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Chapter 1


Ikill the bedroom light with my shoulder, shut the door with a softness I’ve rehearsed since childhood. The hallway is cold. Too cold for April, or maybe it’s the nerves sweating through my new shirt. I pause, listening. Jonah’s breath doesn’t break rhythm, but that’s an act; he flips pages with the desperation of someone pretending to read. The crack under the door spills enough light to frame his silhouette on the bed, propped against a wall of pillows, legal pad clutched but untouched. His eyes, when I left him, watched me in the mirror, neither invitation nor accusation—just cataloging my escape with forensic precision.

The adrenaline doesn’t hit until I’m in the entryway, coat half-zipped, shoes in hand. It’s 11:42. I check the clock twice, even though my phone is in my purse and buzzes every three seconds with reminders I programmed myself. Every action, every step, another breadcrumb leading to a place I haven’t fully pictured.

Outfit check. The black silk blouse (deep v, no camisole, thank you), jeans so tight I had to skip lunch, ankle boots that add two inches but cost double the dignity when I inevitably trip. The jacket: a cropped, fake-leather thing I bought on a dare from Naya, still tagged in the closet until tonight. I’ve never worn any of this in Jonah’s presence, and that’s the point. He’d never say it, but he hates me in black. Says it makes me look like I’m attending my funeral. I think that’s why I bought three more just to spite us both.

I open the door with the care of a bomb tech. The lock clicks. I freeze, counting the seconds it takes for Jonah to clear his throat—three, then four, and then nothing. For a moment, I think I hear his feet on the hardwood, but it’s just the hum of the elevator shaft, ancient gears grinding to serve someone else’s midnight need.

The hallway is deserted, walls painted a shade of beige designed to induce instant sleep. No one leaves their unit this late unless there’s a fire or a pet emergency. I am neither, so I walk fast, past the framed photos of happier tenants, the scent of takeout lingering from a party two doors down, the prying eyes of June Caldwell through the security peephole. (She pretends not to watch, but she’s the last line of defense in this place—she’ll be on the horn with the board if I so much as hesitate.)

At the elevator, I press the button and thumb the keys in my palm. I stare straight ahead, every muscle tensed for the sound of Jonah’s voice echoing down the corridor: “Did you forget something?” or worse, nothing at all. The doors open before I can imagine a confrontation, and I step inside, turning to face my reflection in the scratched metal panel. I look like a different species—cheekbones slashed with highlighter, lips painted a red that dares someone to smudge them. My pulse beats visibly in my neck. I have no idea who this woman is, only that she doesn’t hesitate.

The lobby is empty except for the doorman, whose name I always forget and who forgets nothing. He watches as I cross to the door, eyes flickering from my face to my hands to the too-high heels, cataloging every deviation from my usual routine. It’s not his shift. It’s never his shift. He’s covering for someone, which means someone else will hear about my departure before sunrise. That’s fine. I want them to know. Let the building whisper about the Lintons, about how Mara finally snapped.

“Late night?” he says, voice neutral but loaded.

“Early morning,” I answer, and flash him a smile that’s all teeth. My voice sounds foreign, like someone dubbing over me in a B-movie.

He opens the door with a theatrical flourish, but I know he’s watching my ass as I leave. I let him. The sidewalk outside is empty, city lights drowning out the constellations, but the moon is fat and yellow, leering down with a voyeur’s interest. The first gust of air hits like a dare: do it, keep going, see how far you can run before you double back.

The street is silent except for the low hum of traffic a few blocks east. I tuck my hands in my pockets, head down, and start walking. Every few feet, I check over my shoulder—once for the doorman, once for Jonah, once for the universe. No one follows. The only sound is my own footfalls, staccato and sharp against the cracked sidewalk. The night smells like rain even though it hasn’t rained in days, and every breeze threatens to unbutton my coat. I leave it open. Let the city see me.

Three blocks in, my stride evens out. The panic recedes, replaced by something leaner, hungrier. I’m aware of my body in a way I haven’t been in years, every nerve ending tuned to high frequency. A couple on the corner pauses mid-argument to gawk at me, and I slow just enough to make them look away first. Power surges in the small, petty victories. I want to call Naya to tell her I’m doing it to hear her cackle down the line. I resist. This is mine.

At the next intersection, I catch my reflection in a shop window. I look like I belong out here, a little wild, a little dangerous, exactly the woman I’d cross the street to avoid if I saw her coming. I let the thought linger, savor it, then keep walking.

The cab stand is empty, of course, so I pull out my phone and hail a ride. There’s a minute before the car arrives, enough time to check my texts: three from Jonah, all variations on “Be careful” and “Do you need me to wait up?” I delete them. His concern is a performance, same as mine. I scroll through the rest—Naya, of course, a string of emojis; Rowan, a single “Good luck”; nothing from Elias, which means he hasn’t heard yet.

When the cab pulls up, I slide in and rattle off the address before the driver can even ask. He looks me up and down in the rear-view mirror, eyes lingering on the lipstick, then shrugs and hits the gas. The city blurs by, and with every block, the weight on my chest gets lighter. By the time we’re halfway across town, I’m smiling. Not the forced, brittle smile I wear at home, but something raw and real, sharp enough to cut.

I sit back, legs crossed, jacket open, and watch the night peel away behind me. For the first time in months, I don’t look back.

The cab drops me three blocks from the address I gave, so I can walk. I need to walk. I want the night to get under my skin before I cross the final threshold. The block is quieter than my neighborhood, the air taut with the pretense of safety. Every footstep echoes, even the click of my heels feels like a threat or a promise. I stop at the corner to fix my hair, check my lipstick in the black mirror of a darkened deli window, and count the amber-lit bars before I find the right one.

The name on the awning is in brass, back-lit by a single spotlight so it glows like a secret. I slip inside, and the world shrinks: darkness, filtered through veins of golden light, heat blooming from bodies pressed into velvet banquettes and barstools. The place is a study in containment—low ceilings, walls paneled in walnut so deep it absorbs the sound, every booth hooded like a confessional. There’s no stage, just a looping play-list of blues covers and the low, liquid murmur of people with money to spend.

I take a seat at the bar. There’s a single unclaimed stool, set apart just enough that nobody can pretend to brush knees by accident. The waiter is younger than I expected, all cheekbones and side-parted hair. He asks what I’ll have without looking directly at me, and that feels like a kindness.

I scan the room: two men in tailored suits negotiating a deal over oysters; a pair of women with identical bone structure, probably sisters or ex-lovers, deep in forensic gossip; a cluster of tech bros, their laughter elastic and false. I log every face, every angle of approach and escape. I could draw a map of this place already, label the exits, and mark the fire hazards. Old habit, maybe, or just the knowledge that I am both prey and predator tonight.

My phone buzzes. I ignore it. My hands drift to my lap, where I twist the wedding band on my finger, clockwise then back, over and over, until I catch myself doing it and stop. The gold is warm from my skin, but my finger feels naked when I slip it off, even for a second. I slide it back on and promise myself to behave.

He notices me before I notice him. He’s at the far end of the bar, alone. Dark suit, open collar, no tie. His hair is flecked with gray at the temples, his jawline sharp enough to cut glass. He gives the impression of being expensive, but never garish. I can’t place his age, only that he’s old enough not to apologize for wanting. He lets his gaze linger—a flick, then another, then a deliberate return. I hold the stare too long, savoring the sweet, sour twist in my stomach, then drop my eyes and feign interest in the wood grain of the table top. He smiles into his glass, pleased to be seen.

He waits a minute before making his move. That confidence is the giveaway; the men who matter don’t rush. He brings his drink, takes the seat one over from mine, and signals the waiter for another. I feel his presence, the shift in pressure, before he even opens his mouth.

“Long night?” His voice is low, a touch raspy, like he’s spent years arguing with people who don’t deserve to win.

“Not long enough,” I say. He nods as if that’s the answer he wanted.

He watches me—not my face, but the triangle of exposed skin at my collarbone, the line of my jaw, my hands on the glass. It’s clinical, almost, but not unkind. I know this look. I know the whole taxonomy of male attention, from the predatory to the pathetic, and his is different. Not desperation, not calculation, just curiosity. Maybe he’s as bored with his life as I am with mine.

He introduces himself. “Alex.” He offers his hand, palm up, and I take it before I can talk myself out of it. His grip is warm, firm, no pretense of dominance. If anything, it feels like an agreement.

I say, “Mara,” and watch his eyebrows hitch, like he’s picturing it spelled on a business card or maybe a headstone.

Conversation is easy. Effortless, even. We trade the usual half-truths: work, city, how we ended up here on a Thursday night. He runs some kind of consulting firm, travels too much, lives out of suitcases and high-end hotels. I tell him I’m in between projects, that my job is complicated, that I’m just killing time. None of it is a lie, but none of it is the truth I would give if I thought he cared.

He leans in, voice dropping an octave. “You’re not from around here.”

“Neither are you,” I shoot back.

He grins, lines fanning from the corners of his eyes. “I could get used to this city.”

I glance at his hand on the bar, thumb drumming the rim of his glass. No ring. No telltale tan line either. He asks if I’m meeting someone, and I say no. He’s not handsome in a movie-star way, but his energy fills in the gaps. I watch his pupils contract and dilate, tiny calibrations. I wonder how many women have studied him like a specimen.

He finally asks the question: “So what brings you here tonight?”

I think about lying, but I’m drunk enough for the truth. “I needed to get out. My apartment was feeling like a mausoleum.”

He nods, doesn’t press. I could kiss him for that restraint.

“Sometimes,” he says, “you have to burn a place down before you can breathe again.”

He isn’t talking about fire.

I look down at my wedding band, and this time I leave it alone. I let him see it. He doesn’t flinch, doesn’t look away. Just raises his glass. “To escape routes,” he says, and I clink mine against his.

The conversation veers. He asks what I do for fun, and I say I don’t remember. I ask if he ever goes home, and he says, “I’m not sure where that is anymore.” It’s all code, all subtext, but we both speak it fluently.

At one point, he asks if I smoke. I shake my head, but follow him outside anyway. The alley is quiet, cold, the city noise dampened by the bar’s double-glass doors. He lights one, offers, and I decline again, watching the tip flare, the smoke curling around his face. He exhales, watching me the whole time.

He says, “You know what I think?” and doesn’t wait for me to answer. “I think you were hoping you’d run into someone tonight. Not me, necessarily, but someone.”

I shrug. “Isn’t that why anyone goes out?”

“No,” he says. “Some people are running from. You’re running toward.”

It’s not a compliment, but it lands like one.

We stand in silence. I feel the weight of the bourbon, the night, the risk calcifying into possibility. I think about Jonah, probably asleep now, or faking it, inventing ways to make my absence less humiliating. I wonder if he’s looked at the Find My Friends ping. I wonder if he cares.

Alex flicks his cigarette into the gutter, grinds it out with the heel of his shoe. “You want to get out of here?” he asks, and the directness is almost sweet.

I say, “Where to?”

“Anywhere you want,” he says, and for a moment, the world is that small.

I check my phone. It’s later than I thought, but I don’t care. I type a single text to Naya: “Made a friend. Don’t wait up.” She sends back a GIF of a woman biting her lip, and I laugh out loud.

Alex puts a hand on my shoulder, light as a question. I don’t pull away. “You okay with this?” he asks.

I am. More than okay.

He calls a car, and we wait in the vestibule, watching the waiter clean up, the last stragglers settling their tabs. I glance at my reflection in the glass door—hair wild, cheeks flushed, lips smeared at the edges. I look like someone else. I like her.

As we step into the night, he asks if I want to go back to his hotel. I say yes, before I can regret it, and slide my hand into his. He squeezes, just enough to let me know I can let go whenever I want.

In the cab, I rest my head against the window, watch the city slide by. I can feel him watching me, but he doesn’t touch me. Not yet. I twist my wedding band, then stop. I don’t want to explain, and I don’t think he wants me to.

I think about Jonah. About our apartment, our routines, our silent treaties and bitter wars. I think about how easy it was to leave, and how impossible it will be to return.

Alex pays the driver, opens the door for me, and leads me into the lobby. The desk clerk barely glances up, used to this kind of traffic. The elevator is a glass capsule, shooting up the side of the building like a bullet. Alex stands a respectful distance away, hands in his pockets. He doesn’t push.

I like the anticipation. I like that he knows how to wait.

At the twenty-first floor, the doors hiss open. The hallway is empty, carpeted in some abstract pattern meant to hide stains and regrets. He swipes his key card, opens the door, and lets me in first.

The suite is bigger than my apartment. Floor-to-ceiling windows, a bar stocked with unopened bottles, a king-size bed with crisp white sheets. I stand in the entryway, suddenly nervous. Alex watches me, says nothing, just waits.

I turn to face him. “This is the part where I chicken out,” I say.

He smiles. “You’re not a chicken.”

I’m not.

I step forward, close enough to feel his body heat, and press my mouth to his. The kiss is careful at first, a survey, then deeper, rougher, a negotiation. His hands stay on my arms, gentle, until I pull him closer, and then they move to my back, my waist, my hips. I feel the panic and the exhilaration and something new—agency, maybe, or just the thrill of saying yes.

We break apart, both out of breath. He says, “You sure?” and I nod, even though my heart is slamming against my ribs.

I let him lead me to the bed. He peels off my jacket, runs his hands along the inside of my arms, fingertips barely touching. Every nerve ending is awake. He asks if I want to slow down, and I shake my head, desperate for more.

He unbuttons my blouse, slowly, watching my face the whole time. I let it fall, then reach for his shirt, returning the favor. Our clothes pile on the floor, evidence of intent.

He lays me back on the bed, and for a moment, just looks at me. Not the way Jonah does, with calculation or concern, but with something rawer. Admiration, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t care.

His hands are everywhere, mapping skin, tracing scars, learning me. I arch into him, wanting friction, wanting proof. He gives it. We move together, no choreography, just need. I don’t think about anything but the present, the heat, the way he says my name like a secret.

When it’s over, I lie there, limbs tangled, chest heaving. He rests a hand on my thigh, thumb stroking small, absent circles. We don’t talk. The silence is companionable, not oppressive.

I close my eyes and imagine the city below, millions of stories unfolding at once. I wonder how many women are doing what I just did, how many more want to.

I think about Jonah. About what he would say if he saw me now.

And I don’t feel guilt. Not even a little.
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The silence in the suite is a live animal, pacing between us, waiting to pounce. Alex stands just inside the door, tossing his wallet and keys on the credenza as if he owns the place. Which, technically, he does—at least until checkout. I hover near the window, watching my ghost float in the black glass, nipples peaked and visible through the silk. Every part of me feels exposed; every part of me wants to see what happens next.

He approaches, careful not to crowd me. I brace for some line, some demand for permission, but he just stands at my side, close enough to smell the bourbon still hot on his breath.

“You all right?” he says. The question is so simple it hurts.

“Yeah,” I say, surprised to hear how steady I sound. “Are you?”

He laughs, a short, sharp thing. “It’s been a while.” The implication is clear, and for the first time tonight, I believe him. He doesn’t touch me, not yet, but he waits, patient, letting me set the pace. The city buzzes below, all those ant-sized people scurrying under lights and promises, and for a split second I wonder if Jonah is awake, staring at my location dot and hating me for every second that it doesn’t move.

I turn from the window, face Alex. My hands tremble, but only a little. The need in me is white hot, a blade honed on months of neglect and self-abuse. I want him. I want this. I want to see what happens when I let myself go all the way.

I reach out, grab his shirt, fist the fabric, and pull him in. He goes easily, smiling as if he’s been waiting for that signal since the bar. Our mouths collide—not gently, but not a battle either, just pure appetite. His hands move to my hips, then lower, gripping my ass, hauling me up so I’m half-wrapped around his waist. I kiss him until my lips bruise, until the taste of him erases any memory of home.

He carries me to the bed. It’s absurd, it’s theatrical, but I don’t care. He lays me out, steps back, looks at me with a hunger that should frighten me but only emboldens me . He peels off his shirt, watches for my reaction. I don’t break eye contact. I want him to know I’m not afraid. He removes his belt, slowly, like he’s giving me time to say stop. I don’t.

He climbs onto the bed, cages me with his arms, and kisses down my neck, over my collarbone, into the valley between my breasts. His hands are everywhere, mapping territory, charting need. He pulls the blouse down past my shoulders, exposing the lace underneath. I arch my back, inviting his mouth lower, and he obliges, tracing a tongue over the black lace, then biting down, just enough to make me gasp.

I flip him. It’s instinct, or maybe just the surge of power in my bloodstream. I straddle his hips, grind against the bulge in his pants, pin his wrists above his head. He grins up at me, surprised, then aroused. I kiss him again, harder this time, then move down—kissing, biting, leaving marks he’ll discover tomorrow in the shower. His hands roam my body, fingers digging into my thighs, but I don’t let him take control. I want this to be mine.

I unbutton his pants, slide them down, find him hard and ready. I don’t wait. I sink down on him, slow at first, savoring the stretch, the shock of being full after so long. He groans, hips jerking up to meet mine. I set the pace: fast, then slow, then punishing, just to see the look on his face. His eyes never leave mine. Every thrust, every grind, is a dialogue: who are you, what do you want, how far can you go?

He comes with a shout, clutching my hips so tight I know there will be bruises. I keep moving, ride it out until I’m there too, until the world narrows to a single, perfect point of sensation and explodes.

Afterward, we collapse side by side, both breathing like we just ran a marathon. I stare at the ceiling, counting the lines in the plaster, too wired to sleep. Alex rolls to face me, one arm draped over his eyes.

“Jesus,” he says. “If that’s what you’re like when you’re out of practice...”

I laugh. “Don’t flatter yourself. I was just—“

“—hungry?” he finishes, and I nod, because it’s true.

We lie in silence for a while. The city is still out there, waiting. I twist the wedding band on my finger, watching it catch the light. It feels different now, heavier. I think about Jonah, about our last fight, about all the nights I begged for a touch, a word, a sign that I was still worth wanting. I think about how easily I slipped out of his bed, out of his life.

I wonder if I’ll go back.

Alex shifts beside me, props himself on an elbow. “You want to talk about it?” he asks.

“No,” I say, and mean it. “Do you?”

He shrugs. “No ghosts in this room.”

We fuck again, slower this time, both of us languid. In the dim light, I let myself be worshipped, let myself believe I am beautiful, desirable, alive. Every touch, every gasp, is a reclamation. I take it all.

Sometime near dawn, I wake to find Alex gone, a note on the pillow: “Had to run, but would love to see you again. Same bar tonight?” There’s a phone number, a name, and nothing else. I smile, tuck the note into my purse, and dress in yesterday’s clothes.

In the mirror, I look wild. Hair tangled, eyes bright, lips swollen. I swipe on fresh lipstick, slip on the jacket, and walk out without a glance back.

The lobby is empty. The air outside is cold and sharp, sobering. I walk three blocks to the train, thinking of nothing but the new engine humming inside me.

When I get home, Jonah is awake, sitting in the kitchen with his legal pad, pretending to work. He doesn’t ask where I’ve been. I don’t tell him.

Instead, I make coffee, sit across from him, and smile.

For the first time in years, I feel like I have a secret worth keeping.


Chapter 2


The city is always grayer at five a.m.—as if even the sun refuses to commit. I slip back into the building through the side entrance, feet numb from the chill and too many hours in shoes made for anything but walking. The vestibule reeks of bleach and old cigarettes, the chemical comfort you only notice when you’re coming down. There’s a moment where I think about turning around, maybe losing myself in the coffee shop that opens early for the hungover and the holy. But I promised myself I’d face it head-on, no matter how ugly the fallout.

I tap the elevator button with my knuckles. The light barely registered. By the time the doors sigh open, my hands have stopped shaking; the adrenaline burned off, replaced by a slow-blooming satisfaction. I can still feel his mouth on my skin, the ghost of a bruise forming where his stubble scraped my thigh. I check my phone: five missed texts from Jonah, two voice-mails I won’t bother to play, and one from Naya with a single black heart emoji. The elevator lurches up, floor by floor, until I’m delivered back to my front door like a punchline.

The lock gives with a dull click. The apartment smells of overripe bananas and coffee left too long on the burner. All the lights are off except for the living room, where Jonah sits, a ghostly silhouette in the half-light. He doesn’t move as I enter, but I can see the white of his knuckles around the legal pad, the rigid set of his jaw. He’s not surprised I’m here—he’s been waiting.

I close the door with more gentleness than necessary. Every second is a negotiation now.

He says nothing at first. Just watches as I untangle the boots, peel off my jacket, and drape it over the banister with deliberate care. My hair is a mess, makeup smudged in a way that would have mortified me yesterday. I leave it. Let him see.

“You’re late,” Jonah says, voice stretched thin with the effort of keeping it neutral.

“Didn’t realize there was a curfew,” I reply. My voice is calm, almost too calm. Even I can hear it.

He sets the pad down, pen clicking against the glass coffee table. “You didn’t answer your phone.”

I shrug. “Battery died.” Obvious lie, but I’m past caring if he calls me out.

“Where were you?” Now the edge in his voice—fear, anger, something ugly—breaks the surface.

I take my time, flick on the kitchen light, pour a glass of water, and drink half of it. The silence stretches. “Out,” I say, and it’s not enough, but it’s all I want to give.

He rises, crossing the room in three strides. There’s a twitch in his cheek, a tremor in the way his hands hover between fists and open palms. “With who?”

“Does it matter?” I lean against the counter, letting the tension settle on my shoulders like a shawl. “I just needed to get out.”

His eyes scan me—neckline, sleeves, the exposed wrist where a stranger’s cologne might cling. “You met someone,” he says. Not a question, not really.

I twist the wedding band slowly, making sure he sees. “I needed some space. I told you.”

He laughs, but there’s nothing funny about it. “Space from what, exactly?”

“From this,” I say. The word hits the air and stays there, floating between us like a disease. “From feeling like I’m on trial every time I walk into the room.”

He recoils, just a step, but enough to register. I press the advantage.

“You want a full report? I sat at a bar. I drank too much. I talked to someone. I didn’t think about you.” A half-truth, maybe, but it lands the way I intend. “Is that what you needed to hear?”

He opens his mouth, then closes it, jaw flexing as if he might bite through his own tongue. “I just—” He falters, voice breaking on the word. “I just want to know what’s happening to us.”

I let him have the silence. I watch the way his shoulders slope, the way the muscles in his neck knot and un-spool with every shallow breath. For a moment, I almost want to comfort him. Instead, I finish my water and set the glass down with a precision that borders on contempt.

“We’re fine,” I say. “You’re fine.” I push off from the counter, brush past him toward the bedroom. He catches my arm, just above the elbow, hard enough to remind me he’s there.

“Mara,” he says, and the sound of my name in his mouth is both a plea and a threat. “Just—tell me the truth.”

I stop. I let him hold me there, feeling the pulse under my skin, watching his desperation flare and sputter. I look him dead in the eye. “What if the truth makes it worse?”

He doesn’t answer. He lets go.

I walk away, door closing behind me with the finality of a gavel. I strip off the clothes from last night, toss them into the hamper, and stand naked in the dim bathroom light, studying myself for evidence of a new self forming. There’s a bite mark on my hip. I press it, hard, relishing the dull ache. I wonder if Jonah will find it, if he’ll even ask.

When I finally crawl into bed, I hear him moving in the kitchen, glass shattering, then the low hum of the TV. I wrap myself in the sheets and wait for sleep, but it doesn’t come. My body is still wired, my mind un-spooling scenarios: Jonah storming in to demand answers, Jonah collapsing on the floor, Jonah packing his bags and leaving. None of it feels real.

I reach for my phone, thumb over the message thread with Alex, then switch to Naya’s black heart. I type: “Still alive.” She replies instantly: “Did you want to be?”

I smile, the first real one in hours.

Outside, the city is waking up, oblivious to the little apocalypse unfolding in apartment 5C. I watch the sky lighten through the blinds, and for the first time, I wonder what it would be like to disappear completely, to let the old Mara dissolve and never return.

But for now, I stay. For now, I twist the wedding band, listening for the next fracture.
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It’s the kind of morning that feels staged. Gray light smears across the windows of Brick & Brew, flattening everything to the color of cold oatmeal. I sit across from Jonah at a table meant for lovers or enemies—too small for secrets, too large for comfort. The laminate surface is crowded with chipped mugs, sugar packets, a single battered menu that neither of us has touched. The place smells like burned beans and over-bleached rags.

Jonah stirs his coffee with slow, deliberate circles, never looking up. There’s a notebook open to a blank page beside his elbow. He’s waiting for me to say something, maybe anything, but I let the silence grow between us like mold.

A barista with biceps carved from three summers of craft beer hauls a tray to the next table, sets down a stack of pancakes for a pair of hungover college kids. I let my gaze linger on the tattoo curling up his forearm, the way he winks when he catches me watching. I do not look away. He knows what I am, what I want, without a word. When I finally meet Jonah’s eyes, they’re darker than usual, rimmed in red.

“You haven’t touched your food,” he says. The tension is so high-strung it’s almost funny.

“I’m not hungry.” I scoop foam from the top of my latte, swirl it on my tongue, and swallow.

He leans in, voice dropping low. “Did you sleep at all last night?”

The question hangs, needy. “A little,” I say, thumb flicking at my phone screen under the table.

“Are you going to keep doing this?” He gestures, vague but all-encompassing. “Disappearing?”

“I was here the whole time.” I smile, making it look effortless. “Maybe you just didn’t notice.”

His jaw clenches. He never did learn to hide the tells. “I notice everything.” A lie, but a gentle one.

The phone buzzes. I read the preview: “Thinking about you. Can we meet again?” No name, just the raw message. My lips split into a half-smile. I angle the screen away, let my thumbs tap a reply. The feeling is electric. Jonah watches, caught between wanting to snatch the device and pretending not to care.

“Who are you texting?” He tries for casual, overshoots into desperation.

I raise an eyebrow, letting the silence make him sweat. “A friend.”

He waits for more, but I don’t offer it.

I drink my coffee, eyes drifting back to the barista. This time he winks for real, wipes his hands on a towel, and moves to the espresso machine. There’s nothing flirtatious in my glance, but I know the effect. It’s chemical. All Jonah’s attention is now funneled into my face, searching for cracks in the surface. I let him find none.

“You’re different lately,” he says, and I want to clap for his powers of observation. “Colder.”

“Maybe I’m just finally myself.”

He blinks, wounded. I almost regret it, but not enough to take it back.

A suited man walks past the window, talking on his phone, and for a moment our eyes lock—his behind sunglasses, mine naked and hungry. He gives a nod so subtle it’s almost not there. Jonah tracks my gaze, follows it outside, then back to me. His knuckles go white around the mug. The ceramic trembles, a single drop of coffee splashing onto the menu. He doesn’t notice.

“Are we really doing this?” he asks. “Pretending like nothing’s wrong?”

“I’m not pretending,” I say. “You are.”

He slumps, finally defeated. The notebook sits there, still blank, waiting for the autopsy. I check my phone again, new message: “Tonight?” I type “yes,” hit send, then slide the device back into my purse.

I stand, dig through my wallet for a few crumpled bills, and toss them on the table. The coat slips over my shoulders like a final curtain. Jonah looks up, eyes pleading for some sign of softness, but I have none to give.

“I’ll see you at home,” I say. I lean in, lips almost to his ear, and whisper: “Try not to wait up.”

I step outside into the rain, the door banging shut behind me. For the first time in weeks, I feel warm.

The afternoon light is brutal in the bedroom. It cuts through the blinds and slices the air into ribbons, dust motes caught in the crossfire. I stand in front of the dresser, top drawer gaping open like a wound. Inside: a riot of black silk, mesh, and delicate straps, a hidden arsenal of things bought for Jonah and worn for someone else.

I run a fingertip along the edge of a lace bralette, marveling at the absurdity of it. Sex as performance, intimacy as display. The tag is still on one, a slinky chemise with a slit up the thigh and a neckline engineered for maximum threat. I hold it up, letting it unfurl in the sunlight, the fabric almost invisible except where it shadows against my palm.

Jonah’s reflection appears in the vanity mirror before he enters the room. He hesitates, watching me from the doorway, as if the sight of me in daylight might scorch him. His eyes are tired, and he’s wearing a shirt I’ve never seen before—something blue, something hopeful. He clears his throat.

“Going out tonight?” The question is loaded, but his tone is almost plaintive.

“Could be,” I say, holding the chemise up to my frame, seeing myself as someone new, someone desirable. I test the perfume I bought for myself, not for him: one spritz on my wrist, a sharp citrus with a finish of dirt and sweat. I inhale. Jonah steps closer, and I know he smells it.

“That’s new,” he says. There’s a tremor in his voice. “Who’s it for?”

I turn, leaning on the dresser, bracing my arms behind me. The lingerie dangles from my wrist like a dare. “For me,” I say, and it’s almost true. I watch his eyes flick down, follow the hemline, then dart away.

He tries again, fingers flexing on the edge of the dresser. “Are you meeting someone?”

I twist my wedding band, slow. “Just someone who appreciates my company.” I slip the chemise back into the drawer, smoothing the lace with flat, practiced hands. “You wouldn’t know him.”

Jonah’s breath hitches. “Mara, can we—”

But I shut the drawer with a sharp click, cutting off the question. I move past him, brushing his arm with my shoulder, the perfume lingering in my wake.

He doesn’t follow, just stands there, hand splayed on the drawer handle, lips parted with something between a plea and a curse.

I don’t look back. The hallway is cooler, darker, the hum of the fridge like distant applause. I imagine him staring at the closed drawer, trying to picture who I become when I leave.

Let him wonder.
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The apartment is dark when I come home. Streetlights flicker through the blinds, dissecting the living room into stripes of gold and black. I close the door softly, but the sound still ricochets through the silence. There’s no sign of Jonah, but I know he’s awake—he never sleeps when I’m out late.

I shed my coat, my shoes, the noise of the city. The perfume is still strong on my skin, and there’s a throb at the base of my spine that makes me want to run laps around the building. Instead, I pad into the kitchen, grab a glass of water, and listen for the smallest noise. The house is a pressure cooker of restraint.

I find him in the bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed in boxer briefs and an old t-shirt, hunched over his phone. The lamp is on, casting his face in a sickly yellow. He looks up when I enter, eyes hollowed out by worry, or rage, or some combination that tastes like fear. I cross to the dresser, peel off my dress, and let it drop in a heap. I catch his reflection in the mirror, the way his gaze tracks every movement as if he’s waiting for the punchline.

I slip off my bra, panties next, then stand there, naked and unmoved, letting him look as long as he likes.

“You smell different,” he says, voice rough.

“Yeah?” I pull open the top drawer, take out the black lace bralette he watched me select earlier, and slip it on, slow. I watch his pupils dilate. “I guess I am different.”

He sets the phone down, hands trembling. “Did you…did you go see him?”

I smile, all teeth. “I saw many people tonight.”

Jonah looks away, unable to mask the flush rising on his cheeks. “You’re drunk.”

“No,” I say. “Just excited.”

He’s never been able to handle me at this volume—never knew what to do when I turned the dial past polite. I sit beside him, close enough to feel the heat from his skin. I press my thigh to his, rest my hand on his knee. He’s hard already, has been since I walked in. I let my palm drift higher, find him straining against the thin cotton, and squeeze, once, gently, like a warning.

He grabs my wrist, holds it in place. His eyes are wet, but his grip is iron. “Mara—”

“Shh,” I say, climbing onto his lap, pinning him with my weight. “Don’t think. Just let it happen.”

He lets go, arms falling to his sides. I can feel him shudder, the pulse beneath his jaw stuttering as I grind down, making him work for every inch. I rake my nails up his chest, leaving little crescent moons in his skin. I kiss him, open-mouthed and greedy, biting down on his lower lip until I taste blood. He moans into my mouth, and I swallow the sound.

He’s desperate now, hips bucking, hands roaming my back, then my ass, gripping so tight I gasp. I reach between us, free him from his boxers, and guide him inside, slow, savoring the way he trembles at the slick, impossible heat. He rocks up to meet me, but I pin his shoulders to the mattress and ride him hard until the room blurs around the edges.

It’s not like it used to be. There’s no tenderness, no script, just raw, animal drive and my need to obliterate the memory of anyone else from my body. I fuck him with a rhythm I learned last night, hips rolling in a figure-eight, squeezing down in ways that make his eyes go wide, his mouth slack.

I watch his face the whole time. I want to see the exact moment he breaks.

He claws at my back, gasping my name like a prayer or a warning, but I don’t slow. When I feel him tense, just at the edge, I lean down and whisper in his ear: “You’re not the only one who can make me come like this.”

He shudders, comes, the force of it almost painful, and I keep moving, grind against him until I catch my own, sharp and electric, a current that leaves my limbs humming.

I roll off, stretch out on the mattress, and stare at the ceiling. Jonah turns to me, eyes wild, searching for something—comfort, connection, forgiveness. I offer none. He reaches for my hand; I fold my arms across my chest.

“Is this what you want?” he asks, voice small.

I consider it, then say, “It’s what I need.”

He props himself up on an elbow, still panting. “Are you going to leave me?”

I shrug. “Maybe.”

He lies back, a thousand questions trapped behind his teeth.

We don’t speak again. Eventually, he falls asleep, but I stay awake, counting the rotations of the ceiling fan, replaying every second in vivid, forensic detail.

In the morning, he wakes to find me in the kitchen, wearing nothing but the lace bralette and a smile. He doesn’t mention the night before, just pours himself coffee and retreats to the den, notebook in hand.

I stand in the doorway, watching him scribble, his handwriting frantic, each line a question I’ll never answer.

This is what power feels like. Not triumph or victory, but the hollow, echoing certainty that nothing will ever be the same.

I twist my wedding band, and for the first time, it doesn’t feel like an anchor. It feels like a trophy.


Chapter 3


Lila’s apartment is five floors up and at least three times too small for the number of people she’s invited. We can hear the party through the hallway, a slipstream of laughter and mismatched music, the door open just enough to spill warmth and onion confit into the cracked plaster of the stairwell. I let Jonah press the buzzer, even though the door is already propped and even though it’s always me who does these things. He stands behind me, close but not touching, as if he’s afraid proximity might turn us both to stone.

Inside, the apartment is a single, looping circuit of light and color. Lila has reupholstered her couch in fake fur and pushed the furniture into awkward diagonals so that bodies collide at every turn. There’s no air conditioning, so the place is a sauna of sweat, perfume, and burned sugar. I barely get past the threshold before Naya descends on me.

“You made it,” she says, as if it’s some kind of test I almost failed. “Oh my god, is that the dress?”

It is. Black velvet, high neck, cut so tight it forces me to walk like I’m balancing a tray of knives on my hips. The effect is—according to Lila—“assassin nun.” Jonah hates it. I can tell because he still hasn’t said a word, just stalks my heels as I follow Naya into the main room. He keeps one hand on the legal pad, tucked into his jacket like a talisman.

Lila floats over, arms wide, hair twisted into some kind of battle braid. “You look devastating,” she says, lips brushing my cheek before she pivots to Jonah. “You too, counselor. Love the cardigan.” She doesn’t, and he knows it.

There’s a brief, ritualistic awkwardness as we distribute gifts (wine, a bag of fancy coffee, something in a blue box for Lila from “the girls” that she immediately hides in her room). Then we’re swept into the circuit: through the galley kitchen, where Lila’s roommate is murdering a chicken, into the windowless living room, and finally to the balcony, where Theo stands alone, nursing his drink and looking like he’d rather jump than join the conversation.

I slide into the chair beside him, the metal freezing through the fabric of my dress. I’m aware of Jonah, hovering just inside the sliding door, his silhouette outlined by the sickly yellow light from the living room.

Theo smiles at me. “You ever think about just…not showing up?”

“Every day,” I say. “But then what would they talk about?”

He snorts. “They’d talk about you anyway. Absence is a kind of presence.”

“That’s the saddest thing I’ve heard all year,” I say, and I mean it as a compliment.

Theo glances at Jonah, then at me, then at the city below. “You two doing okay?”

I let the silence answer for me.

There’s a brief commotion inside—somebody spilled a drink, or a relationship, it’s hard to tell—and then Lila appears at the door, arms loaded with mismatched glasses.

“Dinner in ten,” she chirps. She eyes Theo. “You have server duty.”

He grumbles, but takes the drink from her and pours unevenly into the glasses. “To what?” he asks, after distributing them around the table.

Naya appears, slides in next to me, her knee finding mine under the table. “To surviving the week,” she says.

“To surviving each other,” I add.

We clink. Jonah sips his, teeth gritted. He doesn’t look at me, but I know he’s clocked every detail—who poured, who toasted, whose hands lingered just a beat too long.

The first course is served: a flatbread with something pickled and something smoked. I don’t eat it, but I break off a piece and pretend. Conversation orbits around the usual—work disasters, neighborhood oddities, the latest hyper-local scandal. Naya asks about the woman who tried to drown her cat in the communal laundry, and Lila spins it into a joke about her own mother.

Jonah finally joins in, recounting a story from his office, something about an intern who mistook a judge for an Uber driver. The punchline lands flat, but everyone laughs because it’s easier. I catch Theo rolling his eyes, and I laugh for real.

As the food keeps coming, I position myself so that I’m always at a diagonal to Jonah—never facing, always just out of reach. Theo and I share a language of glances; each eye roll or raised brow a code I don’t have to break. When I laugh at his jokes, I do it a little too loudly, a little too open-mouthed, and I catch Jonah flinching every time. I lean in when I talk to Theo, fingers brushing the sleeve of his shirt as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. He doesn’t pull away.

The main course is some kind of spicy stew, the heat blooming in my mouth and making me sweat. Lila’s proud of it, but I can’t taste anything but the challenge. I keep sipping wine, watching Jonah’s hand tremble a little as he refills his own glass.

Theo is in rare form tonight, dry and mean as sandpaper. He tells a story about a friend who found her husband on Grindr and tried to catfish him. “Worked,” he says. “She made him buy her drinks three different times before he caught on.”

Naya winces. “That’s evil.”

“It’s efficient,” I say.

Jonah interrupts, voice tight: “Or it’s a sign you should just talk to each other.”

Theo shrugs. “Where’s the fun in that?”

I throw my head back and laugh, long and loud, exposing the column of my neck, the sharp edge of collarbone. I know the effect this has. I can feel Jonah’s eyes burning a hole from across the table. I look at him, hold his gaze, then slide my hand onto Theo’s arm, just above the wrist.

He freezes. The whole table freezes.

Naya tries to rescue the conversation, pivoting to some documentary she saw about climate apocalypse, but the air is thick with static. I keep my hand on Theo’s arm for a full thirty seconds before letting go, then wipe my fingers on the napkin, slow.

Lila is watching me, her eyes narrowed, a faint smile at the corners of her mouth.

After dessert—a flourless cake that tastes like regret—Jonah stands, gathering plates with the frantic energy of someone about to lose their shit.

“I’ll help,” I say, but he waves me off.

“I’ve got it,” he says, and the way he slams the plates into the sink is loud enough to stop all conversation for a moment.

In the silence, Theo leans over, voice pitched just for me: “You like playing with fire?”

“Only when it’s cold out,” I say, and drain my glass.

Naya touches my hand under the table, gentle. “You okay?” she whispers.

“I’m great,” I say, and I almost believe it.

Lila rises, moves to the balcony, and I follow, needing air. The city is a smear of lights, the street below humming with Friday night traffic.

“Damn,” Lila says. “You’re really going for it.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I say, too quickly.

She leans in, conspiratorial. “He’s going to implode, you know.”

“Let him,” I say. The wind tangles my hair, stings my eyes.

She considers me, a long, silent calculation. “Just do nothing I wouldn’t do.”

“That’s a pretty short list.”

She grins. “You’ve always been my favorite.”

Inside, Jonah is shoving plates into a tote bag, muttering to himself. He avoids my gaze, but I can see the flush on his neck, the way his jaw flexes when I pass.

“We should get going,” he says. “You have work in the morning.”

I do, but it’s not for that. I know the signs. He’s about to break.

I say goodbye to everyone—hug Naya tight, kiss Lila on the cheek, high-five Theo—and let Jonah usher me into the hallway. The air outside the apartment is cold and clean, and I breathe deep.

The elevator is slow, giving us too much time alone. He finally looks at me, face a mask of polite horror.

“What the fuck was that?” he says, but it’s not anger; it’s panic.

I shrug, un-bothered. “Just having fun.”

He shakes his head, presses the elevator button so hard his finger goes white.

“Are you trying to humiliate me?”

I think about it, then say: “Would it work?”

He flinches, then falls silent, the anger boiling off him in waves.

We ride down in silence, the floor numbers blinking past like heartbeats.

Outside, he walks fast, never looking back.

I follow, matching his stride, already replaying every move in my head. Every glance, every touch, every smile. It’s all data, all ammunition.

The night is electric. I feel untouchable.

I feel alive.

The drive home is a war of attrition. Jonah takes every corner too sharply, one hand white-knuckled on the wheel, the other working through imaginary legal briefs in the air. The city’s sodium glow flattens his face to a mask of light and shadow, jaw clenched so tight I half expect his teeth to shatter.

He doesn’t speak for five full blocks. Then, at a red light, he snaps: “What the hell was that, Mara?”

I watch our reflection in the glass, twin specters pinned by streetlight. I say nothing, just dab lipstick off my teeth with a fingertip, hold it there for him to see.

He waits, chest heaving. “You were practically throwing yourself at him.”

I sigh, barely audible. “If you’re going to accuse me, at least make it interesting.”

He slams the heel of his hand into the steering wheel, the honk slicing through the night. “Why do you always do this? You turn everything into a fucking game.”

I turn my face to the window so he can’t see me smile. “Only because you play.”

He pulls into our lot, brakes hard enough to jerk us forward. The silence is heavy, elastic. I let it stretch until it snaps.

In the elevator, he tries again. “If you’re trying to make me jealous, it’s working.”

I pin him with a look. “Maybe you should do something about it.”

He blinks, thrown. The doors open. We walk the hallway in step, shoes echoing off concrete.

Inside the apartment, he drops his keys on the table, spins on me, eyes wild. “I just want to know what’s happening to us.”

I slip off my coat, drape it over a chair. “Nothing you didn’t see coming.”

He follows, voice cracking. “Is this—” He gestures, vague, desperate. “Is this what you want?”

I step closer, crowding his space. He backs against the wall, trapped. I grab his face with one hand, thumb digging into his cheek, and kiss him—hard, hungry, no finesse. He tries to push me off, but I hold him there, press my body into his until he shudders.

When I break the kiss, he’s panting, pupils blown wide.

I say, low and even: “Is this what you want, Jonah? You want me to fuck someone else? Or do you want to watch?”

He shakes his head, but there’s no conviction.

I slide my hand to his throat, squeeze just enough to make him swallow. “You want to feel owned, don’t you? You want to be punished for wanting me.”

He trembles, but doesn’t speak.

“Get on your knees,” I say.

He hesitates, shame and arousal warring on his face. Then he sinks, slow, hands gripping my thighs for balance. I watch the submission work its way through him, melting the last of his resistance.

I keep my hand tangled in his hair, force him to look up at me. “You don’t get to ask questions tonight,” I say. “You only get to do what I tell you.”

He nods, throat working.

I drag him to the bedroom, not gently, and push him onto the rug. I strip off the dress, let it pool at my feet, then straddle his lap, grinding down until he’s gasping.

“Hands behind your back,” I command, and he obeys, eyes glazed with something between terror and awe.

I ride him slow, deep, every movement deliberate. I keep one hand on his jaw, holding him in place so he can’t look away. When I feel him get close, I stop, clench tight, and make him beg with his eyes.

“Please,” he whispers, voice hoarse.

I shake my head, smiling. “You don’t get to come until I say.”

He whimpers, the sound muffled by the hand I clamp over his mouth.

I drag it out, teasing, denying, making him work for every inch. When I finally let him finish, it’s violent, overwhelming, his whole body convulsing under me.

I stay on top, pinning him, my heart pounding.

He looks up at me, desperate. “Are you going to leave me?” he says, like a kid asking if the sky will fall.

I lean down, lips brushing his ear. “Maybe. But not tonight.”

I climb off, pull on a t-shirt, and leave him there, shaking, spent, stripped of every defense.

I don’t look back.

I sleep on the couch, and when I wake, he’s already gone—left a note, not a word of apology, just the address of a marriage counselor and a time.

I laugh, toss the note, and text Lila:

“You were right. I’m a fucking menace.”

She replies with a thumbs-up and a flame.

The day is bright, cold, and clean. I open the window and breathe in the air.

For the first time in months, I feel something close to peace.

The marriage counselor’s office is three floors above a payday loan place, the waiting room lined in pleather and wilted plants. I fill out the intake forms with studied neatness, inventing symptoms on the fly: chronic dissatisfaction, acute resentment, seasonal affective disillusionment. Jonah sits beside me, clutching his legal pad, scribbling in the margins like he’s prepping for cross-examination.

Inside, the counselor—an ex-nun in a power suit—asks us why we’re here. Jonah starts in with the “communication breakdown,” but I cut him off, deadpan: “I want to see how many ways two people can hurt each other before one of them dies.”

The counselor blinks. Jonah flushes, mouth twisting in something between awe and terror.

Afterward, we walk the block in silence. He offers to buy coffee; I decline. He asks if we can talk; I say nothing. At home, he tries again—this time with a hand at the small of my back, a tentative pressure.

“Are you going to ignore me forever?” he says, voice small.

I turn, letting him see the smile with all its edges. “Would you notice if I did?”

He looks at me, searching for the woman he married. I feel nothing.

That night, I sit on the balcony, cold air stinging my bare legs. Below, the city is all neon promises and ambulance wails. Lila texts a meme of a cat with a butcher knife. Naya sends a play-list called “exorcism for bad husbands.” I close my eyes and let the sound bleed into me.

When I go to bed, Jonah is already there, eyes open, body tense.

I don’t bother with preamble. I climb on top, pinning him to the mattress, hands around his wrists.

He tries to speak; I silence him with a kiss, rough enough to bruise. I grab his belt from the floor, loop it around his wrists, and buckle him to the headboard.

He bucks once, a jolt of panic, but I straddle his hips and force him still.

“You want to be good, don’t you?” I say.

He nods, eyes huge.

“Then do exactly as I say.”

I ride him slow, teasing, lifting off every time he gets close. I rake my nails down his chest, leave bite marks on his shoulders. When he starts to beg, I clamp a hand over his mouth.

“You can’t even come without permission,” I say, grinding down until he’s shaking. “What would your mother think?”

He laughs, a hollow sound, then moans. I let go, and he gasps, “Please, Mara, I need—”

I slap him, open palm, just enough to sting.

“You need nothing,” I say. “You exist to be used.”

He swallows it, absorbs it, turns it into fuel.

I milk him, edge after edge, until he’s sobbing, until the sheets are slick with sweat and shame.

Finally, I grip his face in both hands, force him to meet my eyes.

“Who owns you?” I whisper.

He chokes on the answer, but gives it: “You do.”

I squeeze his throat, thumb pressing just above his Adam’s apple.

“Say it,” I command.

“You own me,” he gasps. “You own everything.”

I let him come, hard and ugly, shuddering under me.

I climb off, untie his wrists, and leave him sprawled, spent, ruined.

I shower, dress in fresh clothes, and return to find him curled around my pillow, seeking comfort in my scent.

I stroke his hair, just once, then turn away.

He whispers: “Are you ever going to let me love you again?”

I roll my eyes, bored already.

“Love is just a word for what we do to each other,” I say. “And you know it.”

He falls asleep, whimpering.

I stay awake, staring at the ceiling, mapping out every exit.

Power is a drug. I am already jonesing for my next hit.


Chapter 4


Istand outside our apartment, leaning on the chipped molding beneath the sconce, phone pressed to my ear like a loaded pistol. My thumb rests on the volume rocker, but I don’t need it—my voice will carry. The hall is empty, which means I have about thirty seconds before Jonah’s exit routine lands him here: quick shoe check, jacket tug, bag shuffle, pause for the faintest glimmer of regret, then out the door. I want him to hear all of it.

The call itself is theater. I let the other line ring twice, then roll my eyes. “Hey, it’s me. Yeah, tonight’s perfect.” My tone is light, just above a stage whisper. “The bar at the Meridian. Around seven?” I flick my gaze down the corridor; nothing yet, but I know he’s listening from the other side of our door, hand hovering on the knob, nerves fraying.

“Yep, same hotel as last time. No, I doubt he’ll notice. He never does.” I let a smile creep into my voice, saccharine and cutting. “I want it messy. I want it risky. You get me?” My throat hums with the word, the syllables rolling out like a dare.

The latch clicks at the far end. He steps out, pauses, fumbles with keys as if he’s forgotten something crucial. He’s in lawyer drag today—stiff white shirt, navy suit that cost more than my first car. His hair is perfectly combed, but the skin at his temple is flushed with a heat he’ll never name. He acts surprised to see me, eyes wide and innocent. The most practiced lie in his arsenal.

I pivot, phone still pressed to my cheek, and throw him a wave. “Sorry, I have to go. I’ll text you when I’m close.” I thumb the screen dark, pocket it, and say—loud enough for God and Mrs. Caldwell at 5B—“Hey, babe, you headed out early?”

He nods, a little too quickly. “Prep meeting before the dinner.”

I arch an eyebrow. “Full day of being important, huh?”

He flashes the rehearsed smile, lips barely parting. “That’s the job.” He’s already halfway down the hall, eyes glued to the elevator display. But there’s a fracture in the rhythm—a hitch in his gait, the flex of his jaw like he’s biting a coin.

I savor it, slow. My body responds: pulse quickens, skin electric with anticipation. I push off the wall, follow him at a casual distance. He pretends not to notice, but every inch of him is reading my approach. I feel his need to look back, to catch me watching, but he fights it. That restraint is everything I want to destroy.

At the elevator, he jabs the button, holding his briefcase in front of him like a shield. He glances over, trying for nonchalance, but his pupils betray him—dilated, desperate, drinking me in.

“You meeting someone after?” he asks, voice so light it nearly drifts away.

I smile, wicked. “Maybe. Got invited to a thing.”

He swallows, a visible bob in his throat. “Work thing?”

I shrug. “Something like that.” I lean in, low enough that only he can hear. “Not sure if I’ll be home tonight.”

The doors open with a hydraulic gasp. He steps inside, offers me a spot, but I wave him off. “Need to run back for my wallet,” I lie, just to keep him guessing.

He nods, the muscle in his jaw twitching. As the doors slide shut, he locks eyes with me for half a second—a plea, an accusation, and something that looks almost like relief. The numbers tick down, and then he’s gone.

I lean against the banister, let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Every nerve ending is singing. I check my reflection in the brass elevator call plate: eyes sharp, mouth soft, the faintest flush on my cheeks. I look like a woman about to commit a crime.

I scroll my phone, thumb hovering over the name I’ve never saved but always remember. I don’t text him, not yet. I want to give Jonah time to imagine. Time to stew in it.

At the end of the hall, June Caldwell’s door opens an inch. Her cataract gaze lands on me, unblinking. I offer her a wave, sweet as arsenic. “Morning, June.”

She huffs, then disappears, the door latching with a sound like a judgment.

I walk back toward our apartment, savoring the sound of my own heels—sharp, echoing, impossible to ignore. I picture Jonah downstairs, reliving every second of our exchange, every syllable of my phone call, reconstructing it like a crime scene.

He’ll spend the whole day imagining what I’m going to do.

He’ll never guess how much I want him to imagine it.

Inside, I toss my keys on the table, pour a glass of water, and let myself smile. The game is already in motion. The only thing left is to see how far I can push it before someone breaks.

I hope it’s not me.

I can feel him watching me before I even step inside.

The Meridian’s bar is a terrarium of glass and chrome, everything slicked in blue neon and the wet reflection of business-class ambition. The air is sour with overpriced whiskey and the aftershave of men who think they can buy time. At the corner table, Jonah holds court with his work pack, their faces all angled laughter and tight smiles, but he’s the only one who keeps glancing at the entrance.

He’s nervous. Or maybe just terrified of what I might do next.

I linger in the lobby, scanning the room from behind a column of floral arrangements that could hide a corpse. He hasn’t noticed me yet—too busy pretending he’s not on high alert. His hand is wrapped around a tumbler, not drinking, just gripping it like it’s the last solid thing in his world. I watch him watch the clock, then the door, then the elevator panel, triangulating my inevitable arrival.

I wait until his gaze slides away, then enter.

Tonight’s armor is a metallic slip dress, silver, cut so low it threatens to violate several ordinances. My shoes are fuck-me stilettos in black patent, four inches of weaponized femininity. I wear my hair up, tendrils snaking around my ears, and a lipstick red enough to light a room on fire. I want him to see me as someone new. Someone he might have to chase.

The effect is immediate. Every head turns, including the bartender’s, who whips a rag around a glass with the sudden, animal focus of someone trying not to stare directly at the sun. I glide to the bar, hips swinging, and take the last open seat. The man beside me, fortyish, with perfect skin, teeth that must have cost a fortune, slides over as if compelled by gravity.

He offers a smile that’s all teeth and perfectly calibrated interest. “I hope I’m not too forward,” he says, “but that’s the best entrance I’ve seen in years.”

I let my eyes scan him, slow and deliberate. “Not forward at all,” I say, my tone an invitation and a warning.

He orders me a drink without asking what I want. I’m not annoyed—tonight I want to be seen, not known. The bartender delivers it, eyes flicking from the man to me and back, then away.

“So,” he says, “are you celebrating something, or just bored?”

I turn on the laugh, sharp, bouncing off the brass fixtures. “Maybe I just like making people uncomfortable.”

He grins wider. “Then we have that in common.”

From the corner of my vision, I see Jonah stiffen. His body faces his colleagues, but his attention is locked on me. He’s not even trying to hide it anymore—he’s watching every gesture, every tilt of my head, every inch of thigh that flashes when I cross my legs. His companions notice too, glance over, then away, confused by the static in the air.

The man—he introduces himself as Gavin, of course—leans in, elbow brushing mine. “Can I get you another?” His hand is on my wrist now, fingers grazing the skin just below the sleeve.

I let him. I want Jonah to see it. I want him to imagine the next move.

Gavin talks—about finance, about a “funny thing that happened on the golf course,” about his tragic divorce—but I don’t listen. I watch Jonah in the mirror behind the bar. His smile is gone; he’s biting the inside of his cheek, glass now empty, knuckles white around the stem.

Gavin leans closer, voice dropping. “What do you do, Mara?” He says my name like he’s rehearsed it.

“I break things,” I reply. “Habits, routines, people.”

He laughs, the sound rich and a little scared. “That’s dangerous.”

“Only for some.”

He places his hand on my knee, high, just at the border between polite and criminal. I don’t move it. I glance down, then up, arching an eyebrow as if to say: Is that all you’ve got? He takes the hint and slides closer, thigh pressed to mine.

I see Jonah’s hand jerk, a tremor running from his elbow up to his jaw. His colleague says something, but he doesn’t answer. He’s frozen, watching the way Gavin’s hand drifts under the bar, the way my posture invites him to go further.

I let Gavin kiss me. Just once, soft and open-mouthed, the kiss that can be denied later if necessary. His hand cradles my face; his thumb traces the line of my jaw. I press my fingers into his thigh, just enough to leave a mark.

When I pull away, my eyes find Jonah in the mirror. He’s standing now, glass forgotten, mouth open like he might scream. I offer him a slow, deliberate smile. Then I turn to Gavin, grab his hand, and whisper, “Let’s get out of here.”

He follows, eager, and a little dazed. We pass Jonah’s table on the way to the elevators. He’s rooted in place, body trembling, eyes hollow with a kind of grief I’ve never seen before.

I pause, just for a heartbeat, and look him dead in the eye. I want him to see it, to feel every volt of the humiliation, the betrayal, losing control. I want him to remember this moment for the rest of his life.

The elevator doors open. Gavin pulls me inside, hand on my lower back, fingers splayed wide. As the doors slide shut, I see Jonah stagger back to his table, blinking hard, as if he’ll wake up and find it was all a nightmare.

I let Gavin kiss me again in the elevator, harder this time. He tastes like gin and inevitability. I don’t even bother to check which floor we stop on; it doesn’t matter.

The hallway is empty, plush carpet swallowing our footfalls. Gavin fumbles with his key card, hands shaking. I take it from him, swipe it clean, and lead him into the room.

The door closes, muffling the world.

For a moment, I stand there, letting the silence settle. Gavin is saying something—about the view—but I don’t listen. My heart is thundering, the blood in my ears louder than any voice. I picture Jonah alone at the bar, replaying every second, dying to know what’s happening behind this door.

I let Gavin pin me to the wall, his hands greedy and impatient. He tears the dress at the hem, finds my skin, mouths every inch he can reach. I close my eyes, not because I’m lost in it, but because I want to see what Jonah sees: me, untethered, transformed, impossible to possess.

I fuck Gavin because it’s easier than thinking.

I fuck him because I want to prove to myself that I can.

When it’s over, I watch the city through the window, naked except for the lipstick that’s smeared halfway across my cheek. Gavin is already asleep, mouth open, snoring like a chainsaw.

I text Naya: “Your move.”

She replies instantly: “Atta girl.”

I stay until I’m sure Jonah is gone, then slip out, dress torn, makeup ruined, feet bare.

The air outside is cold and clean. I breathe it in, deep, and smile.

Let him wonder.
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I come home long after midnight, every inch of me radiating satisfaction and static electricity. The hallway is silent, neighbors’ doors like the locked cells of an asylum. When I slide my key into the deadbolt, I expect darkness, maybe the distant rumble of Jonah’s white-noise machine. Instead, there’s light—just the lamp in the living room, throwing a honeyed pool onto the hardwood.

He’s waiting for me, legs splayed on the couch, head tilted back like he’s trying to fuse with the ceiling. He’s in gym shorts, an old college t-shirt, hair a mess from running his hands through it. The room stinks of panic sweat. The moment he hears me, his posture snaps to attention, like a retriever catching a whiff of blood.

I say nothing. I toe off my heels at the threshold, drop my clutch on the table, and stand there, letting him drink in the carnage. My dress is wrinkled, the hem torn, lips smeared and hair wild. I am the aftermath of something volcanic.

He tries to play it cool, but his hands betray him: drumming on his knees, white-knuckling a throw pillow, flexing and curling, flexing and curling. “Have a good night?” he says, voice frayed at the edges.

I stare at him, long enough for it to hurt. “Did you?”

He licks his lips. “Nothing on TV.”

I move into the kitchen, pour myself a glass of water. I can feel his eyes crawling over my back, searching for the outline of betrayal, a thumb-print, a bruise, anything to confirm his worst-case scenario. I keep him waiting, drink the water slow, savoring the silence.

When I finally turn, he’s closer—standing now, arms folded, feet spread for balance like he expects a hurricane.

“Did you eat?” he says, but it’s not a question. He wants to know if I went to dinner, or straight to fucking.

I set the glass on the counter. “I’m not hungry.”

He closes his eyes, just for a second. “Were you with him?”

I tilt my head. “Would it matter if I was?”

He flushes, jaw clenching. “I just want to know what you want from me.”

The challenge in his voice is a plea disguised as anger. He wants to fight. He wants to be punished. He wants to be absolved.

I walk up, until there’s less than a foot between us, until I can see the sweat beading in the hollows of his throat. I reach for his face, thumb at his chin, forcing his eyes to mine.

“What do you think I want?” I whisper.

He shudders, the vibration running from his jaw to my palm. “You want to ruin me.”

“Not just you,” I say, and I mean it.

I push him backward, through the kitchen, down the hall, into the bedroom. He doesn’t resist, just stumbles along, arms at his sides. At the foot of the bed, I shove him down, hard enough to bounce.

He props himself up, searching my face for any sign of mercy. I strip off the dress, let it fall in a heap, and stand over him in the torn remains of my lingerie. He drinks in the sight as if it were his last glass of water on earth.

I climb onto the bed, straddling his hips. “Hands up,” I command.

He obeys, palms flat against the wall, wrists exposed and trembling.

I reach for the drawer, pull out a pair of silk ties, and bind his wrists to the headboard, tight enough to leave marks. He whimpers, but the sound is half relief, half terror.

I lean down, mouth at his ear. “Is this what you want?”

He nods, desperate. “Yes. Please.”

I rake my nails down his chest, leave trails of red that will flower into bruises by morning. I grind against his cock, already hard, the fabric of my panties soaking through with his need.

I keep my voice low, steady. “You want to know what I did tonight?”

He gasps, hips bucking under me. “Yes. I need to know.”

I rock against him, slow and cruel. “Maybe I let him fuck me in the elevator. Maybe I just let him watch me touch myself. Maybe I didn’t even need him at all.”

He’s sweating now, face contorted with the effort of not coming too soon. “Please, Mara, tell me—”

I slap him, open palm, across the cheek. Not hard, but enough to shock him back into the moment.

“I don’t owe you anything,” I say. “You don’t get to know.”

He moans, the sound almost a sob. I ride him faster, squeezing my thighs tight around his hips, grinding down until I feel the pulse in his cock against my clit. Every time he starts to crest, I pull back, deny him, make him beg.

“Do you want to hear how it feels to be wanted?” I taunt.

He can barely speak. “Yes, yes, I need it—”

“Say it.”

He chokes on the words, then spits them out: “I want you to use me.”

I smile, dark and wide. “Good boy.”

I fuck him like it’s a punishment, like every thrust is an exorcism. When he’s right at the edge, I clamp my hand over his mouth, smothering his cries.

“You don’t come until I say,” I warn.

He nods, frantic, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes.

I slow the pace, roll my hips, drag it out until he’s shaking, every muscle straining.

“Do you want to belong to me?” I ask, my nails digging into his thighs.

“Yes,” he whimpers. “I’m yours.”

I slap his face again, gently this time. “Then prove it. Beg.”

He does, over and over, until the words are just animal noise, incoherent and raw.

When I finally let him come, it’s a violence, a convulsion that arches him off the bed, ropes of it striping his chest and stomach. I keep riding, forcing every last drop out, until he’s sobbing into the mattress.

I collapse beside him, breathing hard, my pulse a red siren behind my eyes.

He’s still tied up, wrists pink and raw. I untie him, then kiss the marks, tasting the salt of his skin.

He curls around me, broken and perfect, and whispers, “Don’t ever leave me.”

I stroke his hair, almost tender. “You’d never survive it.”

He falls asleep, arms locked around my waist, like he can hold me in place by force of will alone.

I wait until I’m sure he’s dreaming, then slip out of bed, find the torn dress, and fold it neatly on the dresser.

I watch him sleep, every muscle relaxed, lips parted in exhaustion. For the first time, I see how fragile he is. How easy it would be to break him for good.

Instead, I slide back into bed, press my body to his, and let myself drift, smiling into the dark.

This is what power feels like.

And I’m not giving it up. Not for anyone.
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The room is gray and luminous, the pre-dawn that renders everything soft and equal. I sit on the window seat, knees drawn to my chest, and watch the city exhale. The glass is cool against my forehead. I breathe slowly, counting the taxi headlights and the orange-pink flickers of traffic lights changing over.

Behind me, Jonah sleeps. His body is a pale parenthesis in the sheets, spine curled, hands tucked beneath his cheek as if he’s reverted to childhood. There are half-moons on his back where I dug my nails in, and bruises blooming up his arms, symmetrical as bruises on a cadaver. His face is peaceful, almost angelic, except for the faint tracks of dried tears. He looks like a man who has finally surrendered to something larger than himself.

It should make me feel guilty.

It doesn’t.

Instead, I feel the clean, narcotic burn of accomplishment. I have rerouted the power lines of our marriage—cut, spliced, fused, until the current runs only where I will it. He will never leave me now. He will never want to.

His need is the leash. His uncertainty, the chain. It’s more effective than any threat or contract could ever be.

I watch him, letting the silence fill the space between us. He shifts, groaning in sleep, rolling onto his back. The marks I left are stark in the morning light. He’ll see them later, trace them in the mirror, and remember exactly how they got there.

I press my palm to the glass, trace an idle circle, then a spiral, then a wordless equation only I can solve. The city below is already waking, but I have hours yet to play with him before the world intrudes.

This is the beauty of ownership: the freedom to use, to break, to repair as needed.

I get up, pads of my feet silent on the hardwood, and slide back under the covers. Jonah stirs, arms automatically wrapping around my waist, holding me tight. He buries his face in my hair, breathing in the scent of sweat and victory.

Even unconscious, he can’t let me go.

I smile into the pillow, a slow, feline curl of satisfaction.

Let the world try to take this from me. Let it fucking try.
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