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Chapter 1


It’s the wrongness that gets me. Not the shock of discovery, not some staged scene of panties flung on the lamp or condom wrappers spilling from a wastebasket—no, that would almost be a relief. I step through the apartment door and my skin goes prickly before I even drop my bag. The air’s too still. Not the languor of an empty home, but a sucked-dry hush, the kind you get after a lie’s been told and everyone’s holding their breath to see if it sticks.

I stand there with my keys in hand, a shitty theater ticket to my life. It’s 3:24 on a Thursday. I wasn’t supposed to be back until six, but my client went into labor early, and instead of slogging out reports in the haze of afterbirth, I left the hospital with half a sandwich and the irrational conviction that my husband was cheating on me. Not even cheating, really—something more vaporous, like a possibility collapsing into fact. And the best part is, I don’t even know if I want to catch him or be wrong.

The entryway mirror doesn’t meet my eyes. I set my keys in the bowl, careful not to clang. The living room is staged in perfect domestic neutrality: cushions arranged, blanket folded, Jonah’s running shoes lined up in a straightjacket row by the door. Too neat. I run a finger across the credenza, half-expecting dust, but it’s been wiped. Not by me. He dusts only when he’s trying to make up for something. A mental note, filed.

There’s an overlay of citrus and vanilla in the air, a scent that doesn’t belong to me or to him. Maybe it’s nothing. I cross to the windowsill—his usual spot for sneaking cigarettes when he thinks I’m asleep—but the ashtray is empty. The glass pane bears a faint smudge, finger-length and streaked down, like someone bracing themselves. I hold my hand up to it and my palm fits, not exactly, but close.

The dining chair is out, nudged two inches further than the others, the way a person with longer legs might leave it. I measure the angle with a practiced eye. Once, in grad school, I spent a summer cataloging murder rooms for a criminal psych lab. The professor said my notes were “disquietingly clinical.” Now I apply that same taxonomy to my marriage: object displaced, odor foreign, trace remains.

It’s almost a game, following the path of the intruder. If I were her, where would I go? Where did she sit? How did she want to be found? I trail my fingers over the table and find a faint condensation ring near the placemat. There’s only one wine glass in the sink. I fish it out by the stem; it’s been rinsed, but not with the compulsiveness I’d expect from a criminal. The rim glimmers under the kitchen light, and there it is—a sliver of lipstick, coral-pink, so blatant it borders on insolent. A heat spike shoots through my chest and dips lower, pooling behind my navel. I don’t wear lipstick. I run my tongue over my teeth and imagine the shape of her mouth, the press of her lips against his, the lazy, proprietary way she must have drunk from his glass.

I set the glass down and lean into the counter, hands braced, pulse slamming in my wrists. I want to shatter it, grind the evidence into glittering dust, but I’m too invested in the ritual. Better to let it sit, a shrine to her trespass. Instead, I scan the counters for other tokens. There’s a faint crease in the dishtowel, like someone clenched it in their fist. The soap dispenser is half-empty; we only filled it two days ago. She must have scrubbed her hands raw, desperate to leave nothing of herself behind. Or maybe she left it all deliberately, knowing I’d find it.

A laugh bubbles up in my throat, and I swallow it down. I’m not going to call him, not yet. I want to see what else she touched.

I drift down the hall, boots silent on the runner. The master bedroom door is open, the bed made. Not perfectly—there’s a slight dip on his side, the imprint of a body heavier than mine. He hasn’t slept there since this morning, so what’s the excuse? Maybe he fucked her on top of the covers, preserving the illusion of marital order. Or maybe they thrashed under the sheets and then he smoothed them with military precision, like I wouldn’t notice.

I kneel beside the bed and lift the edge of the duvet. Nothing. I open the nightstand. Nothing. The clock is off by twelve minutes, the way it always is because we’re both too lazy to fix it. That detail almost undoes me—the intimacy of shared indifference.

In the bathroom, the wastebasket is lined with a new bag, but the old one is gone. He never does that unless I nag him. I open the medicine cabinet: her toothbrush isn’t there, but mine has been pushed to the side, making room for a phantom presence. I check the towels—freshly laundered, still warm from the dryer. The shower stall is spotless, except for a single long hair curled around the drain. Blonde. I pull it free and hold it up to the light. Too long. Too fine. I let it float to the floor and flush it away.

The question isn’t whether he did it. The question is how much he wanted me to know.

I could text him, I could set the house on fire, I could leave and never look back, but I do none of those things. I sit in the living room, legs crossed, phone on the table, and wait. The air feels thinner, expectant, as if the next move belongs to me.

I let my gaze drift over the room, retracing her steps. I wonder if she admired my books, if she lingered over the photo of us in Tokyo, if she was bored or nervous or just greedy. I wonder if she left behind anything else—an earring, a receipt, a single perfect eyelash pressed to the pillow. The possibilities are endless.

Eventually, the sun slides behind the buildings across the avenue, and the room grows dim. I flick on a lamp, letting the circle of light enclose me. I could search for hours. I will, if I have to.

I’m not angry, not really. The sensation is closer to hunger. I want to know every detail. I want to see it all play out in my mind, frame by frame. The evidence is all I have, and I want to consume it whole.

Somewhere beneath the domestic order, chaos is simmering, waiting to be mapped and measured. I pour another glass and raise it to the ghost in my home.

“To you, whoever you are,” I say aloud, and savor the bite.

The sun crawls past the horizon, leaking orange into the sky and painting the buildings with a dying glow. My glass is empty. I leave it on the coffee table, a red-rimmed oracle. Every step through the apartment lands louder than it should. Every surface calls out for another sweep, another round of interrogation.

In the bedroom, the air is cool and sweet with linen. I stand in the doorway, letting my eyes adjust to the deepening shadow. Jonah made the bed this morning—he always does—but the blanket is taut on my side and imperfectly slumped on his, a shallow trough where he must have sat or sprawled or collapsed in exhaustion. It’s subtle, but the pattern of creases gives him away. I press my palm into the indentation. Still faintly warm.

For a minute I picture him and her—legs knotted, half-dressed, sweating and nervous with the risk of it. Was she a stranger, a coworker, or some recurring guest I’ve never clocked? Did she take off her shoes or keep them on for a quick getaway? Did they fuck quietly, hushing each other, or did Jonah let go the way he does when we have a fight and he wants to punish me with pleasure? I bite the inside of my cheek and let the fantasy detonate in my head. It should make me angry. Instead, it makes me pulse with a kind of wild, inverted ownership: If you’re going to wreck my home, at least do it memorably.

The sheets are still crisp, unscented. I kneel to check under the bed, finding only the usual clots of dust and lost socks. The closet doors are slightly ajar. Inside, his shirts hang with military regularity, the hangers spaced like ribs. I run my hand over the collars, seeking a trace of unfamiliar perfume, but all I get is detergent and the faint sweat of a man who never stops running from himself.

The en-suite bathroom is next. I pause on the threshold, staring at my reflection in the medicine-cabinet mirror. I look fine. Not fine as in okay, but fine as in sharpened—cheekbones like knives, hair pulled back so tight my face looks half scalped. If I wanted to seduce or destroy, now would be the time.

I don’t bother turning on the light. There’s enough spillover from the bedroom. The tiles are cool under my toes. I check the counter, but everything is in its place—no stray hairs, no misplaced toiletries. The wastebasket is empty, except for a balled tissue. I pick it apart: lipstick blot, coral again. My throat closes up and then releases.

I move to the shower stall, push the glass door open, and scan the drain. There: a filament of gold, snared in the mesh. I pluck it out gingerly between forefinger and thumb. The strand is impossibly long—hip-length, at least—and straight as a ruler. I wind it around my finger, feeling the strength, and imagine the woman it belonged to. She’s the type who grows her hair wild, unafraid to take up space. She sheds herself wherever she goes, leaving small, erotic curses in the lives of others.

I hold the hair up, squinting, then stretch it across my wrist for contrast. It stands out like a vein, pale and bold. I want to smell it, bite it, burn it, but I let it float to the tile and flick it toward the trash.

Back in the bedroom, the lamps are on timers and blink to life, flooding the room with hospital-brightness. I go to my dresser, the third drawer down. The motion is automatic: after a day like this; I need to change into something soft, something that doesn’t bind or pinch. I tug the drawer open.

My hand brushes lace, then something cold and hard—metal, maybe? I freeze. The object is wedged between my folded camisoles. I ease it out: a hair clip, tiny and silver, studded with cheap rhinestones. Not mine. Not even close. I roll it in my palm, testing the grip, the snap. The underside is sticky with product, a trace of hairspray or serum. Blonde, again. The cheapness of it irritates me.

She hid it here. Not a careless drop, not a trophy for me to find in the open, but a quiet sabotage. Either she wanted to be discovered, or Jonah did. The thought is so intimate, so perverse, that for a moment I can’t breathe. I picture him watching as she gathered her hair up, slipping the clip into place, maybe smiling at the sight of her own reflection in my mirror. Did he help her? Did he know she’d left it? Or did he tuck it away himself, a secret message for the next round?

I close my fingers around the clip until it bites. A thrill runs through me, raw and exposed. I’m not humiliated. I’m hungry. I want to confront him, not with accusations, but with every scrap of evidence, make him lay out the full anatomy of his infidelity. I want to see his face as I turn the chessboard over.

I put the clip back in the drawer, precisely where I found it, then shut it with a click. My hand is steady now. The panic that had dogged me all afternoon is gone, replaced by something level and cold.

From the living room, I hear the first buzz of the intercom. I walk to the window, parting the sheer curtain with two fingers. Down on the street, Jonah stands with his phone pressed to his ear, his silhouette cut by the sick glow of the streetlamp. He looks up at the window, as if he knows I’m watching. Maybe he does.

I don’t answer the intercom. Let him sweat. I watch as he paces, checking his watch, then glancing up again. He looks so ordinary. So desperate to maintain the fiction of our lives.

After a minute, I turn from the window. I go to the kitchen and pour the last of the wine, letting the bitterness bloom on my tongue. I set the bottle on the counter, square to the edge, a small act of control. I walk the apartment again, circling the same places, noting every inch, every scent, every shift in light.

He’s in the building now; I hear his steps on the landing. I wait for the rattle of keys, the fumbling in the lock. When the door opens, I am already standing in the hallway, arms folded, lips just slightly parted.

“Mara,” he says, his voice hoarse. “You’re home early.”

“Surprise,” I say. I watch his eyes flick over me, searching for evidence of what I know. I don’t give him anything.

He crosses the room and starts talking—about his day, about dinner plans, about nothing. I let him prattle, nodding where appropriate, until he finally takes a breath and looks at me straight.

“You okay?” he says. “You seem…tense.”

I smile, slow and clinical. “Do I?”

He shrugs, uneasy. “You just seem different.”

I want to laugh, but I don’t. Instead, I step closer, closing the space. “Did anyone come by today?”

He blinks. “No. Why?”

I let the silence settle. I could show him the glass, the lipstick, the hair clip. I could press them into his hands and demand the story. But I’m not ready yet. I want him to think he’s still safe, still in control.

“No reason,” I say, and brush past him to the bedroom. I don’t close the door. I sit on the edge of the bed and listen as he moves around, opening cabinets, fiddling with the stove. He’s so loud, now. Every sound is a confession.

I lie back on the comforter, staring up at the ceiling. I picture the clip in my drawer, a lodestar for the next move. The game is still on.

Tomorrow, I think. Tomorrow, I choose what he sees.


Chapter 2


If you want to see the real heart of a marriage, don’t look at the dinner table or the photo albums or the way you split the holiday errands. Look at the bed at midnight on a Tuesday, when the only conversation is conducted in skin and teeth and sweat. In that room, nothing stays hidden. Not lust, not habit, not fear. Especially not fear.

Tonight I choose the red one—thin mesh and black piping, the one he tried to buy for me two anniversaries ago, only I pretended to hate it until I could claim credit for selecting it myself. It’s bold enough to draw his eyes from the laptop as soon as I enter, but not so flagrant he’ll suspect I’m planning anything new. He’s already in the sheets, hair damp from his shower, glasses still on and nose inches from a spreadsheet. The glow of the screen turns his face a sickly, honest blue. Sometimes I catch myself wishing for a husband who is less predictable, but then I wouldn’t have spent the last two weeks learning the tempo of his panic, memorizing the way his pupils shrink when he thinks I know.

I don’t bother with coyness. I toss my robe onto the laundry basket and let the mesh catch every dirty bulb of the apartment’s ceiling light. His eyes flick up, cataloging me—hips, shoulders, nothing left to the imagination except why I’m choosing now. I see his confusion in the way his hand twitches for the mouse, a slight pause before he closes the screen. His cock is already hard. Even that feels like a reflex, nothing to do with me and everything to do with the machinery of his body running its rehearsed script. If I closed my eyes, I could count the seconds between glance and erection. It’s a skill I’m proud of, if only because I have so few that matter.

I crawl onto the bed without a word, knees parting his ankles. The way he looks up at me—hopeful, slightly wary, like a kid expecting a pop quiz. I can’t help but smile. He lifts his hands, unsure whether to touch me or wait for permission. He waits. He’s learning.

“Lie back,” I tell him. My voice is silk-dipped steel. I press my palm to his chest and he yields, just like every time I’ve nudged him into submission, but with more eagerness than usual. It’s almost touching, how quickly he’ll cede control if he thinks there’s a reward at the end. I settle onto his hips, the mesh catching at the hair on his thighs, and grind slowly so he feels every micro-shift. I know exactly what to do to make him forget where his body ends and mine begins; I know, too, how to keep him right on the edge of remembering.

He reaches for my ass and I slap his wrist—not hard, just enough to signal: not yet, not unless I say. His mouth opens in a small O, part confusion, part arousal. He loves this, the power-play, but it’s never occurred to him that I might be drawing from a deeper well tonight.

“Something different?” he asks, trying for casual.

I lean down so my hair brushes his jaw, the scent of my skin full in his face. “You like it when I take charge,” I whisper. “Don’t you?”

He nods, but I wait for him to say it. Silence stretches, uncomfortable and raw, and he finally manages, “Yes. I do.”

I catch his earlobe in my teeth, hard enough to make him flinch, and then I lick the sting away. “Good boy.”

He moans, the sound half-faked for my benefit. It’s cute. I rake my nails down his chest, marking a path from collarbone to navel, cataloguing every goosebump that sprouts in my wake. His hands grip the sheets; his knuckles blanch.

I begin the slow tease. Rocking my hips in a lazy, deliberate rhythm, just enough friction to remind him what he can’t have yet. His cock is pinned against his stomach, leaking already, a perfect bead of pre-cum pooling at the slit. I drag a finger through it and bring it to my mouth, making a show of sucking it clean. He watches, transfixed and helpless.

“Please,” he whispers.

“Please what?”

He falters. “Please... touch me.”

I laugh, not unkindly, but sharp enough that he startles. “You can do better than that.” I lower myself so my tits are almost brushing his chest, letting the mesh press into his flesh. “Use your words.”

He licks his lips. “Please let me come.”

I run my fingers up his shaft, feather-light, and watch the tension snap his head back. “Maybe.” I squeeze, not quite enough. “If you’re good.”

He’s panting now, a sheen of sweat rising on his forehead. The spreadsheet version of Jonah would be embarrassed, but this one is dissolving, melting into a man who’s only muscle and need.

I edge him. Slow, precise strokes, never the same twice in a row, never enough for release. When I sense he’s close—hips stuttering, breath hitching—I pull back, let go, grind my pussy against his thigh so he feels what he’s missing. Each time, his desperation deepens. Each time, his body betrays him more.

On the third go-round, when his balls are drawn tight and he’s shuddering with the effort not to blow, I lower my mouth to his ear and say, soft as confession, “You’re not the only one who likes to be watched.”

The words detonate. He freezes, eyes flicking to mine, searching for the punchline. There is none.

“You think you’re good at hiding it,” I say, “but you’re not.”

His face is exquisite. Horror and arousal, shame and hunger, all tangled up. I watch the micro-expressions: a flex of his jaw, the wild dilation of his eyes, the tremble in his thighs as I keep stroking just barely enough.

“I see you,” I whisper. “Every message. Every signal you send when you think I’m not looking.”

He whimpers. It’s involuntary and ugly and beautiful.

“You want to fuck someone else so bad you can taste it,” I continue, relentless. “Does she make you beg like this? Does she let you come whenever you want?”

His hands claw at the sheets. “Please,” he says, strangled.

“Does she edge you, Jonah?” My voice drops to a register I’ve never used before. “Does she make you feel helpless, or is it just me?”

He shakes his head, but I know it’s a lie.

I plant my hands on his chest and ride him, hard, never breaking eye contact. I want to see the exact moment his control splinters. “Say it,” I command. “Say you’re mine. Say you want me.”

He’s nearly sobbing now, but the words come out: “I want you. I’m yours.”

“Good boy.” I give him a reward, a merciful squeeze and twist that brings him right up to the threshold. Then I clamp down, stilling my hips, squeezing my cunt around him like a vice. He bucks up, desperate to finish, but I hold him in place, pinning his wrists above his head.

“Not yet,” I say, and for a long minute we stay like that, him twitching helplessly, my body heat soaking into his skin.

I wait until the panic passes and all that’s left is need.

Then, slowly, I lower my mouth to his. I kiss him, deep and thoroughly, biting his lower lip until he gasps. “Now,” I whisper, and start to fuck him again, each thrust designed to erase the memory of any other woman.

He comes with a sound I’ve never heard before—part sob, part scream. Hot and hard and endless, spilling inside me and leaking down my thighs. I ride it out, watch every muscle in his body seize and shudder. When he’s finally spent, I let him go.

I climb off, careful to avoid his gaze. I stand at the edge of the bed, staring down at him, cataloging the evidence: the way he can’t move, the sheen of sweat on his chest, the still-twitching cock, the wet mess between us.

He tries to speak, but I cut him off. “Go to sleep,” I say, voice flat. I leave the room before he can reply, before the apology or the rationalization or whatever flavor of self-pity he’ll choose tonight.

In the bathroom, I strip off the red mesh, drop it into the sink, and watch the water turn pink where my thighs rubbed raw against him. I stare at myself in the mirror and see not a lover, but an observer—a forensic analyst dusting for fingerprints on her own life.

I wonder, briefly, if this is victory. If dominance, now that I have it, will ever be enough.

Probably not.

But as I walk back to the bedroom, I know this much: I’ve learned more from one hour of watching him unravel than from a decade of talking around the truth.

Tomorrow, I’ll begin the next experiment.
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Morning is the worst time for pretending everything is fine. Sunlight is unkind, especially in this kitchen—every streak on the refrigerator, every hairline fracture in the Formica, exposed with surgical precision. Jonah sits at the table in yesterday’s sweatpants, reading the news from his phone, or at least making a performance of it. I butter the toast, three slices—one for each of us and one that always ends up in the trash.

I pour coffee and watch the last drip from the French press, letting it linger long enough to fill the room with that acrid, earthy bite. He likes his black, the way his father taught him. I prefer it milky, nearly ruined with cream. It’s a minor miracle we’ve never fought about how to make coffee, given our tendency to weaponise smaller differences.

He grunts a thank you as I set his mug in front of him. He’s tired, dark smudges at the edge of his eyes. I tell myself it’s not from lack of sleep but from the exertion of being a living, breathing lie for months on end. I want to say something about last night, but I am the master of letting things ferment.

Instead, I ask, “How’s your meeting schedule today?”

He flicks his thumb on the phone, scrolling fast. “It’s back-to-back, actually. Project review at ten, then that all-staff at noon.” He keeps his eyes down.

I nod, slicing my toast with the edge of the knife. “I hope you have time for lunch. Maybe try something new. I hear the bistro on Lexington—Lavender & Thyme—has a lunch special worth faking a dental emergency for.”

The effect is immediate. His hand freezes mid-bite, a tiny ridge of buttered bread quivering between his teeth. He tries to play it off as a cough, grabs his coffee, and gulps.

I go on, “Apparently the chef used to work at Rosette. That’s your old favorite, isn’t it?” My tone is light, almost airy.

He sets the mug down so hard it sloshes over the rim. “Haven’t been there in ages,” he says. Too fast. “I didn’t even know there was a new place. You’re the one with the restaurant radar.”

I offer a smile, bland and practiced. “The city changes so fast, doesn’t it? Hard to keep up.”

He nods, sopping up coffee from the table with a napkin. “Yeah. Hard to keep up.”

I let it hang in the air, this shared admission. For a second, I want to reach across and run my fingers down his wrist, let him know that I’m not the enemy. But then I remember the look on his face last night, the shiver when I said, “You’re not the only one who likes to be watched.” He’s not the enemy, but he’s not on my side either.

I decide to keep pushing.

“I ran into June in the lobby yesterday,” I say, referring to the building’s unofficial surveillance apparatus. “She says she hasn’t seen you come home until after nine every Thursday for a month. She’s worried you’re burning out.”

He shrugs, trying for casual. “It’s audit season. Everyone’s pulling late nights.”

I pretend to be absorbed in scraping blackberry jam across my toast, watching him in the reflection of the toaster oven. “Funny how she always knows. I think she keeps a spreadsheet.”

He tries to laugh, but it comes out as a grunt.

I shift gears, turn it tender. “I worry about you, you know.” I keep my eyes on the jam, swirling it into little galaxies on the toast. “You’ve seemed distracted lately. More than usual.”

That one lands. He looks up, actually meets my eyes. For a second, I see the real Jonah—the one who used to crack jokes at my expense, who once bought me a cactus because it reminded him of my attitude. That Jonah is still there, hiding behind the flesh suit of the new one.

He says, “I’m sorry. I’ll be better.” The words sound rehearsed.

I want to ask, “Better at what?” but I let it go.

Instead, I say, “If you need space or a break, you can tell me.”

He stiffens, misunderstanding on purpose. “No, no, I don’t want a break. Things are good. Really. I just… need to focus.”

I nod, and we eat in silence for a while.

Every so often, I drop another tidbit. Something about the park near his office, a news item about a local art exhibit, the rumor that Rosette’s old chef is seeing someone from the payroll department. I watch his face for micro-expressions—the twitch at the corner of his mouth, the tightening at the bridge of his nose. Each time, his reaction is delayed, as if he’s buffering.

When the plates are cleared, he stands abruptly, brushes crumbs from his shirt. “I’ll be late again tonight. You don’t have to wait up.”

I’m tempted to say, “You’re a terrible liar,” but I say, “No problem. I’ll probably catch up on work, anyway.”

He hovers at the door, wanting to say something else. Failing.

“Have a good day, Jonah,” I say, bright as a morning show anchor.

He leaves, and I’m alone with the quiet hum of the refrigerator, the drying toast crumbs, and the clink of my spoon in the empty coffee cup.

I savor the victory, small and sour and utterly mine.

I clean the table methodically, retracing every gesture, every accidental spill. I linger over the stain where he set his cup down too hard, letting my finger run over the cooled coffee, absorbing the evidence. I think of last night’s experiment and this morning’s data collection, and how the fun part is not in the act, but in the observing, the cataloguing, the certainty that every move is another step closer to knowing everything.

When I’m done, I take the spare toast slice and crumble it into the sink, watching it disintegrate under the spray. I consider texting him—something sweet, or something pointed—but decide against it.

It’s more satisfying to let him wonder which version of me he’ll come home to tonight.

Let the next phase begin.
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Night is supposed to be the hour of truth, or so every psychologist on every dumb podcast insists. Lying awake beside the man you married, listening to his sleep-sounds—an orchestra of little exhales, the wheeze from a deviated septum, the tiny half-murmurs when he’s on the verge of dreaming—you’re supposed to get clarity. All I get is the hum of the radiator and the sticky press of sweat on my thighs.

It’s after two. The ceiling is a blank interrogation screen, daring me to confess. I stare at it, counting time by the way the light from the street outside dims and swells as cars pass. Every five minutes, I check the clock. I tell myself it’s because I can’t sleep, but it’s more like I’m waiting for the next move.

Jonah sprawls beside me, limbs tangled in the sheets. He sleeps on his side now, back to me, as if even in unconsciousness he knows I’m a threat. I want to wake him, to put a hand on his shoulder and say, “Let’s finish this. Tell me what you’re hiding.” But that would require me to stop watching and start acting.

For years, I made a home in observation, convinced that knowing the truth from every angle would keep me safe. Lately, though, it only feeds the restlessness. Last night’s games were a rush—a high, really—but the afterburn is already setting in. It’s not enough to know his secrets. I need secrets of my own. Not as a defense, but as a weapon.

The phone is on my side of the bed, screen-down on the nightstand. I reach for it, careful not to shift the mattress, and bring it under the covers. The glow is harsh, but my eyes adjust fast. I scroll past emails, past the familiar notifications. I open a blank message and stare at the cursor, pulsing like a dare.

There’s a man at work—Chris, from facilities—who once cornered me at the holiday party and told me I was the only person in the whole place who actually made him nervous. He meant it as a compliment. At the time, I laughed it off, but I still remember the way he said nervous, as if I’d already done something to him. There’s power in being the cause of someone else’s unease.

I find his number, stare at it. Type out, “Hey. You up?” Delete. Too on the nose, too much like the cliche I’m trying not to become.

Second draft: “Was just thinking about your joke the other day. Still not sure if I should be offended or not.” Delete again. I’m not a flirt; I’m a strategist. There has to be a better way.

I scroll back to his last message, something about fixing the office heater, and see my reply: “Let me know when it’s safe to stop wearing four layers.” Banal, but it gives me an opening.

I settle on: “Been thinking about that conversation we never finished. Free tomorrow evening?”

I read it five times, analyzing the symmetry of risk and plausible deniability. Perfect. I hit send, then drop the phone onto my stomach, feeling the jolt run through my body like an electric aftershock.

Jonah stirs at the sound. I freeze, heart pounding, waiting for him to roll over and catch me in the act. But he just snuffles, drapes his arm across my waist, and buries his face in my shoulder. I lie still, letting him hold me, both of us pretending the world is unchanged.

The reply comes before I can reconsider. “Always. Name the place.”

I close my eyes, feeling the heat in my chest, my wrists, even the hollow between my knees. For the first time in months, I’m not a passive observer. I’m the story. The thrill of anticipation is better than any orgasm I’ve engineered in that bed.

I set the phone aside and stare at the ceiling again, letting the pleasure of the secret settle over me like a fresh sheet.

Tomorrow, I’ll test the limits of my own curiosity. Maybe it will be a disaster. Maybe it will be the making of me.

But right now, as my husband dreams beside me, I am the one who finally gets to sleep.


Chapter 3


The Grindhouse is the place that wants you to know it’s not a Starbucks: cracked leather booths, thrifted lamps with scorch marks on their shades, a permanent funk of burnt espresso and patchouli. The only things new in here are the hand-scrawled “LIMIT 2 HOURS” signs taped to every table. There’s a crowd of students in mismatched flannel, an old guy on a laptop muttering into his headphones, and Lila Mercer, already at our booth, waiting for me like a judgment I’ve postponed.

I spot her through the steam-streaked window. She’s hard to miss: highlighter yellow hoodie, dreadlocks pulled back with a scarf, hands orbiting a mug as if she might wring secrets from it. When she sees me, she gives a little wave, the flash of her silver rings catching the light. I’m five minutes late, exactly as planned, which gives me just enough time to watch her for a moment—she’s the only person in the place who looks like she belongs both nowhere and everywhere.

I step inside and the smell hits me—a fist of stale coffee and cheap sanitizer. I shake off the cold, slide into the booth. Lila studies me over her mug, eyes narrow, mouth quirked in a semi-smile that means she’s holding something back.

“You look like shit, babe,” she says, which is both greeting and assessment.

I rub my eyes. “I feel like it, too. Didn’t sleep.”

She snorts. “You never do.”

I don’t bother correcting her. She’s right.

The waitress materializes, all tattoos and deadpan, and drops a chipped mug in front of me. I order an espresso, black, because anything else would feel like defeat.

Lila leans forward, lowering her voice. “So. Is it true, or did you just want an excuse to see me?”

I brace my elbows on the table and stare her down. “You mean about fucking the guy from facilities?”

Her eyes go wide, then she laughs so loudly the old guy with the laptop glares at us. “You did not.”

“I did,” I say. “But I was very... professional about it.”

She lets out another cackle. “You’re impossible. Spill it.”

I could tell her everything—the buildup, the giddy disgust of watching myself from outside my body, the way I kept waiting for regret and found only a sick kind of satisfaction—but instead I go clinical. I narrate the facts, edited for her benefit: “It was after hours. I was still at my desk, he came in to check the heater. We talked. One thing led to another; I let him kiss me. And then some.”

Lila arches an eyebrow, sips her chai with exaggerated slowness. “That’s not like you.”

I consider denying it, but I’m too tired for lies. “Maybe it is now.”

She watches me, the little smile gone. “You’re doing the thing again.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you turn your life into a case study. Mara, you can’t fuck your way out of an existential crisis.”

I ignore the jab. “Who says it’s a crisis?”

She sets down her mug hard enough to splash. “I do. Because I’ve seen this before. Remember sophomore year? Your ex started texting that freshman and you spent three months dry-humping philosophy majors just to feel like you had the upper hand.”

I bristle. “This isn’t the same.”

She shrugs. “Looks the same from here.”

The espresso arrives. I wrap my hands around it, grateful for the heat. “It’s not a spiral, Lila. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

She stares at me, then leans in so close her dreadlocks brush the table. “Listen. I love that you’re finally standing up for yourself. But this—” she gestures at my face, my whole sorry presentation—“this isn’t healing. It’s arson.”

I take a sip, let the bitterness coat my mouth before I reply. “Maybe I need to burn it down before I can rebuild.”

Lila shakes her head, but she’s smiling again, softer this time. “You always did like making things harder than they have to be.”

I look out the window, watch a pair of kids run past, shrieking, one in a dinosaur onesie. The rain is heavier now, making rivers on the glass.

“I’m not looking for easy,” I say. “I just want it to be mine.”

She reaches across the table and squeezes my wrist. “You’ve always been yours.”

I stare at her hand, at the chipped black polish, the tattoo of a compass on her index finger. “Not lately.”

A long pause. Lila lets go, glances at her phone, then back at me. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“Always,” I lie.

She stands, shrugs into her puffy coat. “You want a ride home?”

I shake my head. “I’m good. Need some time to think.”

She makes a face, but lets it go. “Text me if you do anything stupid.”

I smile. “Define stupid.”

She just laughs, grabs her bag, and heads out, boots squeaking on the wet tile.

I wait until the door swings closed, until the cold air and Lila’s perfume have both dissipated, before I open my phone and do the next thing on my list.

The app is one of the sleeker, seedier ones, all gradient blues and toothy smiles. I create a profile—no face, just a blurred shot of my collarbone in a sports bra, a single line for the bio: “Seeking no-strings intensity. Not afraid to get bruised.”

I scroll through a few locals, heart pounding as I swipe. Three matches in under a minute. I pick the one with the shortest bio and the most direct message: “You free tonight?”

I type back, “Where?” and feel the dopamine spike hit my system, like the first drag after quitting for a month.

A new message buzzes: “Vesper Lounge. 10pm. Look for the suit.”

I don’t respond, just close the app and finish my espresso in a single swallow.

Outside, the rain has gone from theatrical to biblical. I tug my hood up and walk the long way home, letting the cold bite at my ankles, feeling every step like a dare.

Tonight, I’ll see how much more there is to burn.
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Vesper Lounge is all angles and lighting tricks: a hotel bar done up to look expensive but not inviting. The neon outside glows pure cobalt, branding every face with sick aquarium light. I walk in a little past ten, skirt slick against my thighs, coat still beaded with rain. The host clocks me, gives a quick up-down, then waves me toward the bar without bothering to check for a reservation.

I spot him at once because he’s trying so hard not to be seen. He’s at the end of the counter, nursing a whiskey, his phone face down but vibrating every three minutes. He wears a suit, pinstripe, the jacket cut close at the waist—expensive, but not tailored to him. He has executive hair, a wedding band gleaming, and the kind of hands that look like they’ve never gotten dirty but know how to sign off on getting things done.

I take the stool beside him, pull it in so our knees nearly touch. He doesn’t look up, just gestures at the bartender. “Another for the lady,” he says, as if we’re regulars, as if this isn’t the first and only night our paths will cross. The bartender raises an eyebrow, pours a double. I sip it and taste the chemical burn, let it settle into my gut.

We don’t bother with names.

He glances at my profile, the arch of my jaw, the slope of my neck. His voice is low, gritted. “You said you wanted no-strings.”

I swirl my cup. “I meant it.”

He turns, finally meets my eyes, and I see how blue they are, how full of unshed panic. It’s almost endearing. “Tell me what you want,” he rasps, rehearsed but already unraveling.

I lean in, let my lips brush his earlobe. “Right now?”

He nods, pulse jumping in his neck.

I take his hand, slide it under the table and between my legs. I’m wet already, have been for an hour, and the shock of his fingers makes my back arch. He squeezes my thigh, not gently, and I grind into his palm as if he’s the only thing anchoring me to the stool.

A beat passes. He withdraws his hand, wipes it on his trouser leg, and tosses a bill on the bar—enough to cover both drinks, plus tip, plus guilt. He stands, straightens his tie, and waits for me to follow.

The elevator is too slow, too public. I steer him to the fire door, into the concrete hush of the service stairwell. The fluorescents here are half-dead, flickering in a way that makes the shadows twitch. The paint peels in ragged strips, the air smells of ozone and ancient mop water. It’s perfect.

I shove him against the cinderblock wall, and he gasps, a little humiliated, a lot turned on. I drop to my knees and unzip his fly, my hands precise, almost surgical. He’s already hard, thick and flushed, the veins blue as the neon outside. I take him in my mouth, slow at first, hands anchored at his hips so he can’t fuck my face until I’m ready. I taste his fear, his need, the salt and metal of a day spent denying himself.

He tries to tangle his fingers in my hair, but I slap them away, making him keep his arms at his sides. I look up at him and he nearly comes on the spot, pupils blown wide, mouth slack.

After a minute, I stand and turn him, pressing his face to the cold concrete. I hoist my skirt, slide my panties to my knees, and back into him. He fumbles with his own condom, but I snatch it from him and do it myself, rolling it down his shaft with deliberate slowness. He shudders when I sheath him, the sound that escapes him not even human.

I fuck him the way I want: hard, quick, desperate, my stilettos scraping the floor, my palms flat against the wall for leverage. Each thrust rattles the railing. My nipples graze the rough cotton of my bra, hypersensitive, every nerve ending singing. Above us, footsteps echo, a janitor or insomniac guest, but we don’t stop. If anything, I grind harder, getting off on the danger, on the possibility of an audience.

He moans, nearly sobbing, as he gets close. I reach back, dig my nails into his thigh. “Don’t you dare finish yet,” I hiss, and he whimpers, trying to hold himself together.

I clench down, feel him twitch, but I focus on my release. When it hits, I bite my lip so hard I taste blood, see stars behind my eyes. I catalog every sensation: the raw bite of concrete against my wrists, the heat of his chest pressed to my back, the way his Rolex scrapes a red line along my hip.

Only when I’m done do I let him finish. He jerks once, twice, then collapses, forehead pressed to the wall.

I slide off, fix my skirt, and stand there a minute, catching my breath. He’s still shaking, tucking himself away with hands that won’t quite obey him.

“Thank you,” he manages, voice barely audible.

I shrug. “Don’t mention it.”

He flees up the stairs without another word.

I straighten my coat, wipe the mascara from under my eyes, and take the elevator down. The bar is empty now. The bartender looks at me, recognizes what I am, and gives a curt nod.

Outside, the rain has stopped. I walk three blocks, heels clicking, feeling lighter than I have in years.

I’m not sure what this makes me, but I know for the first time that I am not the one being watched. I am the show.

The elevator in our building smells like mop water and haunted citrus. I step inside, trench coat dripping on the tile, and watch the numbers tick up. Eighth floor. Ninth. I check my reflection in the security mirror: rain-streaked hair, lipstick a little smeared, the black lace of my bodysuit visible where the coat gaps at my thighs. I pop the top three buttons open, just to see how I like the look of my recklessness.

By the time I get to our door, the oven timer is going off. Inside, Jonah stands in the kitchen, microwaving what’s left of last week’s lasagna, sleeves pushed up, tie thrown onto the back of a chair. He’s texting someone, probably a client or his mother, but the minute I close the door, he looks up. His eyes snag on the expanse of bare skin above my stocking tops, and the phone goes forgotten.

“You’re late,” he says, voice level but tight at the edges.

“Had to finish up a project,” I reply, dropping my purse and slipping out of the coat. The bodysuit is nearly transparent; the cold hits me everywhere at once. I make a point of standing in the bright kitchen light while I toe off my heels. His gaze roams but doesn’t linger. He scoops food onto two plates, sets one at my place.

We eat in silence, the only sound the wet slap of noodles and the hum of the refrigerator. I watch him out of the corner of my eye: the way his jaw ticks, how he cuts the lasagna with exaggerated force, the little glance he keeps sneaking at my chest like he’s being monitored. I want to laugh at the reversal.

Halfway through the meal, he drops his fork. “You’ve been different lately.”

I wipe the corner of my mouth with a napkin. “So have you.”

He lets that hang a minute. “Is this a phase, or should I be worried?”

I slide my foot up his leg under the table, slow and deliberate. “You sound jealous.”

His whole body goes tense. “Am I not supposed to be?”

I tilt my head, considering. “You tell me. You’re the one who wanted ‘honesty above all else.’” I let the word honesty rattle between us like a pill bottle.

He stares down at his plate, lips pressed white. “I just want to understand.”

I almost feel sorry for him. Almost.

After dinner, he clears the plates, stacking them with unnecessary force. I watch him load the dishwasher, the tight choreography of his resentment. The domesticity of it makes me want to destroy something.

When he finishes, I say, “Come to bed.”

He blinks, surprised. I usually wait for him to make the first move. I see the calculations behind his eyes—whether this is a trap, whether he’ll win or lose by following orders.

I turn and walk to the bedroom, leaving the door open behind me.

He follows, steps careful on the hallway carpet. When he enters, I’m already on the bed, lying back, legs parted just enough to be an invitation. The city lights slash gold across the comforter, picking out the seams of my body.

He stands at the foot of the bed, uncertain. I beckon him with one finger.

“Take off your shirt,” I say.

He hesitates, then pulls it over his head. His skin is paler than I remember, the freckles on his arms like ink spatters. I like how human he looks, how mortal.

“Now your pants.”

He undoes the belt, lets his pants drop, and stands there in navy boxer-briefs, tented and obvious. I beckon again. He climbs onto the bed, kneels over me, his hands gentle at first, tracing my ribs through the mesh.

I grip his wrists and push him down, flat on his back. He doesn’t fight it. I straddle him, my cunt slick against the cotton, and lean forward so my hair drags across his chest.

He breathes hard, sweat already rising at his temples.

I pin his hands above his head with one of mine, and with the other, I bite down on the waistband of his boxers and yank them down, exposing him. His cock jumps, flushed and eager.

I lower myself onto him, slow at first, then riding hard enough that I can feel the bedframe strain. His face is slack, helpless, his hips jerking up to meet me. I keep my weight on his wrists, making sure he can’t move, can’t touch, can only take what I give.

“You like when I take what I need,” I whisper, biting his earlobe.

He nods, frantic. “Yes,” he manages.

I speed up, angling my hips just so, using him the way I want. When I sense he’s close, I pull off, leaving him twitching and desperate. He gasps, tries to buck up, but I plant a heel on his thigh and hold him in place.

“Not yet,” I say. “Not until I say.”

He whines, actually whines, and I file that sound away for later.

I slide my fingers between my legs, circle my clit, let myself climb while he watches, helpless. When I’m almost there, I lower onto him again, this time letting him go as deep as he can. His hands fly to my hips, gripping so hard I know there will be bruises.

I come first, shuddering, clenching, biting my own arm to keep from screaming. The spasms milk him, and he finishes a second later, moaning into my neck, his whole body arched and shaking.

We collapse, breathing in tandem. I roll off him, leaving a wet streak across the sheet.

He reaches for me, tentative, but I turn onto my side and close my eyes.

I catalog everything: the way his chest rises and falls, the taste of blood where I bit my lip, the mark of his grip on my hips.

At 11:17 pm, precisely, I note the moment his jaw muscle stops twitching.

Tomorrow, I will remember every detail. Tomorrow, I will decide what to do next.

Tonight, I am content to let the data accumulate.


Chapter 4


Iput on lipstick in the rearview, the car’s dome light baking my face in the ugly palette of truth. The color is called Belladonna and it stains my mouth like a confession. I smear a finger along the edge, fixing the line, then stare at myself for a count of ten. The routine is clinical, almost comforting. I have three minutes to recalibrate before Theo arrives, and I intend to use every second to rehearse my opening moves.

The parking lot belongs to the restaurant that only exists to be seen: outdoor heaters lined up like artillery, a host stand encased in glass, the valet in a blazer several tax brackets above his pay grade. Inside, the clientele fork micro-greens and talk in decimal points, oblivious to the drama unfolding in the side mirror of my ‘08 Civic.

Theo is early, of course. He pulls up two spaces over, lights off, engine idling. His car is a late-model Audi, the color of a freshly bruised apple. He sits with his arms crossed, body language is so closed off it’s a wonder he can breathe. I count the seconds it takes him to light a cigarette, roll down the window, and stare directly at me. He waits. He wants me to make the approach.

I oblige. The heels are overkill, but they change the angle of my hips and make my walk a little crueler. I click across the lot, open his passenger door, and slide in without a word. The interior is still warm, tobacco laced with some ghost of cheap pine air freshener.

He glances at my mouth. “You always wear red when you’re about to fuck up your life.”

I shrug, close the door. “You’d know.”

He laughs, once—a sound like gravel scraping metal. “You’re getting too good at this game.”

I pretend not to hear him. My focus is on the restaurant’s front window. The shades are up, the interior lit gold, and there’s a perfect line of sight from the Audi’s side mirror to the four-top in the back. I spot him almost instantly: Jonah, in the navy suit I picked out last year, looking like the human equivalent of a security deposit. Across from him, the blonde—her hair perfect, her posture engineered for maximum deniability. She laughs at something, touches his wrist. The gesture is subtle, but I know the script by heart.

Theo follows my gaze. “Are you sure you want to do this here?”

I don’t answer. I palm his thigh, fingers spidering up the inside seam. He tenses, not with anticipation but with calculation. I know every tell he has, every micro-shudder. I could play his body like an instrument, and tonight, I intend to snap the strings.

We kiss like two animals who remember once being human. His stubble rakes my jaw, his mouth hot and tasting of menthol and want. I dig my nails into the muscle of his leg, dragging his hand to my knee and guiding it under my skirt. I’m already soaked, the fabric clinging to the outline of my cunt. He slips two fingers inside, rough and abrupt, and I bite his lower lip so hard it draws blood.

“Jesus, Mara.” He says it like a benediction.

I push his fingers deeper, ride his hand while staring straight through the windshield at my husband and his pretty little side dish. They have no idea. Of course they don’t. Infidelity is only dangerous when you think someone’s watching, but the real terror comes when you realize they’re not.

Theo knows his job. He works me with ruthless efficiency, his other hand clamped to the back of my neck. I arch into him, hips bucking, the seatbelt buckle jabbing my spine. My whole body is a tuning fork. I want to howl.

But I don’t. I watch.

Inside the restaurant, Jonah is wiping his mouth with a napkin, listening intently to the woman. She leans in, presses her lips to his ear, and I see him flinch—not with discomfort, but with anticipation. Her hand vanishes under the table.

I grind down on Theo’s palm, clenching so hard my thighs cramp. The sight of them—my husband and his whore, perfectly lit in that fishbowl of a dining room—does something chemical to me. My vision goes sharp, all edges. I chase the orgasm not for the pleasure, but for the sense of control.

Theo’s voice is hoarse. “You’re using me.”

“Shut up.” I come, hard, a silent quake. I clamp my hand over his mouth so he doesn’t ruin it with words.

He waits for the aftershocks to pass, then yanks me onto his lap. His cock is already out, condom rolled on—he’s nothing if not prepared. I ride him, using the steering wheel as leverage, the horn blaring as I slam down. It’s brutal, fast, the windows fogged with our sweat. Every thrust aligns perfectly with some new indignity from the restaurant window: Jonah’s hand on her back, the intimate lean-in, the laugh that is probably fake but still cuts deeper than any insult.

I start to cry, not out of sadness but from the sheer violence of the release. My mascara streaks down onto Theo’s collar. He kisses my jaw, murmurs something about missing me, but I ignore him. I focus on the tableau outside. I want to see how it ends.

It ends with Jonah standing, helping the woman into her coat, then guiding her out the side door. I watch them cross the lot, heading not for his car but toward the alley. I know that alley. It’s where the restaurant keeps its dumpsters, its cigarette breaks, its secrets.

Theo has the decency to wait until I’m done watching. When the pair finally disappears into the dark, he strokes my hair, as gently as he can manage. “You know you could just leave him.”

I laugh, hollow. “That’s not the point.”

He nods, understanding—or pretending to. “You’re not punishing him. You’re becoming him.”

I wipe my face on his jacket, then slide off his lap, legs shaking. I fix my skirt, reapply the lipstick, and stare at myself in the mirror.

“I’ll see you next week,” I say.

He doesn’t argue.

Back in my car, I check the rearview. Belladonna is smeared, but my smile is flawless.
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I find him in the home office, hunched over his dual monitors, the glow making his face look like it’s melting off the bone. He doesn’t hear me come in, or maybe he pretends not to. He’s gotten good at that lately—selective hearing as a means of self-preservation.

“Late night?” I ask, voice honeyed.

He startles, just barely, the tremor in his shoulders a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it giveaway. “Yeah. Q2 numbers are a shitshow.” He doesn’t turn around, keeps his eyes locked on the spreadsheets as if they contain the secret to immortality.

I perch on the arm of his chair, crowding his space, and watch the stats flicker across his screen. “I heard a rumor today,” I say, letting the words hang like the scent of ammonia after a fresh mop.

He side-eyes me, then quickly looks away. “Oh?”

I lean in, my hair falling over his shoulder, forcing him to register the movement. “That Bellini’s has a new chef. Supposedly, the risotto is worth killing for.”

He goes perfectly still. There’s a barely perceptible tightening in the skin around his eyes, the minute reaction you learn to spot after years of playing this particular game.

He clears his throat. “I haven’t been there in ages.” Lie. I savor it.

I twirl a strand of his hair, feigning casualness. “Funny. I could have sworn I saw someone who looked just like you outside last night. Navy suit, very executive. I guess a lot of guys wear those.”

He finally swivels to face me, his jaw clenched, the smile stretched too tight. “I mean, I have a navy suit. Maybe it was me. Could have been a client dinner. I lose track sometimes.”

I place my hand on his chest, feel his heart knocking against his ribs. He’s not aroused. He’s terrified, and I adore it.

“Maybe you should take me there,” I say. “I’d love to try that risotto.” I press the suggestion in, like a thumb to a fresh bruise.

He laughs, the sound scraping against the walls of his throat. “Of course. We’ll make a reservation.”

I tap his sternum, then stand. “It’s a date.”

For the rest of the evening, I drop little breadcrumbs: mention an alley near the restaurant, make a joke about “people watching,” comment on the cars parked outside upscale places at night. Each reference lands with surgical precision, and I measure his every reaction—the way he tenses when I mention Italian food, the wince when I reference parking lots, the flicker of something like shame when I brush past him on the way to the bathroom.

After dinner (frozen pizza, his favorite), I strip out of my jeans and walk through the living room in nothing but a t-shirt and red panties, letting the kitchen light paint a silhouette on my thighs. I hear his chair creak as he stands to follow. He pretends he’s not watching, but the reflection in the microwave betrays him.

When he comes to bed, I’m already under the sheets, propped on an elbow. I pat the mattress beside me.

He sits, rigid, as if expecting an ambush.

I decide to skip the preamble.

I grab him by the waistband of his boxers and pull him down, flipping him onto his back. He’s hard already, whether from the domestic theater or from fear, I can’t tell. I straddle him, pinning his wrists above his head.

“Do you trust me?” I ask.

He hesitates, lips parted. “Yes.”

I grind my hips against him, slow and relentless. “Good boy.”

He bucks up, trying to get more friction, but I stay in control. I squeeze him through the cotton, watching his face for the micro-expressions: the tics, the dart of tongue to lip, the flicker of disbelief that I want him, that I could still want him after everything.

I pull off his boxers, slide down and take him in my mouth, slow and deep, keeping my eyes on his. He whimpers, a sound I haven’t heard since our first year of marriage. I edge him, bringing him to the brink and backing off, over and over, until he’s shaking. At the peak of his desperation, I lean in and whisper, “Is this what you like, baby?”

He jerks, stunned. The phrase is a verbatim pull from a message I once saw on his phone, months ago, from a number he claimed was spam. The way his cock jumps, the raw panic behind his eyes—pure, undiluted confirmation.

I keep going, switching up the rhythm, making every movement a deliberate choice. Each time he nears the edge, I slow down, let the tension build, then back off. I want to see how long he can last before he begs.

It doesn’t take long.

“Please,” he finally gasps, voice breaking. “Please let me come.”

I climb on top, sink down onto him, and ride him in hard, punishing strokes. “Let me take care of you,” I say, using the other phrase from his mistress’s script. He comes almost instantly, head thrown back, eyes clenched shut, hands twisted in the sheets. The orgasm rocks him, leaving him gasping for air.

I dismount, curl up beside him, and watch the sweat cool on his skin. He looks at me with something like awe, or maybe fear. I catalog both.

After a minute, he says, “Are we… okay?”

I run my fingers through his hair, tucking the thought away for later. “We’re better than okay,” I say. “We’re just getting started.”

He believes me. That’s the best part.

I lie awake, feeling the warmth of his body, and count the seconds between each of his breaths. Every inhale, every exhale, is another data point. Another victory.

Tomorrow, I’ll move on to the next experiment.
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The lobby smells of lemon disinfectant and institutional resignation. I’ve barely cleared the vestibule when I see her: June Caldwell, the building’s own Stasi, holding court behind the security desk. She’s wearing her usual armor—pressed khakis, a crisp blouse, gray hair swept into a bun so tight it could be a weapon. She pretends to be engrossed in a crossword, but her gaze tracks me over the rim of her readers, sharp as a box cutter.

I keep my pace casual, head down, determined to make it to the elevator without incident. No such luck.

“Burning the candle at both ends these days, Mrs. Linton?” June calls out, voice pitched just loud enough for the morning crowd to catch the echo.

I freeze, pivot, and summon a smile. “Morning, June. You know how it is—budget season at the office.”

She bobs her head, not buying a word. “Mmm. Budget season must also run weekends. Saw you come in at 3:21 AM Saturday. I thought maybe you were sleepwalking.”

A flare of panic blooms in my chest—a spike of pure, uncut adrenaline. I clamp down on it, force a laugh. “You know me. If there’s an insomnia Olympics, I’m taking home the gold.”

June sets down her pencil, eyes never leaving my face. “You should be careful, hon. A woman alone at those hours? This neighborhood’s not what it used to be.”

She says it with the faux concern that means she’s already drawn her own conclusions. I glance at the potted ficus near the elevator, wondering if she’s hidden cameras in the leaves.

“I appreciate the warning,” I say, stepping closer so the next part is just for her. “Actually, can I confide something?”

She arches an eyebrow, the universal signal for gossip me.

I lower my voice to a whisper. “Jonah and I are… going through some stuff. Nothing dramatic. Just… off balance lately.” The lie is almost too easy. “Sometimes I can’t stand being in the apartment. Too much noise in my head.”

Her expression softens—just a flicker, but enough. “That’s rough. Marriage is… well. It’s work.”

I nod, making myself look a little wilted. “Please don’t mention anything to Jonah. He’d be mortified if he thought the entire building knew.”

June leans in, conspiratorial. “Your secret’s safe with me.” She taps the side of her nose, the gesture as performative as it is sincere.

“Thank you,” I say, then tilt my head, feigning embarrassment. “Besides, I still owe you for that time you signed for my packages while we were on vacation. If anyone’s got dirt on me, it’s you.”

She laughs, a genuine sound. “I remember. Those boxes weighed a ton. I nearly threw out my back.”

We both pretend to be old friends; the unspoken currency of the building shifting subtly in my favor. I’m almost in the clear when June says, “You know, if you ever need someone to talk to—someone who’s not on the payroll—I make a mean cup of chamomile.”

I file that away, unsure if it’s a threat or an invitation. Maybe both.

“I might take you up on that,” I say, then press the elevator button with a little too much force.

She waves me off, returning to her crossword. “Take care, Mrs. Linton.”

Inside the elevator, I watch my reflection in the brushed steel doors. The woman looking back is pale, eyes bruised at the edges, but the smile is steady. The control is intact.

As the elevator ascends, I feel the panic recede, replaced by the cold comfort of averted disaster. Another potential exposure neutralized, another witness converted.

By the time I reach our floor, I have already constructed three different stories for the next time June gets curious. I step out into the hallway, heels silent on the thin carpet, and wonder what it would take for someone to really see me.

Probably nothing less than being caught in the act.

But I have always been very, very good at hiding.


Chapter 5


The hallway outside our apartment is cold and antiseptic, a perfect palate cleanser after the psychic rot of tonight’s errands. I let myself in quietly; the lock turning with the soft click of a confession. Inside: darkness, except for the crack of light under our bedroom door. He’s waiting, as expected. I drop my shoes at the threshold, pad barefoot down the hall, and listen for the subtle betrayals—the shift of a mattress, the scuff of heel against hardwood. All the little ways bodies give themselves away before their owners do.

He sits upright on the bed, arms crossed like a bouncer at the gates of his own patience. The bedside lamp is on, casting his face in chiaroscuro: one half husband, one half interrogator. His phone glows on the nightstand, open to a text thread he’ll never admit to reading twice.

"Where were you?" he asks. Not hello, not even a try at small talk. Just the raw data point, shot across the bow.

I ignore the question, move to the mirror, and begin removing my jewelry. Each piece comes off with surgical exactness: earring, earring, necklace. I lay them in a line on the dresser, as though I might need to reassemble myself in the morning. My wedding band is last, but I keep it on. For now.

"You said you’d be home by eleven," he says, voice starting to fray.

I glance at the clock: 1:13 AM. "Didn’t realize you were waiting up."

He stands. His hands curl, uncurl. The man is a thesis on containment, desperate for peer review. "You’ve been out every night this week. You come home wired, and then…" He gestures at the space between us, like it contains both accusation and proof. "This isn’t normal, Mara."

I sit at the edge of the bed, back to him, and pull the pins from my hair. "Define normal," I say, half-mocking, half-invitation.

He paces, agitated. "You know what I mean. The late nights, the way you—" His mouth works at the word but refuses to let it out. "You barely talk to me anymore. Unless you’re trying to start something."

I study him in the mirror, watching the pulse at his neck. "You prefer silence, usually," I say. "Less chance of saying something you’ll regret."

He scoffs, but the edge is gone. Just exasperation now, running on fumes.

He sits beside me, close enough that I can smell the echo of aftershave and anxiety. "Is there someone else?" he asks. The words land with a leaden thunk. "If there is, I’d rather know."

I look at him—really look. The lines at the corners of his eyes, the colorless scrape of stubble, the way his knee jitters even when he’s sitting. He wants to believe he’s the one making demands here, but the shake in his voice betrays him.

I don’t answer. Instead, I slide my fingers up the inside of his thigh, stopping just short of the promise. He tenses, but doesn’t pull away.

"I’m tired," I say, "of pretending we’re still playing for the same team."

He laughs, short and ugly. "You always did hate losing."

"I hate playing games with no stakes," I reply.

He turns to me, expression caught between anger and something softer, sadder. "I want to fix this," he says. "But I can’t if you won’t let me in."

I turn, facing him head-on. For a moment we are two animals in the wild, each waiting for the other to make the fatal move.

"Maybe," I say, "I don’t want it fixed. Maybe I want to see what happens when it breaks."

He stares, stunned. "That’s fucked up, Mara."

"Maybe I am," I say. "Or maybe I’m just done pretending this isn’t what it is."

He reaches for my wrist. Not hard, not soft. "Tell me what you want."

I peel his hand off, slow as molasses, and place it on his own knee. "I want," I say, unbuttoning my blouse with deliberate, maddening precision, "to see what happens when we stop lying."

His pupils dilate. He can’t help himself. Every ounce of suspicion in his body has transmuted into want.

I let the blouse slide off my shoulders, exposing the delicate edge of a black lace bra. His breath quickens. I stand, move so I’m standing between his knees, and rest a hand on his chest. I feel the thud of his heart, erratic as a skipped track.

"Stop thinking so much," I whisper. I push, gentle but insistent, and he falls backward onto the bed, arms spread in surrender.

He tries one last time for control. "Mara, wait—"

But I climb on top of him, unhurried, planting one knee at a time. "You wanted honesty," I say, my mouth against his ear, my hips lowering until he can feel my heat through his shorts. "So let’s be honest. I enjoy watching you squirm."

His hands go to my waist, but I pin them to the mattress. I grind down, slow, calculated, savoring the way his resolve breaks down molecule by molecule.

"You’re insane," he says, but it’s almost reverent.

"I know," I say, and I kiss him hard, teeth clicking. The taste of him is sweat and panic and capitulation.

He tries to flip me, instinctive, but I hold my ground, straddling him with every ounce of power in my thighs. I unbutton his shirt, drag my nails across his chest, leaving faint pink trails. He hisses, more in pleasure than in pain.

"Let go," I say, and I see the instant he does. His hips buck, desperate, but I control the rhythm, riding him just enough to keep him on the brink.

He groans. "Fuck, Mara—"

"That’s the spirit," I say. I lean in, biting his shoulder, marking him.

He comes fast, shuddering, fists knotting the sheets. I ride out his release, then dismount, standing at the edge of the bed while he catches his breath. His face is blissed-out, every accusation wiped clean.

I gather my blouse from the floor, drape it over my arm, and look at him one last time.

"Next time," I say, "maybe you’ll think twice before accusing me of being unfaithful."

He doesn’t have the words. He just stares, still half-hard, half-wrecked.

I leave him there, a beautiful ruin, and slip out to the living room.

Tonight, the victory is total.
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I give him ten minutes, maybe twelve, before I return to the bedroom. Enough time for his heart rate to stabilize, for the fear fermenting into something closer to obsession. I move silently, ghostlike in my home, and find him exactly where I left him: on his back, limbs splayed, a beautiful display of post-coital vulnerability. His chest rises and falls as if he’s just run a marathon. The sheets are a tangle of sweat and half-formed apologies.

He doesn’t hear me enter, or maybe he’s pretending not to. I watch him for a full minute, cataloguing the aftermath: the glazed eyes, the dark bloom of a hickey blossoming on his collarbone, the twitch of his cock against the damp patch in his shorts.

I climb onto the bed, straddling him with deliberate slowness, the mattress compressing under my weight. I pin his wrists above his head, my grip not gentle but not cruel—just enough to remind him who’s in charge tonight.

He startles, then tries to play it cool. "Round two already?" His bravado is paper thin.

I lean in, my hair falling around his face like a blackout curtain. "You’re not finished," I say, voice low, almost a growl.

He squirms, testing the hold, but I anchor him with my thighs, squeezing just enough to make him gasp.

"You like this," I say. It’s not a question.

He tries to sneer. "You’re fucking crazy."

I smile, all teeth. "You don’t know the half of it."

I rock my hips against him, slow at first, building a rhythm designed to tease rather than satisfy. He’s hard again in seconds, the fabric of his boxers tenting with need. I let the friction build, grinding just enough to make his eyes roll back, then pulling away at the critical moment. Each time he gets close, I slow down, change the angle, and make him work for every bit of sensation.

"Please," he mutters, already at the edge.

I click my tongue. "Not yet." I increase the tempo, then back off, watching the frustration morph into desperation. He tries to buck up, to gain leverage, but I push his wrists harder into the mattress, keeping him flat and helpless.

His breathing turns ragged, sweat beading on his forehead. I watch a droplet trace down his temple and catch it with my tongue, tasting salt and victory.

"You want to come so badly, don’t you?" I whisper in his ear.

He nods, not trusting his voice.

I grind down harder, rolling my hips in a figure eight, the heat between us obscene. My arousal is a furnace, slick and electric, but I keep control, rationing every inch of pleasure.

He whimpers, an honest-to-god whimper, and I feel a jolt of power all the way down to my toes.

When he tries to flip me, I use his momentum, roll us so I’m straddling his face, pinning his arms with my knees. I grip the headboard, holding myself upright, letting him taste me through the soaked crotch of my panties.

He licks, tentative at first, then ravenous, his tongue desperate for any part of me I’ll allow. I ride his mouth, grinding down until he’s choking on it, then pulling away, leaving him gasping.

"Good boy," I say, patting his cheek.

He looks up at me, pupils blown, and there’s no anger left—just pure, animal need.

I slide down, position his cock at my entrance, and hold it there, teasing the head with my slick. I let it hover, never quite giving him what he wants.

"You know what I was thinking about tonight?" I ask, not waiting for a reply. "Other men. Men with bigger cocks than yours. Men who could go all night without begging for mercy."

He stiffens, hands tightening on my hips, but I’m in complete control. I guide him inside me, inch by inch, but only allow him halfway before pulling off again.

"Men who would ruin me for you," I continue, watching his jaw clench with a mix of jealousy and white-hot arousal.

He moans, tries to thrust up, but I clamp down, keeping him in check.

"Would you watch?" I ask, my lips brushing his ear. "Would you sit in the corner and watch another man fuck your wife until she forgot your name?"

He shakes his head, but his cock twitches violently inside me.

"You’d like it, wouldn’t you?" I press. "Seeing me stretched out on some stranger’s dick, crying because it’s too much, too good."

He tries to deny it, but his body betrays him. His hands clutch at my ass, kneading the flesh as if trying to leave marks for the next man to find.

I fuck him harder now, setting a brutal pace, my hands on his chest for leverage. Sweat slicks our bodies, the slap of skin on skin echoing in the room.

"You want to come so bad, baby," I taunt, squeezing him with my cunt until he’s nearly delirious. "But you’re not allowed. Not until I say."

He sobs, a broken, beautiful sound.

I ride him to the brink, then pull off completely, leaving him twitching and empty.

I slide up, straddling his face again, and let him finish me with his tongue. I grind down, using him like a toy, and come hard, shuddering, the orgasm rippling through me in violent waves.

When I finally allow him inside me again, it’s only for the last act. I milk him with my cunt, whispering filth into his ear—about the men I’ll fuck, the things I’ll let them do to me, the way he’ll have to clean me out afterward.

He comes with a shout, hips bucking wildly, every muscle in his body locking up. I ride out his orgasm, then collapse beside him, both of us panting and wrecked.

I watch him as he drifts, his mind flickering between jealousy, humiliation, and pure animal bliss.

I stroke his hair, gentle now. "Good boy," I repeat, softer this time.

He doesn’t reply. He just stares at the ceiling, eyes glassy, breathing slowing to a crawl.

I smile, content.

Tomorrow, I’ll find new ways to break him.
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There’s a perfect hush in the aftermath, the kind that never happens in real life—just in movies, or in those thirty-second windows after the violence is done and the body hasn’t caught up yet. The room smells of sex and sweat and ozone, sharp as cordite. The only movement is the rise and fall of our chests, the way the city light drips through the blinds and cuts our bodies into stripes.

Jonah lies beside me, his arm thrown over his eyes. He’s silent, but I can feel the tension vibrating off him in waves. His fingers worry the edge of the sheet, knuckle by knuckle, as if he’s counting the seconds since I last spoke. I turn onto my side, watching him through half-lidded eyes, letting the slow creep of satisfaction bloom in my chest.

He’s not used to losing. He’s especially not used to being used. The fight has drained out of him, replaced by something rawer—uncertainty, maybe, or the flicker of a question he’s too scared to voice.

"You’re thinking too loud," I say, voice syrupy with aftermath.

He flinches, almost imperceptibly. "I’m fine," he says, but the words barely make it past his lips.

"Don’t lie," I reply, tracing a lazy line down his chest with my fingernail. I feel his whole body shiver, equal parts oversensitivity and embarrassment.

He moves his arm, looks at me. In the half-dark, his face is open, vulnerable. There’s no mask left.

"Where did you learn to do that?" he asks, almost a whisper.

I shrug, letting the silence fill the space. "I pay attention," I say. "People are more transparent than they think."

He considers this, eyes searching my face. "It’s just… you’ve never…"

"Been like this?" I finish for him.

He nods.

"I told you," I say, "I’m done pretending."

He turns away, rolling onto his back. "It’s a lot."

I prop myself up on an elbow, studying him. "You want me to stop?"

He shakes his head, but there’s a war going on in his skull. I can see it in the set of his jaw, the way his tongue darts out to wet his lips.

I crawl over him, straddling his hips, pressing down so he can feel every inch of my weight. He’s soft now, drained, but I sense the possibility coiled beneath the surface.

"You liked it," I murmur, kissing the corner of his mouth. "You liked I made you beg."

He doesn’t answer, but his hands find my thighs, squeezing hard, desperate to anchor himself.

I bend down, lips grazing his ear. "You liked when I talked about other men. About letting someone else fuck me while you watched."

His breath hitches. He tries to speak, but I cover his mouth with my palm.

"It’s okay," I say. "I liked it, too."

I let go, slide off him, and curl up at his side. My breathing slows, settling into the old, familiar rhythm of exhaustion. For the first time in months, I feel at peace.

He turns to me, eyes wide. "You wouldn’t actually—"

I silence him with a finger to his lips. "Does it matter?" I ask.

He thinks about it. Really thinks.

"I don’t know," he admits.

We lie there for a long time, the world outside a distant rumor. I can feel him watching me, trying to map the edges of my intent.

He says, "Do you want to?"

I smile, soft and secretive. "Would it turn you on if I did?"

He’s quiet, but his body answers for him: the blush creeping up his chest, the way his hands clench the sheets.

I lean over, kiss him one last time, and rest my head on his shoulder.

"You’ll find out," I whisper. "Eventually."

He laughs, a brittle, nervous sound. "You’re going to be the death of me."

I close my eyes, drifting into sleep. "That’s the idea," I say, already gone.

In the morning, I’ll wake up next to a husband who is just a little more afraid of me.

But for now, I sleep easy, dreaming up new ways to win.
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