on the mattress, or the ship was sliding on the sea, and she could not tell which, and she could not stop, and she could not do anything but move with it and feel it and let it pass through her.

She was so wet. She could feel it now—not just the dampness of the cotton but the slickness of her own arousal, the way her underwear had become a second skin, the way every movement of the ship pressed the fabric against her and pulled it away and pressed it again, the way every roll and every pitch and every drop created a friction that was not enough, would never be enough, was designed to not be enough.

She had built this. She had chosen the underwear and the position and the rope and the ship and the crossing and the sea, and she had built a structure that would make her want without letting her have, and the structure was working, and the wanting was everything, and she was lying in the dark and she could not touch herself and she could not close her legs and she could not do anything but feel the motion and the rope and the heat and the wet and the sound of her own breathing that was coming faster now, shorter now, shallower now, and she knew what was happening, and she could not stop it, and she did not want to stop it, and she was not sure she could stop it even if she tried.

The ship rolled. A big roll. The biggest yet. The kind of roll that made the cabin groan and the bunk creak and the rope pull tight against her skin and her body slide across the mattress and her hips tilt and her back arch and the cotton of her underwear press against her in just the right place, in just the right way, at just the right moment, and she felt the orgasm begin.

It started in the base of her spine. It started in the clench of her thighs. It started in the wet, aching centre of her and it radiated outward, and she could not stop it because she could not touch it because she could not move her hands because the rope was holding her and the ship was rolling and the sea was moving and the motion was passing through her and the friction was pressing against her and she was coming, she was coming, she was coming in the ropes on the bunk on the ship on the sea and she could not stop and she did not want to stop and the orgasm was not like the ones she had at home, not like the ones she had in her bed with her hand between her legs and her face in the pillow, this was different, this was larger, this was something that was happening to her rather than something she was making happen, this was the sea and the ship and the rope and the structure she had built and the motion she had chosen and the wanting she had cultivated and the release that was not a release at all but a giving-over, a surrender, a letting go of everything that was not the feeling and the motion and the dark.

She came and she made a sound that she did not recognize, a sound that was not a moan and not a gasp and not a cry but something between all three, something that came from the place where her body met the rope and the rope met the ship and the ship met the sea, and the sound echoed in the small cabin and was swallowed by the groan of the hull and the crash of the waves and the constant vibration of the engine that never stopped, that would never stop, that would keep running until the ship reached the harbour and the gangway lowered and she walked off the vessel and back into her life.

She came and she felt the rope hold her through it. She felt the cotton press against her wrists and her ankles and she felt the knots hold firm and she felt the structure do what she had built it to do, which was to hold her while she shook and keep her while she broke and release her when she was ready and not before.

She came and she felt the ship roll through it, felt the motion pass through her body like a wave, felt the sea move beneath her and around her and through her, felt the water that was holding the ship that was holding the bunk that was holding the rope that was holding her, and she understood for the first time that this was what she had wanted, not the orgasm but the holding, not the release but the structure, not the feeling but the thing that contained the feeling and made it possible and made it safe and made it hers.

The orgasm passed. The ship rolled on. The rope held.

She lay in the dark and breathed.

She did not sleep. She drifted. She lay in the ropes and felt the motion and let the sea move her and let the ship carry her and let the structure hold her and she did not sleep, not exactly, but she was not awake either, she was somewhere between the two, somewhere that was not a place but a state, somewhere that she could only find when she was tied and held and moving with something larger than herself.

At some point—she did not know when—the ship’s motion changed. The rolling became gentler. The pitching became a sway. The sea was calming, or they were entering the lee of the islands, or the wind had shifted, or the captain had found a route that avoided the worst of it. She did not know. She did not care. She was still tied to the bunk. She was still blindfolded. She was still held.

She lay in the dark and felt the rope against her skin. She felt the places where the cotton had pressed into her—her wrists, her ankles, the soft skin on the inside of her arms where the rope had rubbed as she moved. She felt the ache in her shoulders from holding her arms above her head. She felt the soreness between her legs where the cotton underwear had pressed and pulled and rubbed. She felt the dampness on the mattress beneath her, the wetness that had seeped through the cotton and the sheet and into the thin mattress cover, and she thought about how she would leave a mark, how she would leave evidence, how the cabin steward would find the damp patch and the rumpled sheets and know that something had happened here, even if they did not know what.

She reached for the knot at her wrists. It took her a moment—her fingers were stiff, her arms were sore, the rope had tightened during the night and she had to work the knot loose with her thumbnail and her teeth and the kind of patience she had learned to cultivate over years of doing this alone. The knot came free. She pulled the rope through the bunk frame. She lowered her arms and felt the blood rush back into her hands and the ache in her shoulders sharpen and then fade.

She untied her ankles. She pulled the blindfold from her eyes. She lay on the bunk for a long time, staring at the ceiling, feeling the ship move beneath her, feeling the absence of the rope on her skin like a loss, like a space where something had been and was no longer.

The cabin was grey with early morning light. The porthole showed a sky that was lighter than it had been, a sea that was calmer, a horizon that was visible for the first time in hours. She could see the islands in the distance—dark shapes on the grey water, low and treeless and remote.

She sat up slowly. Her body ached. Her wrists were marked with red lines where the rope had pressed. Her ankles were the same. She touched the marks and felt the raised skin and the slight tenderness and the warmth that meant she would bruise, later, when she was off the ship and back in her flat and the marks had had time to develop.

She stood. She walked to the sink and turned on the tap and let the water run until it was warm, and she washed her face and her hands and the place between her legs where the wetness had dried and the cotton had chafed and the skin was sensitive and sore. She dried herself with the thin towel that hung on the back of the door. She dressed in clean clothes from her bag—fresh underwear, soft trousers, a thick jumper that smelled like the lavender detergent she used at home.

She folded the rope and the blindfold and the laminated card and put them in her bag. She stripped the bunk and bundled the sheets and the pillowcase and the mattress cover into a pile that she left on the chair. She wiped down the sink and the counter and the mirror. She checked the porthole and the door and the floor and the walls. She made sure there was nothing left behind, nothing that would indicate what had happened here, nothing that would tell the next occupant that a woman had tied herself to this bunk and let the sea hold her and come in the dark while the ship rolled and the engine hummed and the waves crashed against the hull.

She picked up her bag and unlocked the door and stepped into the corridor.

The ship was quiet. The corridor was empty. The carpet was the same dried-blood colour and the walls were the same yellowed cream and the lights were the same fluorescent strips that hummed and flickered and made everything look like a hospital or a prison or a place where people came to be alone with things they could not do anywhere else.

She walked toward the stairs. She passed the other cabins—4-06, 4-04, 4-02—all of them closed, all of them dark, all of them empty or full of passengers who were sleeping or reading or lying in the dark and thinking about the crossing and the sea and the things they had left behind and the things they were going toward.

She reached the stairwell and climbed to Deck 5 and walked along the corridor to the lounge. The lounge was empty too. The chairs were arranged in rows facing the windows, which showed the grey sea and the grey sky and the dark shapes of the islands growing larger as the ship approached. The bar was closed, the counter dark, the stools stacked on top of each other. A vending machine hummed in the corner, its interior lit with a pale yellow glow that made the drinks inside look like specimens in a jar.

She bought a coffee from the vending machine. She sat in one of the chairs by the window. She held the coffee in both hands and watched the islands grow closer and felt the ship slow as it entered the sheltered water of the harbour and the motion that had held her all night became a gentle sway and then a drift and then stillness as the vessel nudged against the quay and the engine note changed and the gangway was lowered and the passengers began to disembark.

She sat in the chair and drank her coffee and did not think about what had happened in the cabin. She did not think about the rope or the blindfold or the motion or the orgasm or the way the sea had held her and the ship had moved her and the structure had kept her. She did not think about any of it. She sat in the chair and drank her coffee and watched the passengers file off the ship and she felt the marks on her wrists and the ache in her shoulders and the soreness between her legs and she let the feelings be what they were, which was evidence, which was proof, which was the thing she took with her when she left these places and went back to her life.

She finished her coffee. She stood. She picked up her bag. She walked down the gangway and onto the quay and into the cold morning air and the smell of diesel and salt and fish and the particular wind that came off the northern islands and cut through your clothes and made you feel like you were standing on the edge of something, which she was, which everyone was, which was why people came to these places and stood on these quays and looked out at the sea and felt the wind and knew that they were small and the world was large and the water did not care about them at all.

She walked toward the terminal building. She had a ticket for the return crossing tomorrow night. She had a booking at a guesthouse in the town. She had three days on the island before she needed to be back at work, and she planned to spend them walking and reading and sleeping and not thinking about the rope and the ship and the sea.

She reached the terminal building and pushed through the door and stopped.

On the floor outside the cabin corridor—on the floor, leaning against the wall, next to the sign that said CABINS 4-01 TO 4-12—there was a paper cup from the vending machine. It was the same kind of cup that held her coffee. It was empty, but it had clearly held something hot recently—the sides were still warm, or they had been, and there was a faint residue of tea at the bottom, and the lid was off and the cup was sitting upright as if someone had placed it there deliberately.

And next to the cup, folded neatly, was a small square of paper. Not a note. Not a message. Just a square of paper, the kind that came from the dispenser in the cabin bathroom, the kind that you used to wipe the mirror or dry your hands or write down a phone number or a room number or a time.

On the paper, in handwriting that was small and neat and careful, were two words:

Smooth crossing.

She stared at it.

She looked at the cup. She looked at the paper. She looked at the corridor that led to her cabin and the corridor that led to the stairs and the door that led to the quay and the sea and the wind and the world outside.

Someone had seen. Someone had noticed. Someone had looked at the cabin roster or the booking system or the passenger list and seen that cabin 4-08 was occupied by a single woman travelling alone on a winter crossing, and they had—

What? What had they done?

They had left a cup of tea. They had left a square of paper. They had left two words written in small, neat, careful handwriting, and the words were not a question and not an accusation and not an invitation. The words were a statement. A fact. An observation.

Smooth crossing.

She picked up the paper. She folded it and put it in her pocket. She left the cup where it was.

She walked out of the terminal and into the cold morning and did not look back.

The guesthouse was at the top of the town, on a hill that overlooked the harbour. It was a stone building with white-painted windows and a sign that swung in the wind and a front door that stuck when you pushed it and a proprietress who looked at her over her reading glasses and said, “You’ll be the ferry, then,” and handed her a key without asking any questions.

The room was small. A bed, a wardrobe, a sink, a window that faced the sea. The walls were covered in wallpaper that might have been floral once but had faded to a uniform grey. The carpet was thin. The bed was narrow. The radiator clanked and groaned and produced a heat that was either too much or not enough.

She stood in the room and felt the marks on her wrists and the ache in her shoulders and the soreness between her legs and she thought about the cabin and the rope and the ship and the sea and the orgasm that had moved through her like a wave, and she thought about the cup of tea and the square of paper and the two words written in small, neat, careful handwriting.

Smooth crossing.

She did not know who had left it. She did not know if it was a crew member or a fellow passenger or someone who worked in the terminal and had seen her walking down the corridor with her bag and her pale face and her marked wrists and had put two and two together and decided to leave her a kindness instead of a question.

She did not know. She would never know. That was the point. That was the thing about these crossings and these islands and these places where people came to be alone with things they could not do anywhere else. You could be seen and not known. You could be noticed and not confronted. You could leave a cup of tea and a square of paper and two words that said I saw you and I am not going to say anything about it, and then you could disappear, and the person you left them for would never know who you were or what you meant or why you did it, and they would carry the paper in their pocket for days and weeks and months and they would take it out sometimes and look at the handwriting and wonder.

She sat on the bed and took the paper from her pocket and looked at the handwriting and wondered.

The writing was small. The letters were neat. The pen had been a fine-point, blue ink, the kind you might find in a lost property office or a ship’s purser’s desk. The paper was the kind that came from the dispenser in the cabin bathroom, the kind that was designed to dissolve in water, the kind that was not meant to be kept.

But she kept it.

She folded it again and put it back in her pocket and lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling and listened to the radiator clank and groan and felt the marks on her wrists and the ache in her shoulders and the soreness between her legs and the paper in her pocket and the two words that were not a question and not an accusation and not an invitation.

Smooth crossing.

She closed her eyes.

She did not sleep.

She lay on the bed and felt the absence of the motion, the absence of the rope, the absence of the sea, and she thought about the crossing tomorrow night and the return ticket in her bag and the cabin that was waiting for her on the other side, cabin 4-08, the same cabin, the same bunk, the same porthole, the same sea.

She thought about the paper in her pocket.

She thought about the two words.

She thought about the person who had left them, and the hand that had written them, and the kindness that had placed them against the wall next to a cup of tea that was still warm.

She thought about all the times she had done this alone. All the hotel rooms and car parks and quiet corners of the world where she had tied herself to something and let the holding happen and come in the dark and untied herself and gone home and told no one. She thought about all the structures she had built and all the orgasms she had had and all the mornings after when she woke up in her own bed and felt the marks on her skin and the ache in her muscles and the soreness between her legs and knew that no one else would ever know, no one else would ever see, no one else would ever understand what she was doing and why she was doing it and what it meant to her.

And then she thought about the paper in her pocket and the two words on it and the person who had seen her and decided not to say anything about it, and she felt something shift in her chest, something that was not gratitude exactly and not relief exactly and not hope exactly, but something that was related to all three, something that was the beginning of a thing she did not have a word for yet, something that might be the first step on a path she had not known she was walking.

She lay on the bed and felt the marks on her wrists and the paper in her pocket and the two words that someone had written and left for her to find, and she thought: Someone saw me. Someone saw me and they did not look away. Someone saw me and they left me a cup of tea and two words and then they disappeared, and I will never know who they were, and they will never know who I am, and we are connected now, we are connected by the crossing and the sea and the night and the two words that say I saw you and I am not going to say anything about it.

She thought: This is what it feels like to be seen.

She thought: This is what it feels like to be known.

She thought: This is what it feels like to not be alone.

She lay on the bed and did not sleep and felt the absence of the rope and the absence of the motion and the presence of the paper in her pocket and the two words that were not a question and not an accusation and not an invitation but were something else, something she could not name yet, something she would carry with her on the return crossing and the crossing after that and all the crossings to come, something that would sit in her pocket next to the laminated card with her sister’s phone number and the rope that she would use again and the blindfold that she would wear again and the structure that she would build again and again and again because it was what she knew how to do and it was what she needed and it was what made sense.

She lay on the bed and felt the marks on her wrists and the paper in her pocket and the two words that someone had written, and she thought about the crossing tomorrow night and the cabin that was waiting for her and the sea that would be there, the same sea, the same motion, the same holding, and she thought about the paper that she would take with her and the words that she would read again and the kindness that she would remember, and she thought:

Smooth crossing.

Smooth crossing.

Smooth crossing.


Story 59: The Greenhouse After Rain

The rain had stopped an hour ago, but the greenhouse still held the storm inside it. Water droplets clung to every surface—the glass panels of the roof, the iron ribs of the frame, the broad leaves of the banana plants, the waxy petals of the orchids that lined the central path in terracotta pots. The air was thick with moisture and the smell of wet earth and the particular green scent that plants give off when they have been rained on, a scent that Ines had never been able to name but always recognized, a scent that meant growth and rot and the indifferent persistence of living things.

She stood at the entrance to the tropical house and listened. The public areas of the botanical garden had closed at five. The last visitors had been ushered out by the volunteer guides, the gift shop had been locked, the café had been cleaned and shuttered. The grounds staff had gone home. The security guard had made his rounds and found nothing unusual—just Ines, the assistant curator, working late in the research wing, as she often did, as she had done every Thursday for the past three months.

What the security guard did not know was that Ines had not gone to the research wing. She had come here instead, to the tropical house, the largest of the garden’s seven glasshouses, the one that housed the plants that could not survive outside in this climate, the ones that needed heat and humidity and the constant drip of water on leaves to remind them of where they had come from.

She had a key. She had a code for the alarm. She had a reason to be here that would withstand any question—she was checking on a rare specimen, she was monitoring the humidity levels, she was preparing for tomorrow’s school visit. She had prepared these reasons in advance, as she always did, as she had learned to do over years of building these structures and filling these spaces and making these moments for herself in the gaps between the life she showed the world and the life she lived in secret.

She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

The tropical house was a cathedral of glass and iron. It had been built in 1887, when the garden was founded, and it had the proportions of a cathedral too—high vaulted ceiling, ribbed arches, a central nave lined with palm trees that reached toward the roof, side aisles filled with ferns and bromeliads and climbing vines that hung from iron baskets suspended from the frame. The floor was flagstone, worn smooth by a century of footsteps. The paths were gravel. The beds were raised and edged with brick. The air was warm and wet and close, and it smelled of life.

She walked down the central path and felt the water droplets fall on her shoulders and her head as she brushed against the overhanging leaves. She was wearing her work clothes—dark trousers, a white blouse, flat shoes that she would remove later. Her bag was over her shoulder, heavy with the rope and the cloth and the other things she had brought.

She had been planning this for three weeks. She had studied the greenhouse. She had measured the distances. She had tested the anchor points—the iron frame that held the glass panels, the brackets that suspended the hanging baskets, the thick wooden posts that supported the raised beds. She had come here after hours four times before, each time walking the path she would take, each time touching the surfaces she would use, each time imagining the shape she would make and the way the rope would hold her and the way the air would feel on her skin when she was tied and held and alone in this glass cathedral with the rain still drying on the leaves.

She set her bag on the bench near the orchid display and opened it.

The rope was the first thing she removed. Eight millimetres, natural colour, soft from use. She had bought it from a marine supplier five years ago and treated it herself, washed it and dried it and conditioned it with fabric softener until the fibres were smooth and the knots held firm and the cotton slid against her skin like a second touch, like hands that were not hands, like a grip that was not a grip but a holding, a keeping, a structure that would not let her go until she was ready to be let go.

She uncoiled the rope and laid it on the bench. She removed the cloth—a wide strip of cotton, pale green this time, the colour of new leaves—and set it beside the rope. She removed the small waterproof bag that held her phone and her keys and the laminated card with her sister’s phone number, and she set it on the bench too, within reach, within the structure she had planned.

She looked around the greenhouse. The glass panels were still wet from the rain. Through them, she could see the dark shapes of the garden—the trees, the paths, the distant glow of the city that surrounded the garden on all sides. She could see the lights of the offices across the way, where researchers worked late and security guards made their rounds. She could see the faint reflection of herself in the glass, ghostly and indistinct, a woman in a greenhouse standing next to a bench with a coil of rope in her hands.

She could be seen. That was the thing about the greenhouse. It was made of glass. It was designed to be looked into. During the day, visitors pressed their faces to the panels and stared at the plants and the paths and the displays. At night, anyone walking past could see inside, could see the shapes of the palms and the ferns and the woman who was not supposed to be here, the woman who was taking off her clothes and folding them neatly on the bench and standing in her underwear in the warm wet air with the rope in her hands and the cloth on the bench and the water droplets falling from the leaves onto her shoulders and her chest.

She removed her blouse and folded it. Removed her trousers and folded them. Removed her shoes and placed them side by side beneath the bench. Stood in her underwear—black cotton, simple, the kind she always wore for this—and felt the air on her skin, the humidity that was almost a touch, the warmth that was almost a holding.

She picked up the rope.

The anchor point she had chosen was the iron frame near the centre of the greenhouse, where two of the roof ribs met in a Gothic arch. The frame was original to the building, wrought iron, bolted to the stone foundation and riveted at the joints. It was strong enough to hold ten times her weight. She had checked. She had tested. She had hung from it with her full body weight and felt it hold without creaking, without shifting, without giving at all.

She threw the rope over the arch. It hung down on either side, two long ends that reached the floor. She tied a loop in one end—a fixed loop, a knot she knew by heart, a knot that would hold under pressure and release when she pulled the free end. She tied the same loop in the other end. She tested them both, pulling with her full weight, feeling the rope shift against the iron and settle into the angle she wanted.

She stepped into the loops.

The rope came up between her legs and over her hips and around her waist and back up to the frame. She had practised this harness dozens of times—in her flat, in hotel rooms, in the back of her car on country roads at midnight. She knew how to tie it. She knew how it felt. She knew how to distribute the weight so that the rope pressed against her in the right places and avoided the wrong ones, so that it held her without hurting her, so that it created a structure that would support her and contain her and let her hang in the air like a specimen in a jar, like a plant in a greenhouse, like a thing that was kept and tended and displayed.

She worked the rope around her waist and between her legs and over her hips. She pulled the slack through the loop at her back and felt the harness tighten. She adjusted the position of the rope where it passed between her thighs—centre, not to one side, pressing against the cotton of her underwear, pressing against the place that was already warm and wet and aching, pressing against the place that she could not touch once her hands were bound, the place that she had chosen to press against, the place that the rope would hold and rub and stimulate as she moved, as she breathed, as she hung in the air in this glass cathedral with the rain drying on the leaves and the city lights glowing through the panels and the water droplets falling from the ferns onto her skin.

She tied her hands.

This was the part that required the most care. She had to tie her hands in a way that would hold her weight if she leaned back, that would allow her to pull the free end if she needed to release, that would keep her suspended in the harness without putting pressure on her wrists or her shoulders or her neck. She had practised this knot a hundred times. She could tie it with her eyes closed. She could tie it in the dark. She could tie it while she was already floating in the harness, while the rope was already pressing against her, while the heat was already building between her legs and the wetness was already spreading through the cotton and the wanting was already making her hands shake.

She tied the knot. She pulled it tight. She felt the rope settle against her skin—her wrists, her waist, her hips, the place between her thighs that was wet and aching and pressed against the cotton and the rope and the structure she had built with her own hands and her own need and her own desire to be held in a way that she could not argue with, in a way that she could not escape, in a way that would not let her go until she was ready to be let go.

She leaned back.

The rope took her weight. Her feet lifted off the flagstone floor. Her body swung—gently, not far, just enough to feel the movement, just enough to feel the air on her skin and the rope against her and the harness holding her in a shape that she could not change, a position that she could not alter, a structure that she had built and climbed inside and could not leave until she pulled the free end and let herself down.

She hung in the greenhouse like a specimen in a jar. Like a plant in a display. Like a thing that was kept and tended and looked at.

She could see the glass panels on all sides. She could see the dark garden beyond. She could see the lights of the city and the faint reflection of herself in the glass—her body suspended in the harness, her arms above her head, her legs apart, her face tipped back toward the vaulted ceiling where the water droplets clung to the inside of the panels and the moon was rising behind the clouds and the stars were hidden by the light pollution and the rain that had stopped an hour ago but was still present in every surface, every leaf, every drop that fell from the ferns onto her shoulders and her chest and her stomach and the place between her thighs where the rope pressed against the cotton and the cotton pressed against her and she could feel the wetness spreading and the heat building and the wanting growing and she could not touch herself and she could not close her legs and she could not do anything but hang in the harness and feel the rope and feel the air and feel the water droplets falling from the leaves onto her skin like a rain that was inside the greenhouse, a rain that was for her alone, a rain that fell from the plants that she tended and the glass that protected them and the iron that held them and held her too.

She closed her eyes.

She breathed.

She felt the rope against her skin. She felt the cotton against her sex. She felt the harness holding her weight. She felt the air moving across her body—warm and wet and close, the air of the tropical house, the air that the plants had made, the air that was thick with moisture and the smell of green and the sound of water dripping from leaf to leaf to floor.

She opened her eyes and looked at the glass.

She could see herself reflected in it. Not clearly—the panels were still wet, still streaked with rain, still covered in droplets that distorted the image and made it shimmer and shift. But she could see the shape of herself—the outline of her body in the harness, the arc of her arms above her head, the spread of her legs, the curve of her back as she hung in the rope and let the holding happen and let the structure do what she had built it to do.

She could also see the garden beyond the glass. The dark paths. The distant lights. The shapes of the trees and the bushes and the benches where visitors sat during the day and ate their sandwiches and read their books and looked at the flowers and did not know that at night, after the rain, a woman came here and tied herself to the frame and hung in the harness and let the rope press against her and let the air touch her and let the water droplets fall on her skin and let the wanting build and build and build until she could not hold it anymore and she came in the harness and the rope held her through it and the structure did what she had built it to do and then she untied herself and went home and told no one.

She could see all of this. She could see herself and the garden and the city and the glass and the iron and the plants and the water and the rope and the harness and the shape she had made and the shape she was in and the shape she would be in when the wanting became too much and the orgasm took her and she shook in the harness and the rope held her and the structure kept her and she was safe, she was held, she was contained, she was a thing in a jar, a plant in a greenhouse, a woman in a cathedral of glass and iron and green growing things that did not know she was here and would not care if they did.

She hung in the harness and felt the rope between her legs.

She had positioned it carefully. She had practised this position dozens of times. She knew how the rope would press against her when she hung still, how it would shift when she moved, how the cotton of her underwear would create a barrier that was also a conduit, a layer that would absorb the wetness and press it against her and spread it across her skin and make the friction greater and the heat stronger and the wanting more intense with every breath she took and every movement she made and every second she hung in the harness and could not touch herself and could not close her legs and could not do anything but feel.

She moved her hips. A small movement, barely perceptible, just enough to shift the rope against the cotton, just enough to feel the friction, just enough to make the heat pulse between her legs and the wetness spread and the wanting sharpen into something that was not just wanting anymore but needing, not just needing but aching, not just aching but a thing that had its own weight and its own shape and its own demand that she could not ignore and could not satisfy and could only feel, could only hold, could only let build inside her like the moisture in the air of the greenhouse, like the water on the leaves, like the rain that had stopped an hour ago but was still present in every surface and every drop and every breath she took.

She moved her hips again. The rope shifted. The cotton pressed. She felt the friction against her clitoris—not direct, not enough, not what she would have done if her hands were free, but something, a touch that was not a touch, a pressure that was not a pressure, a sensation that was created by the structure she had built and the position she had chosen and the harness that held her in a shape that she could not change.

She thought about the glass. She thought about the people who walked past the garden at night—the dog walkers, the late-night strollers, the couples who sat on the benches and kissed and did not know that inside the greenhouse, a woman was hanging in a harness with a rope between her legs and her arms above her head and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back toward the ceiling and her eyes closed and her mouth open and her breath coming in short gasps that she could not control and did not want to control because this was what she had built and this was what she had chosen and this was what she needed and this was what she could not get anywhere else, not in her flat, not in hotel rooms, not in the back of her car, only here, only in this greenhouse, only in this harness, only in this shape, only in this structure that she had made with her own hands and her own need and her own desire to be held.

She moved her hips again. The rope pressed. The cotton shifted. She felt the orgasm begin to build.

It was not like the orgasms she had in bed. It was not like the orgasms she gave herself with her hand or the vibrator she kept in her bedside table or the shower head she had repositioned so the water hit her in just the right place. It was not a thing that she could control or direct or bring about on a schedule. It was a thing that happened to her, a thing that emerged from the structure and the position and the rope and the harness and the air and the water and the glass and the iron and the plants and the wanting that had been building since she stepped into the greenhouse and took off her clothes and tied herself to the frame and hung in the air like a specimen in a jar.

She could not make it happen. She could only let it happen. She could only hang in the harness and move her hips and feel the rope and feel the cotton and feel the friction and feel the heat and feel the wetness and feel the wanting and the needing and the aching and the thing that was building inside her like the moisture in the air, like the water on the leaves, like the rain that had stopped an hour ago but was still present in every surface and every drop and every breath she took.

She moved her hips. The rope shifted. The cotton pressed. She felt the orgasm getting closer. She felt it building in the base of her spine and the clench of her thighs and the wet, aching centre of her. She felt it building and she could not stop it and she did not want to stop it and she could not touch it and she could not direct it and she could only let it build and let it grow and let it become the thing that it was going to be, whatever that was, however it happened, wherever it took her.

She opened her eyes and looked at the glass.

She could see herself reflected in it. She could see the shape of her body in the harness. She could see the arc of her arms and the spread of her legs and the curve of her back and the outline of her face tipped back toward the ceiling and the water droplets falling from the ferns onto her skin and the rope between her legs and the cotton of her underwear, dark with wetness, pressing against her and pressing her against the rope and pressing the rope against the place that was aching and wanting and needing and building toward something that she could not name and could not stop and could only feel.

She could also see something else.

A light. Not the lights of the city. Not the distant glow of the offices. A light that was closer, a light that was moving, a light that was coming from the path that led from the main gate to the tropical house, a light that was attached to a torch, a torch that was being carried by a person, a person who was walking toward the greenhouse, a person who would be able to see inside the glass panels if they looked, a person who would be able to see her, hanging in the harness, with the rope between her legs and her arms above her head and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her mouth forming a shape that was not a word and not a scream and not a breath but something between all three, something that was fear and shock and something else, something that she had never felt before, something that she had no name for, something that was like the moment before the orgasm, the moment when the wanting became the having, the moment when the building became the breaking, the moment when the thing that she had been holding inside herself was about to be released and she could not stop it and she did not want to stop it and the person with the torch was getting closer and the light was getting brighter and the glass was getting clearer and she could see the reflection of herself in the panels and the reflection of the light and the reflection of the person who was walking toward the greenhouse and who would see her in a moment, in a second, in the time it took to take three more steps along the path and turn their head toward the glass and look inside and see the woman who was hanging in the harness with the rope between her legs and her arms above her head and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her orgasm building inside her like a wave that was about to break and she could not stop it and she could not get down and she could not untie herself and she could not do anything but hang in the harness and feel the rope and feel the cotton and feel the friction and feel the heat and feel the wetness and feel the wanting and the needing and the aching and the thing that was building and the person who was walking toward her and the light that was getting brighter and the moment that was getting closer and she thought:

No.

She thought: No, not like this, not now, not when someone is coming, not when someone will see, not when I am about to—

And then the orgasm broke.

It broke like a wave. It broke like the rain that had stopped an hour ago but was still present in every surface and every drop and every breath she took. It broke like the water that fell from the ferns onto her skin and the moisture that hung in the air and the heat that pressed against her and the rope that held her and the harness that kept her and the structure that she had built with her own hands and her own need and her own desire to be held in a way that she could not argue with, in a way that she could not escape, in a way that would not let her go until she was ready to be let go.

She came in the harness. She came with her arms above her head and her legs apart and the rope between her thighs and the cotton pressing against her and the water droplets falling on her skin and the light getting brighter outside the glass and the person getting closer on the path and she could not stop it and she could not hide it and she could not do anything but let it happen, let it break, let it wash through her like the rain that had stopped an hour ago but was still falling inside the greenhouse, still falling on the plants, still falling on the glass, still falling on the woman who was hanging in the harness and coming and coming and coming and could not stop and could not hide and could not do anything but feel.

She came and she made a sound. Not a loud sound. Not a scream. Just a sound—a breath, a gasp, a moan that came from somewhere below her stomach, somewhere below her waist, somewhere that had nothing to do with her throat and everything to do with the rope and the harness and the structure and the wanting and the needing and the aching and the breaking and the thing that was happening to her that she could not stop and could not hide and could not do anything but feel.

The light outside the glass stopped.

The person on the path had stopped walking. The person on the path had stopped moving. The person on the path was standing still, ten feet from the greenhouse, holding a torch that was pointing at the ground, and they were looking at the glass, and they were looking at her, and they were seeing her, and she was seeing them, and the orgasm was still breaking inside her and the rope was still holding her and the harness was still keeping her and she could not move and she could not hide and she could not do anything but hang in the harness and let the orgasm finish and let the rope hold her and let the person see.

The orgasm passed. The person stayed.

She hung in the harness and breathed. She looked at the person outside the glass. The person looked back at her. The torch was pointing at the ground now, not at the greenhouse, not at her, just at the gravel path that led from the main gate to the tropical house, just at the path that the person had been walking on before they stopped and saw the light inside the glass and looked through the panels and saw the woman who was hanging in the harness with the rope between her legs and her arms above her head and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her mouth forming a shape that was not a word and not a scream and not a breath but something that was fear and shock and something else, something that she had never felt before, something that she had no name for, something that was like the moment after the orgasm, the moment when the breaking became the stillness, the moment when the wave receded and the shore was revealed and she could see the person who was standing on the path outside the greenhouse and looking at her through the glass and not turning away.

The person did not turn away.

The person stood on the path and looked at her and did not turn away and did not call out and did not take out their phone and did not do any of the things that a person might do when they saw a woman hanging in a harness in a greenhouse after hours with a rope between her legs and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her mouth forming a shape that was not a word and not a scream and not a breath.

The person just stood there. The person just looked. The person just saw.

Ines looked back at the person through the glass. She looked at the shape of them—the shape of a woman, she realized now, a woman in a dark coat with a torch in her hand and a bag over her shoulder and a face that she could not see clearly because of the reflection on the glass and the distance between them and the darkness of the garden and the brightness of the greenhouse and the water droplets that still clung to every surface and distorted every image and made it hard to see and hard to be seen and hard to know what was real and what was reflection and what was the thing that had just happened and the thing that was happening now and the thing that was going to happen next.

The woman outside the glass raised her hand.

Not a wave. Not a gesture of alarm. Just a hand, raised to the glass, raised to the space between them, raised to the thing that separated them and connected them and made it possible for one woman to see another woman hanging in a harness in a greenhouse after hours with a rope between her legs and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her mouth forming a shape that was not a word and not a scream and not a breath but something else, something that she had never felt before, something that she had no name for, something that was like the moment after the orgasm, the moment when the breaking became the stillness, the moment when the wave receded and the shore was revealed and she could see the person who was standing on the path outside the greenhouse and looking at her through the glass and not turning away.

The woman outside the glass lowered her hand. She turned. She walked back along the path toward the main gate. Her torch bobbed as she walked, casting a circle of light on the gravel, moving away from the greenhouse, moving away from the glass, moving away from the woman who was hanging in the harness with the rope between her legs and her arms above her head and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her mouth forming a shape that was not a word and not a scream and not a breath but something that was gratitude and something that was relief and something that was fear and something that was the beginning of a thing that she did not have a name for yet, a thing that was like being seen, a thing that was like being known, a thing that was like being held, not by the rope and not by the harness and not by the structure that she had built with her own hands, but by the eyes of a woman who had looked at her through the glass and not turned away.

She untied herself. She dressed. She gathered the rope and the cloth and the laminated card and put them in her bag. She wiped down the bench and the frame and the floor where the water droplets had fallen from the leaves onto her skin. She checked the glass panels and the door and the path and the garden. She made sure there was nothing left behind, nothing that would indicate what had happened here, nothing that would tell the next person who came to the greenhouse that a woman had tied herself to the frame and hung in the harness and come while a stranger watched through the glass.

She set the alarm. She locked the door. She walked back along the path toward the research wing, where her car was parked and her normal life was waiting and her tomorrow was already scheduled and her next week was already planned and her next month was already filling up with the things that she did when she was not doing this, when she was not tying herself to frames in greenhouses and hanging in harnesses and coming while strangers watched through glass panels and then going home and telling no one.

She reached her car. She opened the door. She sat in the driver’s seat and closed her eyes and felt the marks on her skin where the rope had pressed and the ache in her shoulders from hanging in the harness and the soreness between her legs where the cotton had rubbed and the wetness that was still there, still present, still a reminder of what had happened and what she had felt and what she had let someone see.

She thought about the woman outside the glass.

She thought about the hand that had been raised to the space between them.

She thought about the eyes that had looked at her and not turned away.

She thought about what it had felt like to come while someone was watching, to come while someone was seeing her, to come while someone was standing on the path outside the greenhouse and looking at her through the glass and not turning away and not calling out and not taking out their phone and not doing any of the things that a person might do when they saw a woman hanging in a harness in a greenhouse after hours with a rope between her legs and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes wide open and her mouth forming a shape that was not a word and not a scream and not a breath but something else, something that was gratitude and something that was relief and something that was fear and something that was the beginning of a thing that she did not have a name for yet.

She started the car. She drove home. She showered and dressed and made tea and sat on the edge of her bed and held the mug in both hands and listened to the sounds of her building and felt the marks on her skin and the ache in her shoulders and the soreness between her legs and the wetness that was still there and the memory of the woman outside the glass and the hand that had been raised and the eyes that had looked and the not turning away.

She thought: Someone saw me.

She thought: Someone saw me and they did not turn away.

She thought: Someone saw me and they raised their hand to the glass and they walked away and they did not come back and they did not call out and they did not do anything except see me and not turn away and that was enough, that was more than enough, that was the thing that I have been building toward for five years, that was the thing that I have been trying to find in hotel rooms and car parks and greenhouses after hours, that was the thing that I could not get from the rope and the harness and the structure that I built with my own hands, that was the thing that I could only get from someone else, from someone who was not me, from someone who was standing on a path outside a greenhouse in the dark and looking through the glass and seeing me and not turning away.

She finished her tea. She washed the mug. She turned off the light.

She lay in her bed in the dark and stared at the ceiling and felt the marks on her skin and the ache in her shoulders and the soreness between her legs and the memory of the woman outside the glass and the hand that had been raised and the eyes that had looked and the not turning away.

She thought: I want to see her again.

She thought: I want to know who she is.

She thought: I want to know what she saw when she looked at me through the glass.

She thought: I want to know what it means that she did not turn away.

She closed her eyes.

She slept.

In the morning, she went back to the garden.

She parked in the staff car park and walked through the main gate and along the path that led to the tropical house. The sun was shining. The garden was open. The visitors were already arriving—families with pushchairs, couples with coffee, retired people with walking sticks and guidebooks. The greenhouse was full of light and moisture and the smell of wet earth and green growing things.

She walked down the central path and stopped at the place where she had hung the harness. The frame was the same. The iron was the same. The glass panels were the same. The water droplets on the leaves were the same. Everything was the same as it had been last night, except for the rope and the harness and the woman who had hung in it and the person who had stood on the path outside and looked through the glass and not turned away.

She looked at the glass panels. She looked at the garden beyond. She looked at the path that led from the main gate to the tropical house and the place where the woman had stood and the direction she had walked when she left.

She did not know who the woman was. She did not know if she would ever see her again. She did not know what it meant that she had been seen and not turned away from. She did not know what it meant that she had come while someone was watching and the someone had not called out or taken out their phone or done any of the things that a person might do when they saw a woman hanging in a harness in a greenhouse after hours.

She did not know. She might never know. That was the thing about being seen by a stranger. That was the thing about being known by someone you would never meet. That was the thing about the glass and the path and the garden and the greenhouse and the night and the rain and the rope and the harness and the orgasm and the hand that had been raised to the space between them and the eyes that had looked and the not turning away.

She stood in the greenhouse and felt the sun on her skin through the glass panels and the moisture in the air and the smell of wet earth and green growing things and she thought about the woman outside the glass and she thought about the hand that had been raised and she thought about the eyes that had looked and she thought about the not turning away and she thought:

Thank you.

She thought: Thank you for seeing me.

She thought: Thank you for not turning away.

She thought: Thank you for raising your hand to the glass and walking away and not calling out and not taking out your phone and not doing any of the things that a person might do when they saw what you saw and instead just standing there and looking and seeing me and not turning away.

She turned and walked back down the central path and out of the greenhouse and along the path to the main gate and through the gate to the car park and into her car and drove home and did not look back.


Story 60: Lost Property

The lost property office was in the basement of the railway station, down a corridor that smelled of disinfectant and stale air, past the public toilets and the staff entrance and the fire door that was propped open with a rubber wedge. The office itself was a room the size of a large cupboard, with a counter at one end and shelves along three walls and a fluorescent light that buzzed and flickered and made everything look like it was underwater.

Cate had worked here for eleven months. She had started in January, when the previous clerk had retired, and she had learned the job quickly because there was not much to learn. The job was this: people came to the counter and described what they had lost, and Cate looked on the shelves and in the database and in the boxes of unclaimed items that were stored in the back room, and if the item was there, she gave it back, and if the item was not there, she took their details and told them someone would call if it turned up.

No one ever called.

The items on the shelves were arranged by category and date. Umbrellas on the top shelf, sorted by colour. Bags and backpacks on the second shelf, sorted by size. Clothing on the third shelf, sorted by type—coats, jumpers, scarves, gloves. Electronics on the fourth shelf—phones and tablets and laptops and headphones, all dead, all waiting to be claimed. And on the bottom shelf, the miscellaneous items: keys, wallets, glasses, books, water bottles, the detritus of daily life that fell out of pockets and was left on trains and was never claimed by the people who had lost it.

The policy was to hold items for three months. After three months, unclaimed items were donated to charity or disposed of. Cate had never seen anyone come to claim an item that had been on the shelves for more than a week. The items came in, were logged, were placed on the shelves, and then they sat there, gathering dust, until the three months were up and she packed them into boxes and carried them to the charity shop on the high street or the bin behind the station.

She did not mind the job. She liked the order of it. She liked the categories and the dates and the database and the shelves. She liked the way each item had a story that she would never know—a wallet with a photo of a child, a backpack with a notebook full of sketches, a scarf that smelled of perfume. She liked the way the items waited on the shelves, patient and still, as if they knew that someone would come for them eventually, even if that someone never did.

She also liked the job because it gave her time.

The lost property office was open from seven in the morning until ten at night. Cate worked the evening shift, from two until ten. The shift was quiet. Most people who lost things came in the morning, when they realized what was missing. By the afternoon, the office was empty, and Cate was alone with the shelves and the database and the fluorescent light and the items that no one came to claim.

She used the time to plan.

The rope was in her bag, under the counter, where no one could see it. Eight millimetres, natural colour, soft from use. She had bought it from a marine supplier six years ago and treated it herself, washed it and dried it and conditioned it with fabric softener until the fibres were smooth and the knots held firm and the cotton slid against her skin like a second touch.

She had brought the rope to work three times now. The first time, she had not used it. She had brought it in her bag and left it under the counter and spent her shift thinking about using it and then gone home without using it and felt the disappointment like a weight in her chest. The second time, she had taken it out and held it and run it through her fingers and felt the familiar weight and texture and then put it back and gone home and felt the same disappointment, sharper now, because she had been so close.

The third time was tonight.

She had planned it carefully. She had studied the office. She had measured the distances. She had tested the anchor points—the shelf brackets on the wall, the counter at the front of the room, the heavy filing cabinet in the corner that was bolted to the floor. She had practised the knots at home, in her flat, with a chair and a table and a mental map of the space she would be in.

The office was not ideal. It was small and cramped and the fluorescent light made everything look washed out. The counter was too high to sit on comfortably and too low to stand at without bending. The shelves were too close together to lie down between them. The floor was linoleum, cold and hard, and it smelled of disinfectant.

But the office had one thing that made it perfect: the door locked from the inside.

Cate had discovered this on her first day, when she had accidentally locked herself in and had to call the station manager to let her out. The manager had been annoyed. He had told her that the door was supposed to lock from the outside, not the inside, and that she should use the deadbolt only when the office was closed and she was leaving for the night. He had not offered to fix the lock.

Cate had not told him that the lock worked from the inside. She had not told him that the deadbolt could be turned from either side. She had not told him that she had tested it, three times, and confirmed that when the deadbolt was engaged, the door could not be opened from the outside, even with a key.

She had not told him any of this because she had already decided that the lost property office was the place where she would do it.

At nine-thirty, she closed the counter. She pulled the metal shutter across the front of the office and locked it from the inside. She turned off the fluorescent light and turned on the desk lamp that sat on the counter, casting a warm yellow glow over the shelves and the items and the floor. She took the rope from her bag and laid it on the counter.

She undressed.

She folded her clothes and placed them on the chair behind the counter—trousers first, then her blouse, then her vest. She stood in her underwear—black cotton, simple, the kind she always wore for this—and felt the air on her skin. The office was cool, heated only by the pipes that ran along the wall, and the linoleum was cold under her bare feet.

She picked up the rope.

The structure she had planned was simple. She had practised it at home, in her flat, with a chair and a table and a mental map of the space she would be in. She had tied herself to the chair and the table and the bed and the door frame and the radiator and the kitchen counter, and she had learned what worked and what did not work and what felt good and what felt like nothing and what made her want and what made her come and what made her feel like she was held in a way that she could not argue with, in a way that she could not escape, in a way that would not let her go until she was ready to be let go.

She had decided on the filing cabinet.

The filing cabinet was in the corner of the office, next to the shelves and opposite the counter. It was made of steel, painted grey, with four drawers and a lock that did not work. It was bolted to the floor and the wall, and it was heavy enough that Cate could not move it, even when she pushed with all her weight. She had tested this. She had pushed and pulled and shoved and the cabinet had not moved, not an inch, not a millimetre, not at all.

She threaded the rope through the handle of the bottom drawer and tied a loop. She threaded the other end through the handle of the top drawer and tied another loop. She tested the loops—pulling with her full weight, feeling the rope shift against the steel and settle into the angle she wanted—and then she stepped into the harness.

The harness was the same one she always used. She had learned it from a book she had bought online, years ago, when she was first starting to explore this part of herself. The book had been called Solo Safety and it had been written by a woman who used only a first name and a photograph that showed her hands tying knots on a piece of rope. The book had been clear and practical and it had included diagrams and step-by-step instructions and a chapter on safety that Cate had read so many times that she could recite it from memory.

She stepped into the harness. She pulled the rope up between her legs and over her hips and around her waist and back up to the filing cabinet. She adjusted the position of the rope where it passed between her thighs—centre, not to one side, pressing against the cotton of her underwear, pressing against the place that was already warm and wet and aching, pressing against the place that she could not touch once her hands were bound, the place that she had chosen to press against, the place that the rope would hold and rub and stimulate as she moved, as she breathed, as she stood in this lost property office in the basement of a railway station with the door locked and the shutter closed and the fluorescent light off and the desk lamp on and the items on the shelves watching her with their absent eyes, their forgotten stories, their unclaimed histories.

She tied her hands.

This was the part that required the most care. She had to tie her hands in a way that would allow her to release herself when she was ready, that would hold her weight if she leaned back, that would keep her standing in the harness without putting pressure on her wrists or her shoulders or her neck. She had practised this knot a hundred times. She could tie it with her eyes closed. She could tie it in the dark. She could tie it while she was already floating in the harness, while the rope was already pressing against her, while the heat was already building between her legs and the wetness was already spreading through the cotton and the wanting was already making her hands shake.

She tied the knot. She pulled it tight. She felt the rope settle against her skin—her wrists, her waist, her hips, the place between her thighs that was wet and aching and pressed against the cotton and the rope and the structure she had built with her own hands and her own need and her own desire to be held in a way that she could not argue with, in a way that she could not escape, in a way that would not let her go until she was ready to be let go.

She leaned back.

The rope took her weight. Her heels lifted slightly off the floor. Her body swayed—gently, not far, just enough to feel the movement, just enough to feel the air on her skin and the rope against her and the harness holding her in a shape that she could not change, a position that she could not alter, a structure that she had built and climbed inside and could not leave until she pulled the free end and let herself down.

She stood in the lost property office and felt the rope against her skin.

She looked at the shelves.

The items on the shelves were watching her. Not literally—they were objects, not people, they did not have eyes—but she felt their presence, their weight, their stories. The umbrellas on the top shelf, sorted by colour, black and blue and red and green. The bags and backpacks on the second shelf, sorted by size, small and medium and large. The clothing on the third shelf, sorted by type, coats and jumpers and scarves and gloves. The electronics on the fourth shelf, phones and tablets and laptops, all dead, all waiting. And on the bottom shelf, the miscellaneous items, keys and wallets and glasses and books and water bottles, the detritus of daily life that had fallen out of pockets and been left on trains and never claimed by the people who had lost it.

She thought about the items on the shelves. She thought about the stories they contained. She thought about the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had brought them here and the people who had logged them and the people who had placed them on the shelves and the people who had never come to claim them.

She thought about what it meant to lose something.

She thought about what it meant to find something.

She thought about what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

She stood in the harness and felt the rope between her legs and the cotton pressing against her and the heat building in the base of her spine and the wetness spreading through her underwear and the wanting growing and growing and growing until it was not just wanting anymore but needing, not just needing but aching, not just aching but a thing that had its own weight and its own shape and its own demand that she could not ignore and could not satisfy and could only feel, could only hold, could only let build inside her like the items on the shelves, like the stories on the shelves, like the lost property that waited to be claimed.

She moved her hips. A small movement, barely perceptible, just enough to shift the rope against the cotton, just enough to feel the friction, just enough to make the heat pulse between her legs and the wetness spread and the wanting sharpen into something that was not just wanting anymore but needing, not just needing but aching, not just aching but a thing that had its own weight and its own shape and its own demand that she could not ignore and could not satisfy and could only feel.

She moved her hips again. The rope shifted. The cotton pressed. She felt the friction against her clitoris—not direct, not enough, not what she would have done if her hands were free, but something, a touch that was not a touch, a pressure that was not a pressure, a sensation that was created by the structure she had built and the position she had chosen and the harness that held her in a shape that she could not change.

She thought about the items on the shelves. She thought about the umbrellas and the bags and the coats and the phones and the keys and the wallets and the glasses and the books and the water bottles. She thought about the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them. She thought about what it meant to lose something and what it meant to find something and what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

She thought about herself.

She thought about the woman she was when she was not here, when she was not standing in a lost property office in the basement of a railway station with a rope between her legs and her arms tied behind her back and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes closed and her mouth open and her breath coming in short gasps that she could not control and did not want to control because this was what she had built and this was what she had chosen and this was what she needed and this was what she could not get anywhere else, not in her flat, not in hotel rooms, not in the back of her car, only here, only in this lost property office, only in this harness, only in this shape, only in this structure that she had made with her own hands and her own need and her own desire to be held.

She moved her hips again. The rope pressed. The cotton shifted. She felt the orgasm begin to build.

It started in the base of her spine. It started in the clench of her thighs. It started in the wet, aching centre of her and it radiated outward, and she could not stop it and she did not want to stop it and she could not touch it and she could not direct it and she could only let it build and let it grow and let it become the thing that it was going to be, whatever that was, however it happened, wherever it took her.

She thought about the items on the shelves. She thought about the stories they contained. She thought about the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them. She thought about what it meant to lose something and what it meant to find something and what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

She thought about the rope between her legs and the cotton pressing against her and the heat building in the base of her spine and the wetness spreading through her underwear and the wanting growing and growing and growing until it was not just wanting anymore but needing, not just needing but aching, not just aching but a thing that had its own weight and its own shape and its own demand that she could not ignore and could not satisfy and could only feel, could only hold, could only let build inside her like the items on the shelves, like the stories on the shelves, like the lost property that waited to be claimed.

She moved her hips. The rope pressed. The cotton shifted. She felt the orgasm getting closer. She felt it building and building and building and she could not stop it and she did not want to stop it and she could not touch it and she could not direct it and she could only let it build and let it grow and let it become the thing that it was going to be.

She came.

She came standing in the harness with the rope between her legs and her arms tied behind her back and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes closed and her mouth open and her breath coming in short gasps that she could not control and did not want to control because this was what she had built and this was what she had chosen and this was what she needed and this was what she could not get anywhere else. She came and she felt the rope hold her through it, felt the harness keep her, felt the structure do what she had built it to do, which was to hold her while she shook and keep her while she broke and release her when she was ready and not before.

She came and she thought about the items on the shelves and the stories they contained and the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them. She thought about what it meant to lose something and what it meant to find something and what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

She came and she thought about herself, standing in a lost property office in the basement of a railway station with a rope between her legs and her arms tied behind her back and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes closed and her mouth open and her breath coming in short gasps that she could not control and did not want to control, and she thought about what it meant that she was here and what it meant that she had built this and what it meant that she had chosen this and what it meant that she needed this and what it meant that she could not get this anywhere else.

She came and she thought about the items on the shelves and the stories they contained and the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them, and she thought about what it meant to be lost property, to be a thing that had been lost and found and lost again, to be a thing that was waiting to be claimed, to be a thing that was sitting on a shelf in a basement with a fluorescent light that buzzed and flickered and made everything look like it was underwater.

She came and she made a sound. Not a loud sound. Not a scream. Just a sound—a breath, a gasp, a moan that came from somewhere below her stomach, somewhere below her waist, somewhere that had nothing to do with her throat and everything to do with the rope and the harness and the structure and the wanting and the needing and the aching and the breaking and the thing that was happening to her that she could not stop and could not hide and could not do anything but feel.

The orgasm passed. The harness held. The rope pressed against her skin. She stood in the lost property office and breathed.

She untied herself. She dressed. She gathered the rope and the cloth and the laminated card and put them in her bag. She wiped down the filing cabinet and the floor and the counter where the rope had pressed against the steel and left a mark that could have been anything—a scuff, a scratch, the kind of mark that appeared on surfaces in public places and that no one ever questioned because no one ever looked closely at the surfaces in public places because no one ever expected anything to happen in a lost property office in the basement of a railway station at ten o’clock at night.

She checked the shelves. She checked the items. She checked the database and the logbook and the boxes of unclaimed things that were waiting to be taken to the charity shop or the bin behind the station. She made sure there was nothing left behind, nothing that would indicate what had happened here, nothing that would tell the next person who came to the office that a woman had tied herself to the filing cabinet and stood in the harness and come while the items on the shelves watched her with their absent eyes and their forgotten stories and their unclaimed histories.

She opened the shutter. She turned off the desk lamp. She turned on the fluorescent light. She gathered her bag and her coat and her keys and walked to the door and unlocked it and stepped into the corridor that smelled of disinfectant and stale air.

She walked down the corridor and past the public toilets and the staff entrance and the fire door that was propped open with a rubber wedge. She walked through the station concourse, which was empty now, the shops closed, the departures board showing the last trains of the night, the security guard at the gate who nodded at her as she passed because he knew her face, he saw her every night, she was the woman who worked in the lost property office, she was the woman who closed at ten, she was the woman who walked through the concourse at ten-fifteen with her bag over her shoulder and her coat over her arm and her keys in her hand and her face showing nothing, her face showing the same nothing that it always showed, the nothing that she had perfected over eleven months of working in the lost property office and tying herself to the filing cabinet and standing in the harness and coming while the items on the shelves watched her and then going home and telling no one.

She walked out of the station and into the night. The air was cold and smelled of diesel and fast food and the particular cold that comes from standing water on concrete. She walked to the car park and found her car and got in and sat in the driver’s seat and closed her eyes and felt the marks on her skin where the rope had pressed and the ache in her shoulders from standing with her arms behind her back and the soreness between her legs where the cotton had rubbed and the wetness that was still there, still present, still a reminder of what had happened and what she had felt and what she had let the items on the shelves watch her do.

She thought about the items on the shelves. She thought about the stories they contained. She thought about the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them. She thought about what it meant to lose something and what it meant to find something and what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

She thought about herself.

She started the car. She drove home.

In the morning, she went back to the office.

She parked in the staff car park and walked through the station and down the corridor and past the public toilets and the staff entrance and the fire door that was propped open with a rubber wedge. She opened the door to the lost property office and stepped inside and turned on the fluorescent light and set down her bag and sat behind the counter and waited for the day to begin.

The items on the shelves were the same. The umbrellas on the top shelf, sorted by colour. The bags and backpacks on the second shelf, sorted by size. The clothing on the third shelf, sorted by type. The electronics on the fourth shelf, all dead, all waiting. And on the bottom shelf, the miscellaneous items, keys and wallets and glasses and books and water bottles, the detritus of daily life that had fallen out of pockets and been left on trains and never claimed by the people who had lost it.

She looked at the items on the shelves and she thought about what she had done last night and she thought about the rope and the harness and the filing cabinet and the orgasm and the items that had watched her with their absent eyes and their forgotten stories and their unclaimed histories, and she thought about what it meant that she was here, in this office, surrounded by things that had been lost and found and lost again, and she thought about what it meant that she was one of them, that she was a thing that had been lost and found and lost again, that she was a thing that was waiting to be claimed, that she was a thing that was sitting on a shelf in a basement with a fluorescent light that buzzed and flickered and made everything look like it was underwater.

She opened the database. She checked the logbook. She sorted through the items that had come in overnight—a phone charger left on the 21:47 from London, a pair of gloves found on the 22:15 to Manchester, a book abandoned on the 23:03 to Edinburgh. She logged each item, described it, placed it on the appropriate shelf, and added it to the list of things that were waiting to be claimed.

At noon, a woman came to the counter.

She was tall and thin and had dark hair that was cut short and wore a coat that was too big for her and carried a bag that was too full and had a face that was tired and sad and looking for something that she could not name. She stood at the counter and looked at Cate and said, “I lost something on the train last week. A book. It was a paperback, green cover, no title on the spine. I think someone might have handed it in.”

Cate looked at the woman. She looked at the tired face and the too-big coat and the too-full bag and the eyes that were looking for something that they could not find. She turned to the shelf of miscellaneous items and scanned the books that were waiting to be claimed.

There were seven books on the shelf. Three were thrillers with embossed titles and author photos on the back. Two were romance novels with shirtless men on the covers. One was a biography of a politician that no one had ever heard of. And one was a paperback with a green cover and no title on the spine.

Cate picked up the book and turned it over. The cover was plain—just green, no title, no author, no illustration. She opened it and looked at the first page. There was an inscription, written in small, neat handwriting:

For the ones who are still looking.

She closed the book and turned back to the woman at the counter.

“I think I found it,” she said.

The woman looked at the book. She looked at the green cover and the plain spine and the inscription on the first page, and her face changed—not dramatically, not obviously, just a slight softening around the eyes, a slight lifting of the mouth, a slight release of the tension that had been holding her face in the tired and sad expression that she had been wearing when she walked in.

“That’s it,” the woman said. “That’s the one.”

Cate handed the book across the counter. The woman took it and held it in both hands and looked at the cover and the spine and the inscription on the first page, and Cate watched her and thought about the items on the shelves and the stories they contained and the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them.

“Can I ask you something?” Cate said.

The woman looked up. “Yes?”

“What does the inscription mean? ‘For the ones who are still looking’?”

The woman looked at the book in her hands. She looked at the inscription on the first page. She looked at Cate and she smiled—a small smile, a tired smile, a smile that was not really a smile but more like an acknowledgment, a recognition, a thing that passed between two people who understood something that they could not name.

“It means,” the woman said, “that some things are not lost. They’re just waiting to be found.”

Cate looked at the woman. She looked at the tired face and the too-big coat and the too-full bag and the eyes that were looking for something that they had found, and she thought about the items on the shelves and the stories they contained and the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them, and she thought about what it meant to lose something and what it meant to find something and what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

“Thank you,” Cate said.

The woman nodded. She put the book in her bag and turned and walked out of the office and down the corridor and through the station and into the world, and Cate watched her go and thought about the items on the shelves and the stories they contained and the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them.

She thought about herself.

She thought about the rope under the counter and the harness she had built and the filing cabinet she had tied herself to and the orgasm she had had while the items on the shelves watched her with their absent eyes and their forgotten stories and their unclaimed histories.

She thought about what it meant to be lost property.

She thought about what it meant to be a thing that was waiting to be claimed.

She thought about what it meant to be found.

The next evening, she came back to the office at nine-thirty and closed the counter and pulled the metal shutter across the front of the room and locked the door from the inside and turned off the fluorescent light and turned on the desk lamp and took the rope from her bag and laid it on the counter.

She undressed.

She folded her clothes and placed them on the chair behind the counter—trousers first, then her blouse, then her vest. She stood in her underwear—black cotton, simple, the kind she always wore for this—and felt the air on her skin and the linoleum under her feet and the warmth of the desk lamp on her shoulders and the coolness of the pipes along the wall and the presence of the items on the shelves, watching her with their absent eyes and their forgotten stories and their unclaimed histories.

She picked up the rope.

She tied the harness. She stepped into it. She pulled the rope up between her legs and over her hips and around her waist and back up to the filing cabinet. She adjusted the position of the rope where it passed between her thighs—centre, not to one side, pressing against the cotton of her underwear, pressing against the place that was already warm and wet and aching.

She tied her hands.

She leaned back.

The rope took her weight. Her heels lifted slightly off the floor. Her body swayed—gently, not far, just enough to feel the movement, just enough to feel the air on her skin and the rope against her and the harness holding her in a shape that she could not change, a position that she could not alter, a structure that she had built and climbed inside and could not leave until she pulled the free end and let herself down.

She stood in the lost property office and felt the rope against her skin and the items on the shelves watching her and the desk lamp casting its warm yellow glow over the shelves and the floor and the counter and the filing cabinet and the woman who was standing in the harness with the rope between her legs and her arms tied behind her back and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes closed and her mouth open and her breath coming in short gasps that she could not control and did not want to control because this was what she had built and this was what she had chosen and this was what she needed and this was what she could not get anywhere else, not in her flat, not in hotel rooms, not in the back of her car, only here, only in this lost property office, only in this harness, only in this shape, only in this structure that she had made with her own hands and her own need and her own desire to be held.

She moved her hips. The rope pressed. The cotton shifted. She felt the friction against her clitoris—not direct, not enough, not what she would have done if her hands were free, but something, a touch that was not a touch, a pressure that was not a pressure, a sensation that was created by the structure she had built and the position she had chosen and the harness that held her in a shape that she could not change.

She thought about the items on the shelves. She thought about the umbrellas and the bags and the coats and the phones and the keys and the wallets and the glasses and the books and the water bottles. She thought about the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them. She thought about the woman who had come to the counter this morning and asked for a book with a green cover and no title on the spine and an inscription that said For the ones who are still looking.

She thought about the inscription. She thought about what it meant. She thought about the ones who were still looking—the ones who had lost something and had not found it yet, the ones who were searching and seeking and hoping and not giving up, the ones who were standing in lost property offices and asking for things that they could not name and looking for things that they could not describe and waiting for things that might never come.

She thought about herself.

She moved her hips again. The rope pressed. The cotton shifted. She felt the orgasm begin to build—slowly at first, then faster, then with a urgency that she could not ignore and could not satisfy and could only feel, could only hold, could only let build inside her like the items on the shelves, like the stories on the shelves, like the lost property that waited to be claimed.

She came.

She came standing in the harness with the rope between her legs and her arms tied behind her back and her underwear soaked through and her face tipped back and her eyes closed and her mouth open and her breath coming in short gasps that she could not control and did not want to control. She came and she felt the rope hold her through it, felt the harness keep her, felt the structure do what she had built it to do, which was to hold her while she shook and keep her while she broke and release her when she was ready and not before.

She came and she thought about the inscription on the book and the woman who had come to claim it and the words that had been written on the first page in small, neat handwriting: For the ones who are still looking.

She came and she thought about what it meant to be still looking.

She came and she thought about what it meant to be found.

She untied herself. She dressed. She gathered the rope and the cloth and the laminated card and put them in her bag. She wiped down the filing cabinet and the floor and the counter and the shelves and the items that had watched her with their absent eyes and their forgotten stories and their unclaimed histories.

She opened the shutter. She turned off the desk lamp. She turned on the fluorescent light. She gathered her bag and her coat and her keys and walked to the door and unlocked it and stepped into the corridor that smelled of disinfectant and stale air.

She walked down the corridor and past the public toilets and the staff entrance and the fire door that was propped open with a rubber wedge. She walked through the station concourse, which was empty now, the shops closed, the departures board showing the last trains of the night, the security guard at the gate who nodded at her as she passed because he knew her face, he saw her every night, she was the woman who worked in the lost property office, she was the woman who closed at ten, she was the woman who walked through the concourse at ten-fifteen with her bag over her shoulder and her coat over her arm and her keys in her hand and her face showing nothing, her face showing the same nothing that it always showed, the nothing that she had perfected over eleven months of working in the lost property office and tying herself to the filing cabinet and standing in the harness and coming while the items on the shelves watched her and then going home and telling no one.

But tonight, as she walked through the concourse, she saw something.

It was on the floor, near the entrance to Platform 3. A small object, rectangular, dark green. A book. A paperback with a green cover and no title on the spine.

She stopped. She looked at the book. She looked at the green cover and the plain spine and the way it was lying on the floor, face down, as if someone had dropped it and not noticed or had left it there deliberately or had lost it and walked away and not come back.

She picked up the book. She turned it over. She opened it to the first page.

There was an inscription, written in small, neat handwriting:

For the ones who are still looking.

She looked at the inscription. She looked at the handwriting. She looked at the words that were the same as the words on the book that the woman had claimed this morning, the same inscription, the same handwriting, the same green cover, the same plain spine.

She closed the book. She held it in both hands. She stood in the empty concourse of the railway station at ten-fifteen at night and she thought about the items on the shelves and the stories they contained and the people who had lost them and the people who had found them and the people who had never come to claim them, and she thought about the woman who had come to the counter this morning and asked for a book with a green cover and no title on the spine, and she thought about the inscription on the first page and the words that had been written in small, neat handwriting: For the ones who are still looking.

She thought about what it meant.

She thought about what it meant that there were two books with the same inscription, the same handwriting, the same green cover, the same plain spine.

She thought about what it meant that one of them had been claimed and one of them had been lost.

She thought about what it meant that she was standing in the empty concourse of a railway station at ten-fifteen at night holding a book that had been lost and found and lost again, a book that had an inscription that said For the ones who are still looking, a book that had been written by someone who understood what it meant to lose something and what it meant to find something and what it meant to be lost and found and lost again.

She put the book in her bag. She walked out of the station. She drove home.

She sat on the edge of her bed and held the book in both hands and looked at the inscription on the first page and thought about the words that had been written in small, neat handwriting: For the ones who are still looking.

She thought about herself.

She thought about the rope under the counter and the harness she had built and the filing cabinet she had tied herself to and the orgasms she had had while the items on the shelves watched her with their absent eyes and their forgotten stories and their unclaimed histories.

She thought about what it meant to be lost property.

She thought about what it meant to be a thing that was waiting to be claimed.

She thought about what it meant to be found.

She opened the book. She began to read.


Story 61: The Last Screening

The cinema had been closed for three months when she found the side door.

She hadn’t meant to enter. The building was one of those grand Art Deco survivors on the edge of the commercial district—cream terracotta, bronze fittings, a marquee that still announced a film from late autumn. The kind of place that had shown revival houses and independent titles before the streaming services hollowed out its audience. She’d walked past it dozen of times on her route home, always noticing how the posters faded in the window, how the leaflets accumulated against the glass.

Tonight was different. The service alley was dark, and the side door stood ajar—perhaps six inches, perhaps deliberate, perhaps an oversight. A gap. An invitation she hadn’t solicited.

She stopped. Stood in the alley’s wet darkness, the rain she’d been walking through cooling on her coat. The door shouldn’t have been open. Every reasonable instinct said to keep walking, report it tomorrow, let someone else investigate. But the gap was there, and she was tired, and the rain had found its way through her collar, and something in her chest—that familiar hollow that had been expanding for months—leaned toward the darkness beyond the threshold.

She stepped inside.

The corridor smelled of carpet cleaner and stale popcorn.

It was darker than she expected—not complete blackness, but the deep amber of emergency lighting filtering from somewhere deeper in the building. Her eyes adjusted slowly. She could make out framed posters on the walls, their glass catching the low light. A velvet rope barrier, its brass stanchions dulled by dust. A concessions counter, its glass case empty, its chrome fittings reflecting nothing.

She walked carefully, her wet shoes squeaking against the carpet. Each step felt transgressive. Each breath sounded too loud.

The corridor opened into the lobby proper, and she stopped again.

The lobby was beautiful. She’d never been inside when the cinema was operating—had only admired it from the street—but even in this dim state, she could see what it had been. A vaulted ceiling with moulded plasterwork. A chandelier, unlit, hanging like a frozen explosion. A sweeping staircase leading to a balcony level. The kind of space designed to make ordinary people feel like they were entering a cathedral of dreams.

Now it felt like a tomb.

She stood in the centre of the lobby and let the silence press against her. The rain muffled outside, distant now. The building held its breath around her.

What are you doing here?

She didn’t have an answer. She’d been walking home from another day that felt like all the others—work that demanded nothing and gave less, a flat that waited with its silence and its single occupant, a life that had narrowed to routine and endurance. She’d been walking home, and then she’d stopped, and now she was standing in a closed cinema at tenthirty on a Tuesday night, and she didn’t know why.

Turn around. Leave. This isn’t yours.

But she was already moving toward the auditorium doors.

The screen was larger than she’d imagined.

She’d known, abstractly, that this was a proper cinema—not a multiplex shoebox but one of the old singlescreen houses, the kind that had existed before the corporations carved theatres into identical cells. But knowing and seeing were different. The screen stretched across the entire width of the far wall, a white rectangle floating in darkness, waiting.

She walked down the centre aisle.

The seats were fixed, not the reclining kind that modern cinemas had adopted. Oldfashioned, with high backs and plush upholstery that had worn to sheen in places. She ran her fingers along the armrests as she passed. Decades of hands had touched these surfaces. Decades of people had sat in these seats and watched light play across that screen and felt things—terror, desire, grief, joy—in the company of strangers who were also, for those two hours, not strangers at all.

She stopped at the fourth row from the front.

Sat down.

The seat received her. The cushion gave slightly, the back supporting her spine, the armrests curving toward her like an embrace. She hadn’t realised how tired she was. Her body sank into the upholstery, and for a moment she simply sat there, staring at the blank screen, feeling the darkness hold her.

This is ridiculous. You’re going to get caught. You’re going to get arrested.

But the thought was distant, unurgent. The building felt empty. Had felt empty since she entered. If there was an alarm system, it hadn’t triggered. If there was security, they weren’t making rounds. She was alone in a cathedral of dreams, and the world outside had forgotten this place existed.

She closed her eyes.

She didn’t know how long she sat there before she realised she wasn’t alone.

Not in the building. That remained silent, still. But in the seat. In the darkness. In the space between her body and the screen.

She was being watched.

Not by anyone present. Not by security cameras or trespassers or ghosts. But by the imagined audience that had once filled these seats. She could feel them—the weight of their attention, the collective gaze that had been trained on this screen for decades. The space was built for witnessing. The architecture demanded it. And now she was the only thing to see.

She opened her eyes.

The screen remained blank. White. Waiting.

What do you want?

The question surfaced without her permission. Not directed at anyone. Directed at herself. At the darkness. At the years that had collapsed into this moment.

What do you want?

She didn’t answer. But her hands moved to the buttons of her coat.

The coat came off first.

She laid it carefully over the adjacent seat, a gesture that felt almost ceremonial. The air in the auditorium was cool, slightly damp, carrying that distinctive cinema smell—upholstery and carpet cleaner and something else, something older, the accumulated breath of thousands of viewers. She shivered. Not entirely from cold.

Her cardigan followed. Then her blouse. Each garment removed slowly, deliberately, placed with care on the seat beside her. She wasn’t thinking about why. Wasn’t analysing the impulse. Was simply following it, the way one follows a path in darkness—trusting that it leads somewhere, even if the destination remains invisible.

She stood to remove her trousers. The movement felt strange, her body rising in the darkness, her legs unfolding from the cramped seat. She draped the trousers over the growing pile. Stood for a moment in her underwear, her skin prickling with the air, the darkness pressed close around her.

The screen watched.

She knew it was absurd. The screen was a surface, not an eye. It couldn’t see her. But the architecture of the space made it feel otherwise. The way the rows of seats faced that white rectangle, the way every perspective line converged on that single point—it created the sensation of an audience even when none existed. And she was standing in the centre of that attention, nearly bare, her body displayed for no one.

For you, something whispered. This is for you.

She sat back down.

Her hands moved over her body with the slowness of ritual.

She’d done this before, of course. In her flat, in her bed, in the shower, in the narrow space between waking and sleep. She knew her own responses, the map of her pleasure, the routes that led to release. But this was different. This was her fingers tracing the curve of her collarbone, and the darkness receiving the gesture. This was her palms cupping her breasts through the thin fabric of her bra, and the empty seats witnessing the touch. This was her body becoming performance, and the performance having nowhere to land except inward, except into the fantasy of being seen.

She let her head fall back against the seat.

The ceiling was lost in shadow. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel the space above her—the vault of the auditorium, the hidden projection booth, the geometry of a room designed to make human bodies feel small and significant simultaneously. She was small here. One body in three hundred seats. One breath in decades of accumulated air. But she was also significant, because she was the only one. The sole point of focus in a building built for focus.

Her hands continued their exploration.

Down her ribs, across the soft plane of her stomach, tracing the waistband of her underwear. She was breathing more deeply now, her chest rising and falling with intention rather than accident. Each exhale made a sound in the silence—a soft rush that the acoustics caught and amplified. She could hear herself breathing. Could hear the whisper of her own fingers against skin. Could hear the small sounds her body made as she shifted in the seat.

They would hear you. If they were here. If anyone was here.

The thought sent a pulse through her. Not shame, not quite. Something sharper. The recognition that her privacy was contingent, that the building could hold others, that the seats around her were designed for bodies that could witness her at any moment.

She slid her hand beneath the fabric.

She was wet.

The recognition arrived with a small sound—half gasp, half sigh—that escaped her throat before she could catch it. The acoustics carried it outward, into the auditorium, where it dissolved into darkness. But she’d heard it. Had heard herself make a noise that belonged to private bedrooms and locked doors, not to public spaces and abandoned buildings.

Let them hear. Let the darkness hear. Let the walls and the seats and the screen hear.

Her fingers moved with greater purpose now. She knew her own rhythm, the pressure she needed, the pace that built her toward the edge. But she deliberately varied it. Slowed when she wanted to speed. Softened when she wanted force. Made herself wait, made herself feel each stroke as a gift she was giving to the watching dark.

Her other hand rose to her breast, found her nipple through the bra’s lace, pinched.

The sensation arced through her. Her hips shifted in the seat, her thighs pressing together, then falling open. The movement felt deliberate. A display. An offering.

Who are you offering it to?

She didn’t know. Didn’t need to know. The offering itself was the point. The gesture of opening, of making herself visible, of performing pleasure for an audience that existed only in the architecture of the room.

Her fingers circled, pressed, withdrew, returned.

The pleasure built in stages. A warmth spreading through her pelvis. A tension gathering in her thighs. A quickening of breath that she no longer tried to silence. Each wave crested higher than the last, and each time she let herself be heard, let the acoustics carry her sounds into the darkness, let the fantasy of witnesses expand to fill the space around her.

She imagined them. Not specific faces, not individual people, but the presence of watchers. The weight of attention. The collective gaze that had once filled these seats, now trained exclusively on her. She was the feature. The main attraction. The body displayed on the screen that was also the body in the seat, performing for no one and everyone.

Her back arched. Her hand pressed harder. Her other hand pulled at her bra, freeing one breast to the cool air, the nipple tightening immediately.

Yes. This. Being seen. Being wanted. Being the centre.

The orgasm approached like a train in darkness. She could feel it gathering, feel the tremors beginning in her thighs, feel the tension coiling in her core. She didn’t slow down this time. Didn’t make herself wait. She reached for it with both hands, with her whole body, with the desperate hunger of someone who had been starving without knowing what she lacked.

She came with a cry that the acoustics caught and threw back at her.

The sound of her own voice startled her.

She heard it echoed from the walls, multiplied by the space, returned to her ears as something almost unrecognisable. A woman’s voice. A woman in pleasure. A woman who had just—

She lay still in the seat, her hand still between her thighs, her breath coming in ragged pulls. The orgasm had shaken her, had moved through her like weather, had left her scattered and reassembled in some new configuration. She felt the aftershocks in small tremors, in the occasional clench of muscles, in the hypersensitivity of her skin.

You made that sound. You made that noise in a public space. You came in a cinema where anyone could have—

The thought didn’t finish.

Because in the silence that followed her breathing, in the stillness after her climax, something else moved.

It came from above and behind her.

A crackle. Static. The kind of sound that preceded announcements in train stations and airports, in schools and hospitals, in any building large enough to require a public address system.

Then a voice.

“Building check. Sector three clear. Moving to sector four.”

A man’s voice. Flat, professional, bored. The voice of someone doing a job they’d done a thousand times, walking a route they’d walked a thousand times, checking boxes on a form that would be filed and forgotten.

Security. Making rounds.

She froze.

Her hand was still between her legs. Her breast was still bare. Her clothes were piled on the seat beside her, and her coat was three seats away, and her shoes were somewhere on the floor, and she couldn’t remember where she’d kicked them.

“Sector four clear,” the voice continued, drifting now, the sound moving as the speaker moved. “Perimeter secure. No movement detected.”

He hadn’t seen her. Couldn’t have—the booth was sealed, the projection windows dark, the auditorium invisible from whatever corridor he walked. The intercom was oneway. He was speaking to his log, to his supervisors, to the emptiness of a building that wasn’t supposed to have anyone in it.

But he was there. In the building. Walking its corridors. Checking its rooms. While she sat in the fourth row with her thighs still wet and her heart trying to escape her chest.

She should move. Should dress. Should gather her things and slip out the way she came, hope he didn’t find the open door, hope he didn’t check the auditorium, hope—

“Wait.”

The voice crackled again. Closer now. Or perhaps she’d only imagined the distance.

“Movement in sector two. Checking now.”

Sector two.

She didn’t know the building’s layout, didn’t know what sector two meant, where it was located, whether it was near the auditorium or far. But she knew what movement meant. He’d seen something. Heard something. Detected something that wasn’t supposed to be there.

The door. I left the door open. He must have—

She was already moving. Hands shaking, pulling her underwear up, reaching for her trousers, trying to remember where she’d dropped her bra. The darkness that had felt like a cloak now felt like an obstacle. The acoustics that had carried her pleasure now seemed to amplify every rustle, every fumble, every desperate breath.

“Sector two clear,” the voice said, and she could have wept with relief. “False alarm. Continuing rounds.”

The sound of static. Then silence.

She dressed in fragments.

Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Her heartbeat wouldn’t slow. Every sound—the whisper of fabric, the creak of the seat, her own ragged exhales—felt amplified, dangerous, a beacon drawing attention to her presence.

But she dressed. Blouse buttoned wrong, cardigan inside out, coat grabbed and pulled on without checking the pockets. She found one shoe immediately, spent precious seconds searching for the other by touch, finally discovered it two rows back where she must have kicked it during—

She didn’t let herself think about that.

She walked up the aisle, her steps too fast, her body too aware of every sound she made. The lobby was emptier than before, darker, the emergency lighting somehow weaker. She navigated by memory, by instinct, by the desperate need to be outside, to be away, to be anywhere but here.

The side door was still open.

She slipped through it into the alley, and the rain hit her immediately—cold, sharp, a shock that brought her fully back into her body. She stood in the downpour, her coat soaking through, her breath coming in gasps that had nothing to do with pleasure.

Behind her, the building held its silence.

She walked home without looking back.

The rain washed over her, soaking through her coat, her cardigan, her wronglybuttoned blouse. Water ran down her face, into her eyes, into her mouth. She tasted it—rain and city and something metallic that might have been the night itself.

Her thighs were still wet. Not from the rain. She could feel it with every step, the slick evidence of what she’d done, the physical proof that would remain until she showered, until she changed, until she tried to pretend this night had never happened.

But it had happened.

She had entered a closed building. Had stripped in a public auditorium. Had touched herself while imagining the weight of witnesses. Had come with a cry that the acoustics had thrown back at her. And a security guard, walking his rounds, had spoken into an intercom while she lay exposed in the darkness, and he hadn’t known, hadn’t seen, hadn’t caught her.

But he could have.

That’s what you wanted. Isn’t it?

The question surfaced unbidden, and she let the rain answer for her. Let the water run down her face and hide whatever expression her features might have held. Let the cold numb the heat that still lingered in her core.

She reached her flat. Climbed the stairs. Let herself in. Stripped off her wet clothes and left them in a pile on the floor. Stood in the shower until the water ran hot, then cold, then nothing at all.

In bed, in darkness, she lay awake and listened to the rain against her window.

You wanted to be seen. You wanted to be caught. You wanted someone to witness what you look like when you fall apart.

The thought wouldn’t leave her.

And you went to a place designed for watching. A place built for witnesses. And you performed for no one, and you were almost caught, and you walked away without anyone knowing what you did.

Almost.

The word hung in the darkness.

Almost seen. Almost caught. Almost witnessed.

Almost.

She didn’t sleep for a long time.

When she finally did, she dreamed of a white screen in a dark room, and a voice crackling from somewhere above her, and the weight of attention pressing against her skin like a hand.

In the dream, the voice said her name.

When she woke, she couldn’t remember if it had been real.


Story 62: Lot 17

The auction house opened at nine.

She arrived at eight fortyfive, standing on the pavement across the street, watching the staff move behind the tall windows. The building was Georgian, creampainted brick with black shutters, the kind of facade that suggested old money and older discretion. A brass plaque beside the door read: Harrow & Vale — Fine Antiquities & Curated Collections.

She’d found the listing three weeks ago. A small advertisement in the back of a quarterly journal she subscribed to, the kind of publication that announced estate sales and library dispersals and the quiet liquidation of inherited objects. The advertisement had been simple: Consignments accepted for Spring Catalogue. Private viewing rooms available. Discretion assured.

She’d circled it in pencil. Then uncircled it. Then circled it again.

At eight fiftyfive, she crossed the street.

The woman at the front desk was perhaps sixty, with silver hair pulled back in a chignon and reading glasses perched on her nose. She looked up as the door opened, her expression professionally neutral, and waited.

“I have an appointment,” she said. “Eleven o’clock. The consultation.”

The woman consulted a leatherbound diary. “Name?”

She hesitated. The name she’d given wasn’t her own—couldn’t be her own, not for this—but it sat strange on her tongue, a borrowed thing that didn’t quite fit.

“Claire Ashworth.”

The woman’s finger traced down the page. Stopped. “Ah, yes. The consignment consultation.” She looked up, her gaze assessing in a way that felt clinical rather than curious. “You’ve brought the item for evaluation?”

The item.

The phrase landed in her chest with more weight than it should have. She’d known this was how it worked—the language of auction houses, the careful objectification of valuable things—but hearing it applied to herself, even indirectly, sent a tremor through her that she carefully concealed.

“Not exactly,” she said. “I need to discuss the consignment process first. The… nature of the item is unusual.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change. In a business built on the dispersal of inherited treasures and hidden collections, unusual was likely routine. “Mr. Vale will see you in Viewing Room Three. I’ll escort you.”

Viewing Room Three was smaller than she’d expected.

A polished oak table dominated the centre, its surface gleaming under the light of a brass chandelier. Two chairs were positioned on opposite sides—one clearly meant for the client, one for the evaluator. Along the walls, glassfronted cabinets displayed smaller items: a silver cigarette case, a jade snuff box, a pair of motherofpearl opera glasses. The kind of objects that accumulated in the drawers of the wealthy, waiting to be transformed back into currency.

But it was the mirrors that held her attention.

They covered the upper portion of three walls—security mirrors, convex, positioned to eliminate blind spots. She could see herself reflected in multiple angles simultaneously: the back of her own head, the curve of her shoulder, the profile she presented to the empty room. The effect was disorienting. Wherever she looked, she was also looking at herself from somewhere else.

“Please wait here,” the woman said. “Mr. Vale will join you shortly. Would you like tea? Coffee?”

“Water, please. If it’s no trouble.”

The woman nodded and withdrew, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

She stood alone in the room, surrounded by her own reflections.

She’d thought about this for months.

The fantasy had begun as something vague—a shapeless desire that surfaced during idle moments, a whisper of what would it feel like that she’d tried to ignore. But it had grown. Taken form. Become specific.

She wanted to be catalogued.

Not simply seen—she’d experienced that, had arranged it, had learned to crave the weight of witness. But this was different. This was documentation. This was the transformation of her body and its capacities into language, into a written record that would exist independently of her. A description that could be read by strangers who would never see her, who would know her only through the words that reduced her to an object with specifications and estimated value.

The advertisement had felt like an answer to a question she hadn’t known how to ask.

She’d called the next day. Spoken to a man with a measured voice who asked brief questions and gave fewer answers. Yes, they accepted unusual consignments. Yes, they maintained strict confidentiality. Yes, there was a process for evaluating items that required… specialised handling.

“If you wish to proceed,” he’d said, “you’ll need to complete a preliminary catalogue entry. A description of the item, its provenance, its notable features. This allows us to determine whether it’s suitable for our Spring auction or better suited to a private sale.”

A description of the item.

“I can do that,” she’d said.

“Excellent. We’ll schedule a consultation. Bring the description with you—or, if you prefer, you may complete it during your visit. Some consignors find it helpful to work with our standard form in the viewing room.”

Some consignors.

She’d wondered, in the weeks since that call, who else had sat in a viewing room and written descriptions of themselves. Who else had needed to find words for the thing they were offering. Whether the form had boxes for condition and provenance and special features, and whether anyone had ever filled them out while their hands shook.

Mr. Vale was younger than she’d expected.

Perhaps forty, with greying temples and a beard trimmed close to his jaw. His suit was dark charcoal, his shirt white and crisp, his tie a subtle burgundy stripe. He moved with the quiet assurance of someone accustomed to handling valuable things, and when he entered the room, she felt herself straighten in her chair without meaning to.

“Ms. Ashworth,” he said, extending his hand. “Thank you for coming. I trust you found us without difficulty.”

His handshake was firm, brief, professional.

“Your building is distinctive,” she said. “Hard to miss.”

He smiled—a small expression that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “We’ve been here since 1897. The neighbourhood has changed around us, but we’ve found no reason to relocate.” He settled into the chair across from her, his posture relaxed but attentive. “Now. I understand you have an unusual consignment to discuss.”

The water the woman had brought sat untouched on the table before her. She reached for it now, buying a moment to collect herself. The glass was cool against her palm. The water tasted of nothing.

“Yes,” she said. “I do.”

“May I ask the nature of the item?”

She set the glass down. Met his gaze. Watched her own reflection multiply in the convex mirrors behind him.

“Me.”

The word hung in the air between them.

Mr. Vale’s expression didn’t change. In the silence that followed, she became intensely aware of her own breathing—the rise and fall of her chest, the soft sound of exhale through parted lips. The mirrors caught her from three angles, and she could see herself watching him, watching her, in an infinite regress of observation.

“I see,” he said finally. His tone remained neutral, neither surprised nor disapproving. “You wish to consign yourself to auction.”

“Yes.”

“May I ask the nature of the arrangement you’re seeking? Our consignments typically involve the transfer of ownership for specified periods—ranging from an evening to, in rare cases, several months. The terms are negotiated in advance and codified in the catalogue entry.”

Transfer of ownership.

The phrase moved through her like a wave. She’d known, abstractly, that this was what auction meant—someone would purchase the right to her, for a time, under conditions she would help define. But hearing it stated so plainly, in this quiet room with its polished surfaces and its multiplying mirrors, made it real in a way it hadn’t been before.

“I understand,” she said. “I’m seeking… an extended arrangement. Several days, at minimum. Perhaps longer, depending on the terms.”

“And the nature of your use?”

The question was clinical. Professional. The same question he would ask about any object—what is this thing designed for, what can its new owner expect to do with it? But applied to her, to her body and its capacities, it became something else entirely.

She thought about how to answer. Thought about the years of wanting, the careful arrangements she’d made, the performances she’d staged for witnesses real and imagined. Thought about what she was actually offering, beneath the formal language of consignment.

“Sexual use,” she said. “With restrictions I’ll specify in the catalogue entry. I’m not seeking pain or degradation beyond what the buyer and I negotiate in advance. I’m seeking…” She paused, searching for the word. “Ownership. The experience of being owned.”

Mr. Vale nodded slowly. “We’ve facilitated similar consignments. Not frequently, but often enough that the process is established.” He reached into the leather portfolio on the table beside him and withdrew a sheaf of papers. “This is our standard consignment form. You’ll see sections for physical description, condition report, provenance—”

“Provenance?”

“Your history. Previous owners, if any. Significant experiences that might affect your value or your suitability for particular buyers.” He slid the form across the table toward her. “Some consignors find this section uncomfortable. You may leave it blank if you prefer, though a complete provenance typically commands higher estimates.”

She looked down at the form.

The paper was cream, heavy, watermarked with the auction house’s insignia. The sections were clearly labelled in elegant type: ITEM DESCRIPTION, PHYSICAL SPECIFICATIONS, CONDITION REPORT, PROVENANCE, SPECIAL FEATURES, RESTRICTIONS, TERMS OF CONSIGNMENT.

Item description.

She would have to describe herself. Her body, her appearance, her capacities. In the language of objects, of commodities, of things to be bought and sold.

Her hands trembled as she picked up the pen.

“I’ll give you privacy to complete the form,” Mr. Vale said, rising from his chair. “Take as much time as you need. When you’ve finished, press the buzzer on the wall beside the door, and I’ll return to review your entry and discuss next steps.”

“Thank you.”

He paused at the door. “I should mention—the mirrors are standard security features, but they also serve another purpose for consignments of this nature. Many of our… specialised consignors find it helpful to see themselves as they work. To observe their own responses. Some find it clarifying.”

He left, and the door clicked shut behind him.

She was alone with the form, the mirrors, and the weight of what she was about to do.

ITEM DESCRIPTION

She stared at the blank lines.

How did one describe oneself as an object? What language was appropriate, sufficient, honest? She thought of the auction catalogues she’d seen—the precise descriptions of furniture and jewellery and art, the careful notation of dimensions and materials and distinguishing marks. She would need to apply that same clinical attention to her own body.

Item 17: Female, 32 years. Height 168 cm. Weight approximately 58 kg.

She wrote slowly, the pen moving across the paper in strokes that felt both foreign and familiar. Each word transformed her. Each phrase reduced her from subject to object, from a person with a history to a thing with specifications.

Hair: Dark brown, shoulderlength, naturally wky. Eyes: Brown. Complexion: Fair, with minimal marking. Build: Slender, with moderate curves. Measurements: 866490 cm.

The numbers felt strange on the page. She’d never written them down before—had never needed to, had never thought of herself in terms of centimetres and proportions. But here, in this context, they were essential. They were the data that would allow a stranger to imagine her, to assess her, to decide whether she was worth acquiring.

General appearance: Conventional attractiveness. Notable features include high cheekbones, full lips, and a scar approximately 3 cm in length on the inner left thigh, origin unknown.

Unknown.

She touched the scar through her trousers. She knew its origin, of course—had carried it since she was nineteen, a memento of an accident she rarely discussed. But for the purposes of this description, it was simply a feature. A distinguishing mark that might appeal to some buyers and deter others.

Overall condition: Good. Wellmaintained. No significant defects.

The words came more easily now. She was finding the rhythm of the language, the particular distance it created between herself and the body she was describing. She was not writing about herself—not exactly. She was writing about an object that happened to share her dimensions, her features, her history.

PHYSICAL SPECIFICATIONS

This section demanded more detail.

She was asked to describe her body in terms of its capacities, its responses, its readiness for use. The questions were explicit, clinical, designed to give potential buyers a complete picture of what they would be acquiring.

Sexual experience: Extensive. Began at age 17. Approximately 1520 partners, varying in gender and experience level.

She paused. The number felt crude on the page, an oversimplification of years of encounters, relationships, experiments. But this was not the place for nuance. This was the place for data.

Notable skills: Oral sex (receptive and active), vaginal intercourse, anal intercourse (with preparation). Limited experience with bondage, exhibitionism, and roleplay. No experience with severe pain, breath control, or scarring.

Physical responses: Highly responsive to touch, particularly on neck, breasts, and inner thighs. Capable of multiple orgasms. Vocal during arousal. Tends to climax most reliably from clitoral stimulation combined with penetration.

Her face flushed as she wrote. She was describing the intimate mechanics of her pleasure for strangers to read, to evaluate, to use in their decisionmaking. The mirrors caught her blush from three angles, and she watched herself redden, watched the colour spread across her cheeks and down her throat.

Current health: No known conditions. Contraception: Implant, effective for another 18 months. STI status: Negative (tested 3 months ago).

Physical limitations: Minor lower back pain after extended periods in certain positions. Otherwise none known.

She set the pen down. Flexed her fingers, which had begun to cramp from writing. The form was only partially complete, but already she felt drained—as if each word had cost her something, had extracted a small payment from the part of her that still thought of herself as a person rather than a thing.

CONDITION REPORT

This section asked for honesty about flaws.

Every auction catalogue included a condition report—an assessment of the item’s state, its imperfections, the wear it had accumulated over time. For antiques, this might mean noting scratches or repairs or fading. For her, it meant something else entirely.

Scarring: As noted, one scar on inner left thigh (3 cm). Additionally, small scar on right knee from childhood injury, barely visible. Stretch marks on hips and breasts, light, resulting from normal development.

Markings: No tattoos. No piercings beyond standard ear piercings. No brands or permanent modifications.

Previous damage: None significant. One instance of moderate bruising during rough intercourse (age 24), fully healed with no lasting effects.

Psychological condition: Stable. No history of trauma affecting sexual function. Capable of separating physical acts from emotional attachment. Able to perform under observation and with multiple witnesses if required.

That last point felt important. She’d learned, over years of careful practice, to perform for others—to let herself be seen, to let her pleasure become a spectacle, to find release in the knowledge that someone was watching. It was a skill, she realised. A capacity that not everyone possessed. And here, in this formal context, it was a selling point.

Special notes: Consignor responds strongly to verbal direction and structured scenarios. Demonstrates heightened arousal when objectified or described. Has previously engaged in consensual auction scenarios (private arrangements) and found them deeply satisfying.

She underlined deeply satisfying, then wondered if she should have. Was that too much? Too revealing? But the form demanded honesty, and this was honest. The fantasy of being sold, of being transferred from one owner to another, of being valued and acquired and used—this was what had brought her here. This was what she was offering.

PROVENANCE

This section stopped her.

Previous owners: None formal. Previous longterm partners: 3. Significant sexual experiences: Multiple, varying in nature and intensity. Notable: One extended arrangement (6 months) with a dominant partner who introduced consignor to power exchange and objectification dynamics. Relationship ended amicably 2 years ago.

She thought about Marcus. About the six months she’d spent learning what it meant to surrender, to trust, to find freedom in the absence of choice. He’d been the one who first suggested she might enjoy an auction scenario—had teased her with the idea during a particularly intense evening, had watched her flush and tremble at the thought of being sold to the highest bidder.

If you ever want to make it real, he’d said, there are places. Ways to arrange it safely.

She’d filed the information away. Hadn’t acted on it. Hadn’t needed to—because he’d given her enough, in those six months, to sustain the fantasy for years.

But the fantasy had grown. Had become insistent. Had brought her here, to this viewing room, to this form, to this moment of formalising what she’d always known about herself.

Consignment history: None. This is the consignor’s first formal offering.

Reason for consignment: Consignor wishes to experience formal ownership and transfer. Seeks the psychological and physical intensity of being acquired, used, and released according to negotiated terms. Has explored these desires privately and wishes to formalise them through established institutional channels.

Established institutional channels.

The phrase was absurd, bureaucratic, utterly inappropriate for what she was actually doing. But it was the language of the form, the language of auction houses, the language that transformed her desire into something that could be catalogued and assessed and assigned an estimated value.

She wrote it anyway.

SPECIAL FEATURES

This section invited her to describe what made her unique.

What distinguishes this item from similar consignments? What might make it particularly valuable to certain buyers?

She thought carefully before answering.

Item demonstrates exceptional responsiveness to objectification scenarios. Becomes highly aroused when described clinically or treated as property. Has trained herself to delay orgasm indefinitely when instructed, and to climax on command with appropriate stimulation. Capable of maintaining composure during extended display or examination. Shows genuine enthusiasm for the consignment process itself—finds the act of being catalogued and evaluated intensely erotic.

She paused. Looked at herself in the mirrors.

The woman who looked back was flushed, her hair slightly dishevelled, her breathing visibly quickened. The act of writing had aroused her—not simply the content, but the form. The transformation of herself into language. The formalisation of her desire into a document that strangers would read.

Item is particularly suited to buyers interested in psychological depth and authentic response. Performs best when treated as valuable property rather than disposable object. Responds well to praise, direction, and structured scenarios. May develop attachment during extended consignments—buyer should be prepared to manage this appropriately.

She underlined authentic response. That was what she was offering, in the end. Not performance, not simulation, but the genuine article. A woman who truly wanted to be owned, who would respond to ownership with real gratitude and real desire.

RESTRICTIONS

This section was crucial.

Permanent marks: None permitted. Scarring: None permitted. Tattoos, brands, or modifications: None permitted.

Pain: Moderate acceptable. Severe prohibited. No breaking of skin. No activities causing lasting physical harm.

Protection: Required for all penetrative activities. No exceptions.

Public exposure: Limited. Consignor will not appear in media or be photographed without explicit consent. Private exhibition acceptable with prior negotiation.

Duration: Minimum 48 hours. Maximum 2 weeks. Extensions negotiable after initial consignment period.

Witnesses: Acceptable. Multiple participants acceptable with advance notice and additional negotiation.

Aftercare: Required. Consignor must receive appropriate physical and emotional care following intense use. This is nonnegotiable.

She underlined nonnegotiable. She’d read enough, learned enough, to know that aftercare was essential—that the crash following intense scenes could be dangerous without proper support. If someone was going to own her, even temporarily, they would need to take responsibility for what came after.

TERMS OF CONSIGNMENT

The final section outlined the practical arrangements.

Reserve price: To be determined in consultation with auction house. Consignor seeks serious buyers with demonstrated understanding of power exchange dynamics. Preference given to experienced owners with references.

Viewing arrangements: Consignor is available for private viewing by serious bidders. Viewing to be conducted at auction house facilities. No touching without explicit permission. Viewing period limited to 30 minutes per bidder.

Payment: Standard auction house commission applies. Remaining proceeds to be donated to a charity of consignor’s choice—this consignment is not financially motivated.

Postconsignment: Consignor requests one followup communication with buyer to assess experience and ensure satisfactory resolution. No further contact required unless both parties wish to continue arrangement.

She signed the bottom of the form with the name she’d given: Claire Ashworth.

Then she pressed the buzzer beside the door.

Mr. Vale returned within minutes.

He collected the form without comment, his eyes scanning the sections she’d completed. His expression remained neutral throughout—professional, detached, giving nothing away. She watched him read, acutely aware that she was now present in the room both as a person and as a document, both the subject and the object she’d just described.

“Comprehensive,” he said finally. “Wellwritten. You’ve provided exactly the information our buyers need.”

“Thank you.”

“The provenance section is particularly strong. Many firsttime consignors struggle to articulate their history, but you’ve been precise without being excessive. That will be appreciated.”

She nodded, unsure how to respond to the compliment.

“Now,” he continued, setting the form aside, “we come to the matter of viewing. As you noted, you’re available for private examination by serious bidders. Our Spring auction is six weeks away, which gives us time to circulate your catalogue entry to our qualified buyers and schedule viewings for those who express interest.”

Qualified buyers.

The phrase reminded her that this was real. That somewhere, in the coming weeks, strangers would read her description, would imagine her body based on the words she’d written, would decide whether to pay for the privilege of owning her.

“In the meantime,” Mr. Vale said, “I’d like to conduct a preliminary assessment myself. Standard procedure—to verify the accuracy of your description and note any details that might not have appeared in your written entry.”

Her pulse quickened. “Now?”

“If you’re amenable. It will save you a separate appointment.”

She looked at herself in the mirrors. Saw the flush on her cheeks, the tension in her shoulders, the slight tremor in her hands. She was aroused—had been aroused since she’d begun writing—and the prospect of being examined, of having her description verified against her physical reality, sent a fresh wave of heat through her.

“I’m amenable,” she said.

“Please stand.”

She rose from the chair. Her legs felt unsteady, her body suddenly hyperaware of every sensation—the brush of fabric against skin, the weight of her own breathing, the cool air moving through the room.

“Remove your clothing. All of it.”

The command was delivered without inflection, the same tone he’d used to discuss the form and the auction process. But it landed differently now. She was no longer a consignor discussing terms. She was an item being assessed.

She undressed slowly.

The cardigan first, laid across the chair. Then the blouse, each button undone with fingers that trembled despite her efforts to control them. The vest beneath. Then the trousers, pushed down her legs and stepped out of. She stood in her underwear, aware of the mirrors catching her from every angle, aware of Mr. Vale’s gaze moving across her body with clinical attention.

“Continue.”

She unclasped her bra. Let it fall. Pulled her underwear down and stepped out of it.

She stood naked in the viewing room, surrounded by her own reflections.

Mr. Vale circled her slowly.

He made small sounds of assessment—hmm, yes, I see—that might have been approving or might simply have been noting. His gaze moved across her body the way it might move across a painting or a piece of furniture, evaluating proportions, checking for flaws, confirming the accuracy of written descriptions.

“Turn. Good. Arms at your sides. Chin up.”

She obeyed each instruction, her body moving before her mind could object. The mirrors showed her compliance—showed her turning, positioning, presenting herself for evaluation. She watched herself being assessed, and the watching intensified everything.

“Height appears accurate. Build as described. Measurements…” He produced a tape measure from somewhere—a pocket, a drawer, she hadn’t seen him retrieve it—and moved around her with professional efficiency. “Yes. Within expected variance.”

The tape was cool against her skin. She stood still, breathing carefully, letting herself be measured like a chair or a vase.

“The scar on your thigh. May I?”

She nodded.

His fingers traced the length of the mark, his touch clinical and brief. “Origin truly unknown?”

“An accident. I was nineteen. I don’t remember the details clearly.”

“Mm. It doesn’t detract from your value. Some buyers prefer unmarked items, but others find evidence of history appealing.” He stepped back, his assessment apparently complete. “You may dress.”

She reached for her clothes with hands that shook visibly now. Her arousal had intensified to the point of distraction—she could feel it between her thighs, a persistent warmth that made her want to press her legs together, to seek some friction, some relief.

But she dressed. Blouse, trousers, cardigan. Each garment a layer of protection restored.

“Your description is accurate,” Mr. Vale said. “I see no discrepancies. You’ll be entered into the Spring catalogue as Lot 17, pending final approval. You’ll receive confirmation within the week, along with a schedule for bidder viewings.”

“Thank you.”

“One more thing.” He paused at the door, his hand on the handle. “The mirrors. Did you find them helpful?”

She looked at her reflections—three versions of herself, overlapped and receding into infinity. Saw the woman who’d walked into this room an hour ago, and the woman who was walking out, and the woman who existed somewhere in between, in the space between person and object.

“Yes,” she said. “I did.”

She left the auction house at twelvefifteen.

The day had brightened while she was inside—sunlight glinting off car windows, the street busy with lunchtime pedestrians. She walked without destination, her body still humming with the aftermath of what she’d done.

She had written herself into an object.

Had described her body in the language of commodities, had catalogued her capacities and her flaws, had submitted to examination and verification. In six weeks, strangers would read her words, would imagine her, would decide whether to bid. And if someone won—if someone paid for the privilege—they would own her, for a time, in ways she was only beginning to understand.

She found herself at a cafe she’d never visited before. Ordered coffee she didn’t want. Sat at a table by the window and watched the people pass.

Lot 17.

That was what she was now. Not a name, not a history, not a person with a life and a job and a flat and a routine. An item in a catalogue. A thing to be acquired.

The thought should have frightened her.

Instead, she felt something like peace.

That night, she lay in bed and thought about the mirrors.

About seeing herself from multiple angles simultaneously. About watching herself being examined. About the way her own gaze had joined Mr. Vale’s, had assessed her alongside him, had turned her into a spectacle for herself as well as for him.

You wanted this, she thought. You wanted to be seen. To be known. To be written down and passed around and evaluated by strangers who would never touch you but would know you anyway.

She reached between her thighs.

Found herself wet. Still. Hours after the viewing, after the assessment, after the form and the mirrors and the clinical gaze that had transformed her.

She touched herself slowly, thinking about the catalogue entry. About the words she’d written. About the strangers who would read them.

Item 17: Female, 32 years. Height 168 cm. Seeking ownership. Seeking transfer. Seeking the experience of being acquired and used and released.

She came with her own words echoing in her mind.


Story 63: Restricted File

The archive opened at eight.

She arrived at seventhirty, standing on the pavement across the street, watching the building wake. It was unremarkable from the outside—four storeys of brown brick, narrow windows, a plain sign that read Northern Counties Records Repository. The kind of building you passed without noticing, its purpose obscure, its contents invisible.

She’d been here before. Fourteen months ago, on a Wednesday afternoon, carrying a sealed envelope she’d spent three weeks preparing. She’d handed it across the counter to a clerk who asked no questions, paid the storage fee, received a claim ticket in return. Then she’d walked out into the autumn light and tried to forget what she’d left behind.

The claim ticket was in her pocket now. Creased from months of handling, the ink faded where her thumb had rubbed across it. She’d carried it every day since that first visit—not knowing whether she would ever use it, not knowing whether she wanted to retrieve what she’d deposited or let it sit in darkness until the storage fees lapsed and the contents were destroyed.

Today she would decide.

The interior smelled of paper.

Not fresh paper—nothing so clean or simple. This was the smell of decades, of acidfree boxes and ageing pulp, of climatecontrolled air moving through spaces designed to preserve rather than display. The lobby was small, functional, lit by fluorescent tubes that cast everything in a flat, institutional light. A reception desk. A waiting area with three plastic chairs. A security gate leading to the stacks beyond.

She approached the desk. The woman behind it was middleaged, wearing a cardigan despite the warmth, her reading glasses on a chain around her neck.

“Can I help you?”

“I need to access a restricted file. I have a claim ticket.”

The woman extended her hand. She placed the creased paper in the waiting palm, watching as the woman examined it, compared it to something on her screen, nodded.

“File 4471. Storage unit 12C.” She looked up. “You’re the depositor?”

“Yes.”

“And you wish to retrieve or view?”

The question she’d been avoiding for fourteen months. Retrieve—take the file back, destroy it, pretend it had never existed. Or view—open the envelope, read what she’d written, confront the testimony she’d left behind.

“View first. I may retrieve afterwards.”

“Standard procedure is retrieval upon viewing. Once a restricted file is opened, it cannot be resealed under the same claim number.”

Cannot be resealed.

She hadn’t known that. Had assumed she could look, then return the file to darkness if she chose. But the system didn’t allow for indecision. Once opened, the testimony would be free—either in her possession or destroyed. No middle ground.

“I understand.”

The woman handed back the claim ticket, along with a laminated badge on a lanyard. “Take the lift to sublevel two. Unit 12C is in the east stack. You’ll need to sign in at the security desk. Viewing rooms are at the end of the corridor. You have two hours.”

The lift descended with a shudder.

She watched the floor numbers change—G, 1, 2, SB—each one a small reminder of how far she was going, how deep into the earth. The archive’s public face was that brown brick building, but the stacks extended far below ground, climatecontrolled chambers where documents could survive for decades without degradation.

The doors opened onto a corridor.

It was longer than she’d expected, fluorescentlit, the walls lined with fire doors marked with alphanumeric codes. The air was cooler here, conditioned to a precise temperature and humidity that she could feel on her skin. She walked toward the security desk, her footsteps echoing against the linoleum.

The guard was young, bored, barely looking up from his phone as she signed the register. Name: C. Ashworth. Purpose: File retrieval. Time in: 08:17.

“Viewing room four,” he said, gesturing down the corridor. “Leave the badge on the desk when you’re done.”

She walked.

Unit 12C was a door like any other.

Fireresistant, climatesealed, marked only with the code. She pressed her badge to the reader, heard the lock click open, and stepped inside.

The room was small—perhaps three metres square—with a metal table bolted to the floor, two chairs, and a single fluorescent panel casting its flat light from above. The walls were bare. The air was very still.

But her attention fixed on the table.

A box sat at its centre. Acidfree cardboard, reinforced corners, a label on the lid reading FILE 4471 RESTRICTED CLAIM TICKET REQUIRED. The envelope she’d brought fourteen months ago was inside. She knew this without opening it—knew that the testimony she’d written, sealed, and surrendered was waiting for her to decide its fate.

She sat down.

Stared at the box.

Open it. You came here to open it.

But her hands wouldn’t move. Fourteen months of carrying this, of thinking about it at odd moments, of waking at three in the morning with the testimony running through her head—and now that she was here, now that the moment had arrived, she found herself frozen.

What did you write? Do you even remember?

She remembered. Every word.

The testimony had begun as an exercise.

A therapist she’d seen briefly—three sessions before she’d stopped going, before she’d decided that talking wasn’t what she needed—had suggested writing as a way of processing. Document your experiences. Not for anyone else. For yourself. See what emerges when you let the words come without censorship.

She’d started that night. A notebook, a pen, the quiet of her flat after work. She’d written about the fantasies that had haunted her since adolescence—the desire to be seen, to be displayed, to be evaluated and acquired. She’d written about the arrangements she’d made, the scenes she’d staged, the men and women who had witnessed her in various states of undress and arousal. She’d written about the pleasure she found in objectification, the peace that descended when she stopped being a person and became a thing.

But that had only been the beginning.

As the pages multiplied, the writing had deepened. She’d found herself describing experiences she’d never told anyone—moments of exposure that had shaped her, encounters that had revealed something essential about her nature. She’d written about the first time she’d undressed for a stranger, at nineteen, in a park after dark, and the way his gaze had felt like a hand pressing against her skin. She’d written about the six months with Marcus, the training he’d given her, the way he’d taught her to find freedom in surrender. She’d written about the nights she’d spent alone, touching herself while imagining auction blocks and display cases and glasswalled rooms where she could be seen by anyone who cared to look.

And she’d written about what she wanted.

A permanent record. Proof that I exist this way. Documentation that could survive beyond me, that could be found by someone who would understand.

The impulse had surprised her. She’d thought she was writing for herself—for catharsis, for clarity, for the relief of putting words to desires that had lived too long in silence. But somewhere around page thirty, she’d realised she was writing for an audience. Not a specific person, not a known reader, but the possibility of one. The chance that someone, someday, might find these words and know her through them.

That was when she’d decided to deposit the file.

She opened the box.

The envelope was exactly as she’d left it—cream, heavy, sealed with wax at her own insistence. She’d wanted the testimony to feel formal, official, something more significant than a notebook in a drawer. The wax was burgundy, impressed with a symbol she’d designed herself: an eye within a circle, the pupil a single dot of black.

She broke the seal.

The pages were handwritten.

She’d considered typing—had even started, once, before abandoning the effort. There was something about the physical act of writing, the way the pen moved across the paper, that felt necessary. The testimony was hers in a way that typed words would never have been. Her handwriting, her pressure, her occasional crossingsout and insertions.

She lifted the first page.

TESTIMONY OF CLAIRE ASHWORTH

Date of composition: September 14–October 3

Purpose: To document, without censorship, the nature of my desires and the experiences that have shaped them. To create a record that may survive beyond my own understanding of myself.

To be found, or not, according to circumstances I cannot predict.

She read her own words as if they belonged to someone else. The voice was familiar, yet distant—the voice of a woman she’d been fourteen months ago, before the auction house, before the planetarium, before the screening room. A woman who had not yet acted on the desires she was documenting.

But she had acted on them now. Had consigned herself to auction. Had been catalogued and assessed and viewed by strangers. Had let herself be transformed from a person with a secret into an object with a value.

The testimony she held in her hands was no longer prophecy. It was history.

She turned the pages slowly.

I was twelve the first time I understood that I wanted to be watched.

Not simply noticed—watched. The difference matters. Notice is casual, incidental. Watching is deliberate, sustained. To be watched is to hold someone’s attention, to occupy their gaze, to matter enough that they choose to keep looking.

I was in my bedroom, changing for bed, and I realised the curtains were open. The window faced the street. Anyone passing could have seen me. And instead of closing the curtains, instead of feeling afraid or embarrassed, I felt something else. A warmth. A quickening. The knowledge that I existed in someone else’s perception—that my body was visible, that I was a spectacle, even if no one was actually watching.

I didn’t close the curtains for three months after that. I changed with the lights on. I moved through my room without rushing. I never saw anyone watching. But the possibility was enough.

She remembered writing this. Remembered the feeling of finally putting into words something she’d carried for decades. The relief of naming it. The shame that accompanied the relief.

This is what I am, she’d written later. Someone who needs to be seen. Not loved, not desired, not touched—though I want those things too. Seen. Witnessed. Documented. I need to exist in other people’s eyes, to be confirmed by their gaze. Without that, I feel invisible. Without that, I feel like I might disappear.

The testimony continued.

Page after page of experiences, fantasies, revelations. She read about the night in the park at nineteen, the stranger who’d watched her undress against a tree, the way she’d come from his gaze alone. She read about Marcus, the six months of training, the first time he’d auctioned her to a friend for an evening and she’d discovered that the fantasy was better than she’d imagined. She read about the arrangements she’d made after Marcus—the private viewings, the staged exposures, the careful cultivation of witnesses who would see her and remember.

And she read about what she hadn’t yet done.

I want to be formally documented. Catalogued. Described in language that reduces me to specifications and value estimates. I want to read my own description and feel the distance between the person I am and the object I become in words.

I want to be acquired. Owned, temporarily, by someone who understands what ownership means—not just the use of my body, but the responsibility for it. I want to surrender choice and discover what remains when choice is removed.

I want proof that I existed this way. Not just memories, which fade and distort. Physical evidence. A file in an archive, a description in a catalogue, a record that could be found by someone who would look at it and say: I see you. I understand. You were real.

She set the pages down.

Her hands were shaking.

The testimony was fortythree pages long.

She’d written it over three weeks, in sessions that ranged from minutes to hours, always at night, always alone. She’d never shown it to anyone. Had never read it aloud, never discussed its contents, never even acknowledged its existence except when she was adding to it. The act of writing had been purely for herself—or for the imagined reader who might someday find it.

And now she was that reader. Looking back at her own words, seeing herself through the eyes of the woman she’d been fourteen months ago.

You’ve done some of what you wanted, she thought. The catalogue. The auction. The formal documentation.

But not all of it. Not the proof that would survive beyond her. Not the record that could be found.

The file in her hands was still private. Still sealed. Still hers to retrieve or destroy.

What do you want?

The question surfaced unbidden. The same question she’d been asking herself since she’d walked into this building an hour ago. The same question that had brought her here in the first place.

Do you want to take this back? Burn it? Pretend you never wrote it?

Or—

Do you want to leave it? Let it sit in this archive until the storage fees lapse, until someone opens it, until a stranger reads about a woman who wanted to be seen?

She didn’t know.

She read the final page.

If you are reading this, then you have found what I left behind. I don’t know who you are. I don’t know how this file came into your hands—whether through accident or design, whether by检索 or discovery. I only know that you are seeing me in a way that no one else has.

I am Claire Ashworth. I am thirtytwo years old. I am a woman who wants to be seen, who has spent her life arranging spectacles for imagined witnesses, who has never been able to explain to anyone why the gaze of strangers feels more real than the attention of friends.

This testimony is my proof of life. My evidence that I existed this way, that these desires are real, that I am not alone in wanting what I want.

If you understand—if any of this resonates—then you have my gratitude. Not because I need your approval, but because being seen is what I have always needed. And in reading this, you have seen me.

Thank you.

She stared at the words.

Thank you.

As if the testimony were a gift. As if the stranger who found it would be grateful, rather than disturbed, confused, disgusted. As if the act of being known—truly, deeply known—was something to be celebrated rather than feared.

Is that what you want? she asked herself. To be found? To have someone read this and know you?

The answer rose without hesitation.

Yes.

She gathered the pages.

Tapped them against the table to straighten them. Placed them back in the envelope. Held the wax seal in her hands, feeling the weight of what it represented.

The archive’s policy was clear: once opened, a restricted file could not be resealed. She could take the testimony with her—carry it home, store it in a drawer, decide later what to do with it. Or she could leave it, unsealed, to be processed according to the archive’s standard procedures for abandoned documents.

Abandoned documents.

The phrase caught at something in her chest. Was that what she wanted? To abandon this testimony? To let it become the archive’s problem, to disappear into the bureaucratic machinery that handled papers no one claimed?

No.

She wanted it found.

But the archive wasn’t the right place for that. The testimony would sit in darkness, unopened, until the fees lapsed and it was destroyed. No one would read it. No one would see her.

She needed a different approach.

She left the viewing room.

Walked back down the corridor, past the security desk, to the lift. The guard barely glanced at her as she passed. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Her footsteps echoed against the linoleum.

In the lift, ascending, she made a decision.

She would not leave the testimony here. Would not abandon it to the archive’s indifferent machinery. But she would also not take it home, would not lock it in a drawer where it would never be seen.

She would find another way.

The receptionist looked up as she approached the desk.

“Did you retrieve the file?”

“Yes.” She placed the envelope on the counter. “But I have a question about your services.”

“Of course.”

“Does the archive offer… longterm deposit? With instructions for access?”

The woman’s expression didn’t change. “We offer several tiers of storage. Standard deposit, which you’ve utilised. Extended deposit, with annual renewal fees. And bequest deposit, which includes instructions for release under specified conditions.”

Bequest deposit.

“Tell me about that one.”

The process took two hours.

Forms to complete. Instructions to draft. Fees to pay. She sat at a small desk in a back office, writing out the terms of the bequest with a pen that scratched against paper designed to survive for centuries.

FILE 4471 TESTIMONY OF CLAIRE ASHWORTH

Bequest instructions: This file is to be released to any qualified requester who presents a valid claim of research interest or personal connection. The file is not to be destroyed, regardless of storage fee status, for a minimum period of 50 years from the date of this bequest. After 50 years, the file may be transferred to a public archive or destroyed at the repository’s discretion.

If I am deceased or incapacitated at the time of request, the file is to be released without restriction. If I am living and competent, the file is to be released only with my written consent.

Purpose of bequest: To ensure that this testimony survives beyond my lifetime. To create the possibility of being found, even if I never know the finder.

She signed the forms. Paid the fees. Received a new claim ticket—this one marked BEQUEST in red ink.

The testimony went back into the archive. Not abandoned. Waiting.

She walked home.

The day had warmed while she was underground. Sunlight glinted off car windows. Pedestrians moved past her in both directions, their faces turned toward phones or shop windows or each other. No one looked at her. No one saw her.

But she carried something now that she hadn’t carried before. A knowledge about herself. A certainty about what she wanted.

The testimony would sit in the archive for fifty years. Maybe more. And someday, someone might request it. Might read the words she’d written in the dark of her flat, might see her through the lens of her own documentation.

To be found, or not, according to circumstances I cannot predict.

She’d written that fourteen months ago. Now she understood it differently.

The finding wasn’t guaranteed. The witness wasn’t certain. But the possibility existed—and that possibility was what mattered. The testimony was proof that she had existed this way, that she had wanted what she wanted, that she had been willing to document it and leave it for someone to find.

She was visible, even if no one was watching.

She was seen, even if only by the imagined reader she’d written for.

And that was enough.

For now.

That night, she lay in bed and thought about archives.

About the miles of shelving beneath the brown brick building. About the climatecontrolled chambers and the acidfree boxes and the documents that would survive for decades without anyone reading them. About her testimony, sealed in its envelope, waiting for a request that might never come.

She thought about what she’d written. About the woman she’d been when she wrote it. About the woman she’d become in the fourteen months since.

You’ve changed, she thought. You’ve done things. The auction house. The catalogue. The viewing. You’ve acted on what you wanted.

But the wanting hadn’t changed. If anything, it had deepened. The experiences had confirmed what the testimony had only guessed. She needed to be seen. Needed to be documented. Needed to exist in the eyes of others in a way that felt permanent, real, undeniable.

The archive was one form of that. The testimony was one proof.

But there would be others.

She closed her eyes. Let her hand drift down her body, across her stomach, between her thighs. She was wet—had been wet since she’d broken the wax seal, since she’d read her own words and remembered what it felt like to write them.

She touched herself slowly, thinking about the file in the darkness. About the stranger who might someday hold it. About the moment when they would break the seal and begin to read, and she would exist for them in a way she had never existed for anyone.

Thank you, she had written. Thank you for seeing me.

She came with those words in her mind.

The next day:

She returned to work.

The office was the same as it had always been—fluorescent lights, grey carpet, the sound of keyboards and muted conversations. She sat at her desk, opened her email, began the routine that had structured her days for years.

But something was different.

She carried the bequest in her chest like a small flame. A knowledge that part of her—perhaps the truest part—existed somewhere else, in the darkness of an archive, waiting to be found. The testimony was proof. The file was evidence. And even if no one ever read it, even if it sat in its climatecontrolled chamber for fifty years and was then destroyed, it had existed. She had written it. She had left it.

You are visible, she told herself. You are documented. You are real.

The words felt like a promise.

That evening, she walked past the auction house.

It was closed for the day, its windows dark, its brass plaque catching the last of the daylight. She stopped across the street and looked at the building where, weeks ago, she had undressed for a stranger’s clinical assessment. Where she had been measured and verified and entered into a catalogue as Lot 17.

The Spring auction was approaching. In a few weeks, she would stand in a viewing room while strangers examined her, decided whether to bid, determined her value. She would be acquired—temporarily, conditionally—but she would be acquired. Someone would pay for the privilege of owning her.

And then?

She didn’t know. Couldn’t predict what the experience would bring, how it would change her, what she would discover about herself in the surrender of choice.

But she knew one thing.

She was no longer writing testimony in the dark. She was living it. Creating a record not through words but through actions. Becoming the object she had described, the proof she had sought.

You wanted to be seen, she thought. You wanted to be documented. You wanted proof of life.

She looked at her reflection in the auction house window. A woman, alone, standing in the last light of day. Visible to anyone who cared to look.

You are being seen, she told her reflection. Right now. By yourself. By whoever passes. By the world you move through.

You don’t have to wait to be found.

She turned and walked home.


Story 64: Open Door

The envelope took three days to prepare.

Not because the contents were complex—a single sheet of paper, handwritten, folded into thirds—but because the act of writing it required a precision she had never before attempted. Every word mattered. Every phrase carried weight. This was not testimony, not catalogue entry, not the private documentation she had left in archives and sealed in boxes. This was an invitation.

And invitations, if they were to be answered, required clarity.

She began on Tuesday evening.

Sat at her kitchen table with a blank sheet of cream stationery, a fountain pen, and the knowledge that what she was about to write would either change everything or change nothing. There was no middle ground. The envelope would be delivered or it wouldn’t. The recipient would respond or wouldn’t. The door would open or remain closed.

To whoever finds this—

No. Too passive. Too much like the testimony she’d already deposited.

Dear Stranger—

Too intimate. Too presumptuous. She didn’t know this person, hadn’t met them, couldn’t assume any connection beyond the one she was about to propose.

She set the pen down. Stared at the blank paper. Let the silence of her flat press against her.

What do you actually want to say?

The question surfaced without her permission, but she let it sit. Let it breathe. Let it become the starting point she needed.

I want to be seen. Not by accident, not by chance, but by choice. I want to arrange my own witnessing. I want to open a door and have someone walk through it.

She picked up the pen again.

The final version was four paragraphs.

I am writing to propose an arrangement. If you are reading this, you have found the envelope I left in a location of significance. You may destroy it without consequence. You may report it to authorities. You may ignore it entirely. Or you may choose to respond.

What I propose is this: on the date and time specified below, I will be in the location described. The door will be unlocked. You may enter, observe, and leave. You may enter, observe, and stay. You may not enter at all. The choice is yours.

I will not know who you are until you reveal yourself, if you choose to reveal yourself at all. I will not see your face unless you permit it. I will not speak to you unless you speak first. I am offering you the experience of witnessing without the obligation of interaction.

If this interests you, no response is required. Simply arrive or don’t. The arrangement will proceed either way.

Below this, she wrote the date—three weeks from today—and an address that was not her own.

She signed it with a single initial: C.

The envelope was cream, heavy, unmarked.

She sealed it with the same wax she’d used for the testimony—a burgundy disc impressed with the eye within a circle. The symbol she’d designed, the mark that meant this is me, this is real, this is proof of life.

Now she needed to decide where to leave it.

The location mattered.

Not simply for practical reasons—though those mattered too. The envelope needed to be somewhere it would be found, but not immediately. Somewhere it would be noticed, but not reported. Somewhere the finder would feel intrigued rather than alarmed.

But beyond the practical, the location mattered symbolically. This was the final step in a journey that had taken her through auction houses and archives, through planetariums and screening rooms, through every conceivable form of arranged witness. The envelope was the culmination. The place she left it would determine everything about how the arrangement unfolded.

She considered and discarded several options.

A library book—too impersonal. The finder might not read it for months, might never read it at all.

A train station—too chaotic. The envelope would be mistaken for lost property, turned in to authorities, destroyed.

A cafe—too public. The finder might assume it was a prank, a performance, a threat.

She needed somewhere liminal. Somewhere between public and private, between chance and design. Somewhere the right kind of person might find it—someone curious, someone open, someone who would understand what was being offered.

It took her four days to find the place.

The hotel was in the northern quarter of the city.

Not the tourist district, not the business centre, but the older neighbourhood where Victorian terraces had been converted into small establishments catering to travellers who wanted discretion rather than luxury. The kind of place where guests came and went without comment, where the staff asked no questions, where a single woman could book a room for an evening without raising eyebrows.

She’d found it through careful research. A website that listed “quiet accommodations for private stays.” Reviews that mentioned “respectful staff” and “complete privacy.” A reputation built on decades of serving guests who had reasons to avoid the mainstream.

It was perfect.

She booked a room for the evening she’d written on the envelope—three weeks away—and another for the night before. The first booking was for the arrangement itself. The second was for preparation.

Then she turned her attention to the envelope’s placement.

The hotel had a small library.

Not a true library—more of a sitting room with shelves, a few worn armchairs, a gas fire that flickered during the winter months. Guests used it for reading, for quiet conversation, for waiting. It was connected to the lobby by a short corridor, visible from the front desk but not constantly supervised.

She spent an afternoon observing.

Arrived as a nonguest, asked to use the facilities, lingered in the lobby with a magazine she didn’t read. Watched the patterns of movement—the receptionist stepping away occasionally, the guests passing through without stopping, the cleaning staff arriving at predictable intervals.

The library was unoccupied for stretches of twenty, sometimes thirty minutes. Long enough for someone to notice an envelope left on one of the shelves. Long enough for the right person to pick it up, open it, read it.

On the third shelf from the bottom, between a worn copy of Middlemarch and a travel guide to Portugal, there was a gap. A space where a book had been removed and never replaced.

That was where she would leave the envelope.

The day before the arrangement, she checked into the hotel.

Room 14. Second floor, overlooking a narrow courtyard. A double bed with a white duvet, a small desk, an en suite bathroom. The kind of room that could be anywhere, that asked nothing of its occupants, that existed purely as a container for whatever happened within its walls.

She spent the evening preparing.

Not physically—she’d already done that, had bathed and shaved and moisturised, had chosen the clothes she would wear, had arranged every detail of her appearance. The preparation she needed now was psychological. The settling of her mind into the reality of what she was about to do.

She sat at the desk and wrote a second letter.

This one was simpler. Practical.

If you are reading this, something has gone wrong.

My name is Claire Ashworth. I have arranged to meet someone at this location today. If I have not contacted my designated checkin by midnight, please inform the authorities.

She included the address of a friend—Marcus, from whom she’d kept a careful distance since their relationship ended, but who still cared enough to worry. A safety net. A precaution.

She sealed this letter in a plain envelope, addressed it, and left it in the desk drawer. If the arrangement went badly—if the finder was not what she hoped, if the witness became something darker—there would be evidence. A trail. A way for someone to know what had happened.

Then she lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, counting the hours until morning.

The day of the arrangement was clear and cold.

She woke at six, though she hadn’t slept much. Showered again—ritual now, not hygiene. Dressed in the clothes she’d chosen: a simple black dress, kneelength, with buttons down the front. Underwear that matched. No jewellery. No perfume. Nothing that would distract from what she was offering.

At eight, she went downstairs.

The receptionist was different from the one who’d checked her in—a younger woman, distracted, barely glancing up as she passed. The lobby was quiet. The library door stood open.

She walked to the shelf.

The envelope was still there, exactly where she’d left it three weeks ago. The burgundy wax caught the light from the window. The eye within the circle stared outward, unblinking.

She picked it up.

The envelope was heavier than she remembered.

Not physically—paper and wax weighed almost nothing. But the weight of what it represented, the accumulated months of wanting and planning and writing, pressed against her palm like something solid.

She stood in the library, holding her own invitation, and considered what came next.

The arrangement specified a time: nine o’clock in the evening. Thirteen hours from now. The finder—if there was a finder—would read the envelope, would understand what was being offered, would decide whether to come.

But first, the envelope needed to be found.

She walked to the front desk. The receptionist looked up,expecting a request for extra towels or a late checkout.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I found this in the library. It looks important. I think someone may have left it by accident.”

She held out the envelope. The receptionist took it, glanced at the wax seal, shrugged.

“I’ll keep it at the desk in case someone asks for it.”

“Thank you.”

She turned away before her expression could betray her. Walked back upstairs to her room. Closed the door and leaned against it, breathing hard.

It’s done. The envelope is out there. Someone will see it.

Now she had to wait.

The hours stretched.

She tried to read. Tried to watch something on her laptop. Tried to nap. None of it worked. Her mind kept returning to the envelope, sitting at the front desk, waiting to be noticed.

What if no one sees it? What if the receptionist forgets, puts it in a drawer, throws it away?

What if someone sees it and reports it? Calls the police, reports a suspicious letter, turns the arrangement into an investigation?

What if someone sees it and comes—but not for the reasons I hope?

The last possibility was the one she’d tried hardest to prepare for. The arrangement was an invitation, and invitations could be accepted by anyone. She had no way to screen the finder, no way to know their intentions, no way to protect herself except through the safety measures she’d already put in place.

This is what you wanted, she reminded herself. To be found. To be seen. To open yourself to someone who might understand.

But wanting and fearing were not mutually exclusive. She could want this with every fibre of her being and still feel the cold grip of anxiety in her chest.

At six o’clock, she ordered room service. Ate without tasting. Showered again. Dressed again.

At eightthirty, she unlocked the door.

At eight fortyfive, she positioned herself in the centre of the room.

At nine o’clock, she waited.

The room was lit by a single lamp.

She’d chosen the lighting carefully—not bright enough to feel clinical, not dim enough to feel conspiratorial. A warm glow that would illuminate her form without harsh shadows, that would allow a viewer to see clearly without feeling exposed.

She stood beside the bed, her hands at her sides, her breathing deliberately slow. The dress hung straight from her shoulders, the buttons catching the light. She had not removed anything yet. That would come later, if it came at all.

The door is unlocked. They can walk in at any moment.

The thought sent a pulse through her. Not quite arousal—not yet—but the precursor to it. The awareness that her body was available to be seen, that she had arranged this visibility, that she was choosing to be witnessed.

They might not come.

That thought sat alongside the first, a counterweight to the anticipation. The possibility that the envelope had been ignored, that no one had found it interesting enough to pursue, that she would stand in this room all night with no one to see her.

She didn’t know which outcome she feared more.

At nineseventeen, she heard footsteps in the corridor.

They were soft—someone walking quietly, perhaps trying not to be heard. She felt her pulse quicken, felt her hands clench at her sides, felt the dress suddenly too tight across her chest.

The footsteps stopped outside her door.

Silence.

She stared at the handle, waiting for it to turn. Waiting for the moment when the arrangement would become real, when the witness would appear, when she would finally be seen by someone who had chosen to see her.

The handle didn’t move.

The footsteps started again, receding down the corridor, fading toward the stairs.

She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding.

Not yet. Or not at all. Or—

She didn’t finish the thought.

At ninethirtytwo, someone knocked.

Three soft raps against the wood. Hesitant. Questioning.

She felt her entire body tense. This was it. This was the moment she had arranged, the culmination of months of planning, the answer to the question she’d been asking herself since she first understood what she wanted.

Open the door. Let them in. Let them see.

She walked to the door. Placed her hand on the handle. Took a breath.

And opened it.

The person in the corridor was not what she had expected.

Not a stranger—not entirely. Not someone completely unknown. The face that looked back at her was familiar in the way that all faces are familiar when you’ve seen them before, even if you’ve never spoken. A guest from the hotel. Someone who had passed her in the lobby days ago, when she was observing. Someone who had noticed her noticing.

A woman. Perhaps forty, with greying hair cut short and reading glasses pushed up on her forehead. Wearing a cardigan over a plain blouse. Holding the cream envelope in her hand.

“You left this,” the woman said. Her voice was calm, curious, without judgment. “I found it at the desk. The receptionist said someone had turned it in from the library.”

She stared at the envelope. At her own wax seal, unbroken.

They didn’t open it. They didn’t read it.

“I know,” the woman continued. “I watched you leave it. Three weeks ago. I was sitting in the armchair by the window. You didn’t see me.”

The words landed slowly. She processed them one at a time. This woman had seen her plant the envelope. Had watched her walk away. Had retrieved it before the receptionist could file it away. And then—

“Did you read it?”

The woman held her gaze. “Yes.”

The air in the corridor felt very still.

“And you came.”

“Yes.”

They stood in the doorway for what felt like a long time.

She didn’t know what to say. Had prepared for many possibilities, but not this one—not a woman, not someone who had been watching from the beginning, not the revelation that her careful planning had been observed from the start.

“May I come in?” the woman asked.

The question was polite. Formal. As if they were strangers meeting for an ordinary conversation.

She stepped aside.

The woman entered the room slowly.

She looked around—at the bed, the desk, the lamp, the window overlooking the dark courtyard. Her expression was thoughtful, assessing, the look of someone gathering information before making a decision.

“My name is Eleanor,” she said finally. “I’m staying in Room 8. I’ve been here for two weeks. I come to this hotel when I need to think. When I need to be away from things.”

She didn’t respond. Couldn’t, yet. Her mind was still catching up with the reality of what was happening.

“I read your letter,” Eleanor continued. “Several times. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. It could have been a trap. A threat. A fantasy that wasn’t meant for me.” She paused. “But there was something in the way you wrote it. Something that felt… real.”

“It was real,” she heard herself say. “It is.”

Eleanor nodded slowly. “I know. I could tell.” She held up the envelope. “This symbol. The eye. I’ve seen it before. On a file in an archive, years ago. I was doing research—historical documents, nothing personal—and I found a testimony sealed with this mark. I never opened it. The archive required consent from the depositor, and I didn’t have it. But I remembered the symbol.”

The testimony. The file she’d left in the archive, the bequest she’d arranged. This woman had seen it, had remembered it, had connected it to the envelope she’d found in the hotel library.

The witness was already there. Waiting.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “How did you—”

“I’m a historian,” Eleanor said. “I study personal narratives. Journals, letters, testimonies. The things people leave behind when they want to be remembered.” She smiled—a small, sad expression. “I’ve spent my career reading the words of people who needed to be seen. Most of them are dead now. Their witnesses are long gone. All that remains is paper and ink and the hope that someone, someday, would care enough to look.”

She felt something shift in her chest. A recognition. A connection.

“You’re not dead,” Eleanor continued. “You’re here. And you’re asking to be seen while you’re still alive to experience it.”

“Yes.”

“Then let me see you.”

The command was soft. An invitation, not a demand.

But she felt it land in her body like a physical touch. A permission she had been waiting for without knowing she was waiting.

She reached for the top button of her dress.

The buttons came undone slowly.

Each one a small revelation. The hollow of her throat. The curve of her collarbone. The upper slope of her breasts. She kept her eyes on Eleanor’s face, watching for reaction, watching for the moment when the witness would become something more.

Eleanor watched without speaking. Her expression didn’t change. But her eyes—dark, intent, fixed on the movement of her hands—told her everything she needed to know.

She’s seeing me. She’s choosing to look.

The dress fell open. She let it slide off her shoulders, pool at her feet. Stood in her underwear, the lamplight warm against her skin.

“Continue,” Eleanor said.

She reached behind her back. Unclasped the bra. Let it fall away. Then the underwear, pushed down her thighs, stepped out of, added to the growing pile of fabric at her feet.

She stood naked in the centre of the room.

Eleanor walked around her slowly.

Not touching. Not yet. Simply looking. Her gaze moved across her body the way a reader’s eyes might move across a page—taking in each detail, each mark, each curve and plane. She felt herself flushing under the attention, felt her nipples tighten in the cool air, felt the heat building between her thighs.

“The scar on your thigh,” Eleanor said. “You wrote about it in your testimony. You said you didn’t remember how you got it.”

“I don’t.”

“But you know it’s there. You’ve incorporated it into your story. Made it part of how you understand yourself.”

She nodded. Couldn’t speak.

“That’s what I study,” Eleanor continued. “The marks people carry. The physical evidence of the lives they’ve lived. Scars, tattoos, stretch marks, bruises. Each one is a document. Each one tells a story.”

She stopped in front of her. Close enough to touch, though she didn’t.

“Your body is a testimony. You understand that, don’t you? That’s why you wrote it down. That’s why you left it in an archive. That’s why you arranged this. You wanted someone to read you.”

“Yes.”

“Then let me read.”

Eleanor reached out.

Her hand—cool, dry, steady—touched her shoulder. Traced the line of her collarbone. Moved down her arm, across her ribs, along the curve of her hip. Each touch was deliberate. Each point of contact a word in a sentence Eleanor was writing on her skin.

She shivered. Couldn’t help it. The sensation was overwhelming—the looking had been intense, but the touching was something else entirely. The witness had become a participant. The observer had entered the story.

“Your pulse is rapid,” Eleanor said. Her fingers pressed against the hollow of her throat. “You’re aroused.”

“Yes.”

“Say it. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“I feel—” Her voice caught. She swallowed. Started again. “I feel seen. I feel like I’m being read. I feel like every touch is a word and every word is being written into me.”

Eleanor smiled. That small, sad expression again. “That’s beautiful. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

Her hand moved lower. Across her stomach. Down. Between.

She gasped when Eleanor’s fingers found her. The touch was clinical at first—assessing, measuring, the same careful attention she’d applied to every other part of her body. Then it changed. Became something else. Became a question.

“May I?”

She nodded. Couldn’t speak. Could only feel.

Eleanor’s fingers moved inside her.

The sensation was overwhelming. Not just the physical pleasure—though that was intense, building quickly toward something she wasn’t sure she could contain—but the emotional weight of what was happening. She was being touched by someone who had read her testimony, who had understood what she wanted, who had chosen to come and witness and participate.

You’re not alone, she thought. You were never alone. There was always someone who might understand, if you could find them. If you could make yourself visible enough.

Eleanor’s other hand pressed against her lower back, steadying her. She realised she was trembling. Her legs felt weak. The pleasure was cresting, wave after wave, each one stronger than the last.

“Look at me,” Eleanor said.

She opened her eyes. Hadn’t realised she’d closed them.

Eleanor’s face was close now. Her expression was focused, intent, the look of someone deep in concentration. Her fingers moved with precision, finding the places that made her gasp, the angles that made her moan.

“I want to see you come,” Eleanor said. “I want to watch your face when it happens. I want to witness the whole story.”

She couldn’t hold back. Didn’t want to. The orgasm crashed through her like a wave breaking, and she heard herself cry out—wordless, involuntary, a sound she’d never made before.

Eleanor watched.

She collapsed against Eleanor’s shoulder.

Her body was shaking. Her breath came in ragged gasps. She felt held—Eleanor’s arms around her now, supporting her weight, keeping her from falling.

“Good,” Eleanor murmured. “That was beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

She didn’t respond. Couldn’t, yet. She was still in the aftermath, still riding the crescent of sensation, still trying to process what had just happened.

She saw you. She touched you. She witnessed you.

After a long time, Eleanor guided her to the bed. Helped her sit. Then lie down. Covered her with the duvet.

“Rest,” Eleanor said. “I’ll be here when you wake.”

She wanted to say something—thank you, perhaps, or something more meaningful—but sleep was already pulling her under. She let it take her.

When she woke, the room was dark.

The lamp had been turned off. The only light came from the street outside, filtering through the thin curtains. She was alone in the bed.

She sat up. Felt her body protest—sore muscles, tender skin. The evidence of what had happened.

“Eleanor?”

No response.

She reached for the lamp. Found the switch. Light flooded the room.

The bed was empty. The chair by the desk was empty. The room was empty.

On the pillow beside her, a piece of paper.

The note was handwritten.

Eleanor’s script was neat, precise, the handwriting of someone who had spent her life working with documents.

Thank you for letting me read you.

I told you I study the words of people who needed to be seen. What I didn’t tell you is that I understand that need myself. Not in the same way—not with the same intensity—but enough to recognise it when I see it.

You are not alone. You were never alone. There are more of us than you know—people who need to witness, who need to be witnessed, who understand that visibility is a form of survival.

The file in the archive—your testimony—I requested it this morning, before I came to your room. I’ll have to wait for the archive to contact you for consent, but I wanted you to know that I intend to read it. I intend to know you fully, the way you wanted to be known.

You may contact me if you wish. The hotel has my information. Or you may not. The choice is yours.

Either way, you have been seen. You have been read. Your story has been witnessed.

—E

She read the note three times.

Then she lay back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling.

She stayed in the hotel until noon.

Showered. Dressed. Packed her bag. Left the key at the front desk. Walked out into a day that was ordinary, unremarkable, the same as any other day.

But she was different.

She had been seen. Not by accident, not by chance, but by choice. She had arranged her own witnessing, and someone had come. Had read her. Had touched her. Had left a note that promised more.

The file in the archive—I requested it.

Her testimony would be read. Her words would be known. The proof she had left behind would find its witness.

She walked home through streets that seemed brighter than before. Not because anything had changed—buildings still rose on either side, cars still passed, people still moved through their lives without noticing her. But inside, something had shifted. A weight she hadn’t known she was carrying had lifted.

She was visible now. Not just to herself, not just to the darkness of archives and the silence of locked rooms, but to someone who had chosen to see her.

And that, she realised, was what she had wanted all along.

That night, she sat at her kitchen table.

The lamp was on. A blank sheet of paper lay before her. A pen rested in her hand.

She had been writing testimonies for years. Had been documenting her desires, her experiences, her need to be seen. Had been leaving proofs of herself in archives and catalogues and sealed envelopes.

But now she wanted to write something different.

She began.

To Eleanor—

Thank you for reading me.

You said there are more of us than I know. People who need to witness, who need to be witnessed. I believe you. I’ve spent so long thinking I was alone—strange, broken, wanting something I couldn’t name. But you understood. You saw.

I’m writing this because I want to continue the story. Not just the testimony I left in the archive, but the story that began when you walked through my door. I don’t know what comes next. I don’t know what I want beyond being seen. But I know I don’t want this to end here.

If you’re willing—if you want to know more, to see more, to read further—I’m willing to be read.

—C

She folded the letter. Placed it in an envelope. Wrote Eleanor’s name on the front.

Tomorrow, she would deliver it to the hotel. Would leave it at the front desk, would trust that it would find its way to the woman who had seen her.

Tonight, she would sleep.

And for the first time in longer than she could remember, she would sleep without dreaming of locked doors and empty rooms and eyes that never quite found her.

She had been found.

She had been seen.

She was real.


Stay With Me a Little Longer

Where to Next?

Thank you for reading Tied to Myself: Volume 8.

This may be the end of one private obsession, but it doesn’t have to be the end of the tension.

Next: Slutty Little Secrets – Vol 1

While Tied to Myself explored what happens behind closed doors, Slutty Little Secrets follows what happens when desire starts slipping into the open. A dare at a party. A kiss that means too much. Messages from someone who saw. The dangerous thrill of realising that once a secret starts to show, you may not want to hide it at all.

If you’re ready for stories full of temptation, exposure, voyeuristic tension, and deliciously bad decisions, this is where to go next.

Keep going. https://a.co/d/0fuIwEew
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Roman Vale is an independent author of erotic romance and kink-forward fiction, writing stories shaped by control, consent, and desire that deepens rather than resolves. His work unfolds in deliberate, intimate spaces — contracts, rituals, confined dynamics, and chosen imbalances — where surrender is negotiated slowly and power is exercised with intention.

If you sight up for my mailing list you will get a free ebook straight away and then will be able to join my monthly give aways too.

You can connect with me on:

https://romanvale.uk

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61584740375802

Subscribe to my newsletter:

https://romanvale.uk/secret


Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found something here to crave — something intense, tender, unsettling, or impossible to forget — I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review.

Every review helps other readers discover my work and keeps these dark, daring stories reaching the people they were written for.

— Roman Vale
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Year of Denial – Quarter One - Teased & Tormented: Teased & Tormented: Femdom Chastity, Erotic Denial, and the First Three Months of Submission - 3 Books in 1 Collection

https://a.co/d/03cTDc3m

One contract.

Three months.

No release.

Adam thought he agreed to a simple challenge.

One month locked in chastity to prove he could change.

Rachel knew better.

What begins in January as a relationship ultimatum quickly transforms into something far more deliberate — a carefully structured system of control, denial, and obedience.

Each month tightens the rules.

Each evaluation strips away another layer of resistance.

Each moment without release reshapes Adam’s body, his thoughts… and eventually his identity.

Quarter One: Teased & Tormented collects the first three volumes of the Locked for the Year saga:

• January Jail – The cage closes for the first time.

• February Frustration – Adam learns there is no early release.

• March Meltdown – Denial becomes psychological.

Catch up on the series so far now! New book every month.
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The Glass Slipper: A Dark Fairytale of Power, Desire, and Possession

https://a.co/d/06Ay4M91

The Glass Slipper is a dark Cinderella retelling that transforms a familiar fairytale into something far more intimate, dangerous, and psychologically charged.

Ella has spent most of her life surviving quietly. In a house that was never truly hers, she has learned to be useful, obedient, and easy to overlook. She knows how to make herself small. She knows how to endure. What she does not know is what it means to be fully seen — not as a servant, not as an inconvenience, not as a burden, but as something wanted.

Everything changes with the invitation to the royal ball.

But this is no innocent celebration, and the palace is not glittering with romance. Beneath the beauty and ceremony lies something older, darker, and far more deliberate. The women invited are not simply guests. They are being observed. Assessed. Measured. Every glance means something. Every interaction is part of a design. And at the centre of that design is the Prince — a man who does not chase, does not guess, and does not charm in the way the storybooks promise.

He chooses.
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Do Your Worst: She said she could take it. He never promised to stop - A Dark Romance of Power, Control, and Surrender

https://a.co/d/0gpb7SX1

She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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14-Day Lock: A Valentines Day Ritual Femdom Romance of Chastity, Control, and the Pleasure of Obedience

https://a.co/d/0a10F8dm

Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender

https://a.co/d/06ezmhIH

Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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Til Denial Do Us Part: A Femdom Marriage Contract Romance of Chastity, Power Exchange, Denied Pleasure, and a Wife’s Awakening into Control

https://a.co/d/0gpRLjMm

On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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