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  Incognito

A Novel of Interracial Desire and Sexual Awakening



Incognito

The third tab was the one that mattered.

Sutton had the other two open as alibis — a half-read article about dopamine detoxes on The Cut, a Slack thread from work she’d already muted. But the third tab, the incognito one, glowed in the dark of her apartment like a confessional window.

She’d already checked the deadbolt. Twice. Pulled the blinds down on her Logan Square third-floor walkup even though the only thing across the alley was a brick wall and a pigeon that had been nesting there since September. The radiator ticked and hissed in the corner, throwing dry heat that smelled like old dust and the lavender plug-in she kept near the outlet — the one her mother had sent in a care package with a note that said thinking of you, Sutty! in loopy cursive.

She adjusted the laptop on her thighs. Turned the volume down to two. Then one. Then off entirely. She’d learned to read lips, in a way. Or not lips — she’d learned to read bodies. To fill in the audio herself.

The video she’d bookmarked — not bookmarked, she didn’t bookmark, she found it fresh each time through a search string she had memorized the way other people memorized prayers — opened on a bedroom she’d seen a hundred times. Gray sheets. Ring light in the corner. The woman was pale, narrow-waisted, freckled along her shoulders. A lot like Sutton, actually. That was the point.

The man was already undressed from the waist down. Dark skin so deep it caught the light different — blue-black along his shoulders, warmer brown on the insides of his thighs. He was thick. Not just his cock, though that too — thick through the chest, the forearms, the hands that gripped the woman’s hip and pushed her gently forward onto all fours. His thumb pressed into the small of her back and Sutton’s breath caught the way it always caught. Right there. That gesture. Proprietary and careful at the same time.

She slid her hand under the waistband of her sleep shorts.

She was already wet. Had been since she’d locked the door, if she was honest, which she tried not to be about this. The want lived in her body like a second pulse — low, insistent, synced to something she couldn’t name in daylight hours. Her fingers found the spot they always found, middle and ring finger working in a slow tight circle that she’d perfected over years. She didn’t need the vibrator tonight. Didn’t want the noise, even the low hum of it. Tonight was about silence and watching.

On screen the man pressed in and the woman arched — spine bowing, shoulders dropping, mouth open on a sound Sutton couldn’t hear but knew. She knew all the sounds by now. The sharp inhale. The low guttural thing men did when they bottomed out. The wet sound of bodies adjusting around each other.

Sutton’s hips rocked into her own hand. Her eyes stayed fixed. The contrast — his hands on that pale skin, fingers sinking into the soft flesh of the woman’s hips, leaving dents that would pink up and fade — made something twist low in her belly. Not just arousal. Recognition. That could be me. Should be me. I want that to be me.

She pressed harder. Faster. Her free hand gripped the edge of the laptop. On screen the man pulled the woman back onto him by her hips, the full length of him disappearing and reappearing, glistening, and Sutton thought about how that would feel — the stretch of it, the too-much-ness that she’d read about in forums and subreddits she visited from behind three layers of anonymity. She thought about the weight of him behind her. The smell of someone else’s sweat mixing with her own.

Her orgasm hit like a flinch — sudden, clenching, almost angry. Her thighs clamped together and she curled forward over the laptop, breath coming in short punches through her nose. Two, three, four pulses. Then the long slow drain of it, warmth receding like a tide pulling back from sand.

She sat there for six seconds. She counted them.

Then she closed the tab. Cleared the history even though incognito didn’t save it — the ritual demanded thoroughness. She closed the laptop. Went to the bathroom and washed her hands with the Meyer’s basil soap, watching the suds spiral down the drain under the fluorescent vanity light that made her look sallow and thin.

The face in the mirror was the same one she’d worn to the office that morning. Auburn hair loose now, falling past her shoulders in the waves it made when she pulled it out of its clip. Freckles across her nose and cheeks — her mother’s freckles, her mother’s coloring, her mother’s narrow jaw. Light green eyes that looked gray in this light. Nothing in that face suggested the last twenty minutes. That was the point, too.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand.

Reina: u up? i found a tiktok about corporate girlies and their secret reddit accounts and i feel PERCEIVED

Sutton stared at the message. Her thumb hovered. She typed lmao send it and set the phone face down.

The apartment smelled like lavender and the faint copper-salt trace of her own body. She opened the window two inches — January Chicago air sharp enough to cut — and stood there until her skin prickled and the smell was gone.

Her planner sat on the nightstand, open to tomorrow. Color-coded. Blue for work. Green for gym. Yellow for the grocery run she’d been putting off. No color for this. There had never been a color for this.

She got into bed. Pulled the duvet to her chin. Set her alarm for 6:00 AM and lay in the dark listening to the radiator tick and the muffled sound of her neighbor’s NPR stream bleeding through the wall — some segment about agricultural subsidies delivered in a voice so measured and sexless it felt like a rebuke.

Sutton closed her eyes. In the morning she would be the version of herself that functioned. The one with the clean browser and the color-coded planner and the smile that arrived on schedule.

But right now, in the six inches of dark between her face and the ceiling, she let herself hold it — the image, the want, the shape of what she was hungry for. She held it the way she held everything that scared her: carefully, briefly, and only when no one was looking.





Algorithm

Reina was already talking when Sutton sat down with her salad.

»— and he literally said, ‘I just think you’d be happier if you tried yoga,’ like I hadn’t just told him about my mother. Yoga. Namaste yourself off a cliff, Bradley.«

Sutton stabbed a cherry tomato. The break room smelled like burned popcorn and someone’s leftover Thai — lemongrass and the sharp sweet funk of fish sauce. Overhead, the fluorescents buzzed at a frequency that lived right behind her left eye.

»You’re still seeing Bradley?«

»I was never seeing Bradley. Bradley was a Tuesday. Bradley was a speed bump on the way to something with a pulse.« Reina tore open a packet of soy sauce with her teeth. She was five-two, Japanese-American, built like a gymnast who’d retired early and discovered wine. Honey-blonde tips on a sharp asymmetric bob that swung when she talked, which was always. Round face, liner sharp enough to wound, wearing a structured olive blazer over a Beastie Boys tee that was either vintage or cost ninety dollars to look like it.

She wonders if I’m going to ask about the promotion. I’m not asking about the promotion. If they give it to Hendricks I swear to god—

»What about you?« Reina pointed a chopstick at Sutton. »When was the last time you went on an actual date? Not a ‘I’ll think about it’ date. An actual ‘I put on real pants and left the house’ date.«

»I go on dates.«

»When.«

»I went out with that guy from the Hinge—«

»That was October.«

Sutton chewed. Reina was watching her the way Reina watched everything — like the world was a brief she was about to mark up in red pen. The break room was filling up with the noon rush. Two account managers arguing about a Bears trade by the microwave. Someone’s phone playing a TikTok at full volume.

»I’m just not looking right now,« Sutton said. The sentence came out practiced because it was. She’d said it to her mother on Christmas, to her cousin at New Year’s, to the dental hygienist who’d asked if she had anyone special in her life while her mouth was propped open with a plastic retractor.

»You’re twenty-six.«

»And?«

»And you dress like you’re waiting to be noticed but you never let anyone get close enough to notice.« Reina said it casually, the way she said everything — like the observation had occurred to her mid-bite and she’d simply let it out. No malice. Just the raw, unedited perception of someone who’d known Sutton since their internship year.

Sutton’s throat tightened. She looked down at her salad.

The door to the break room opened and Marcus Cole walked in.

He was from the client services team — she’d seen him in all-hands meetings, in the elevator, once at the coffee place on Wacker where he’d held the door and she’d said thanks in a voice so small it barely qualified as speech. Six-one, maybe six-two. Dark skin, close fade, broad through the shoulders in a navy sweater that fit like it had been bought by someone who understood the body underneath it. He carried himself with an ease that Sutton associated with people who’d never had to shrink themselves for a room.

Late lunch. Keiko’s gonna kill me for missing the standup. Worth it — needed to not hear about Q2 metrics for five minutes.

He crossed the break room, nodded at the Bears guys, opened the fridge. Sutton watched him bend — the pull of his slacks across his thighs, the way his hand wrapped entirely around the water bottle — and heat moved through her like a current switching on. Not gradual. Instant. The same wire that lit up in the dark of her apartment, behind three closed tabs and a locked door.

She looked away. Took a sip of water. Reina was saying something about a pitch deck.

»Sutton.«

»Yeah.«

»You just went somewhere.«

»I’m right here.«

Reina’s eyes narrowed. Then she smiled — the slow, dangerous smile that meant she’d filed something away for later. »Okay. New topic. Erik from strategy asked about you.«

»Erik.«

»Tall Erik. Nice smile. Brings those oat milk lattes to meetings like it’s a personality trait.«

Sutton knew Erik. Blond, square-jawed, the kind of handsome that came off an assembly line somewhere in Connecticut. He’d asked her about her weekend once and she’d told him about reorganizing her bookshelf and he’d laughed like it was charming.

»He wants to take you to that new place on Randolph,« Reina said. »I told him you’d think about it.«

»Reina—«

»Just dinner. Just food. Just a man who is interested in you, sitting across a table, using a fork. Revolutionary concept.«

Sutton said yes because saying no required an explanation she didn’t have. Not one she could give Reina, anyway.

The restaurant was called Aster. It smelled like rosemary butter and new paint. Edison bulbs. Exposed brick. The kind of place that put a single herb sprig on every plate like a tiny flag claiming the territory for brunch culture.

Erik was already seated. He stood when he saw her — good manners, her mother would’ve approved — and his smile was warm and uncomplicated in a way that made Sutton want to feel something.

»You look great,« he said.

She’d worn the green dress. The one that made her waist look narrow and her hips look intentional rather than apologetic. She’d spent twenty minutes on her hair.

»Thanks. So do you.«

He did. He looked like a J.Crew catalog come to life — fitted chinos, a button-down with the sleeves precisely rolled, a watch that was expensive enough to notice but not expensive enough to be obnoxious. Blond hair pushed back, clean-shaven, eyes a generic blue that reminded her of swimming pools.

She’s prettier than her LinkedIn photo. Way prettier. Don’t fuck this up. Ask about her, don’t talk about the marathon.

»I’ve been wanting to try this place,« he said. »The scallops are supposed to be insane.«

»I love scallops.«

She didn’t love scallops. She didn’t dislike them either. Scallops were fine. Erik was fine. The bread basket was warm and the butter was salted and the wine was a Sancerre that tasted like grapefruit peel and mineral water, and everything about this evening was functioning exactly as designed.

He told her about his half-marathon training. She told him about the campaign she was writing for a sparkling water brand. He asked the right questions. She gave the right answers. He laughed at her jokes — not the surprised kind that meant he’d actually been caught off guard, but the kind that landed like a performance, the I’m-laughing-because-this-is-going-well kind.

Sutton sat across from this perfectly acceptable man in this perfectly acceptable restaurant and felt the thing she always felt on dates like these: a low, persistent hum of wrong, like a smoke detector with a dying battery. Faint enough to ignore. Constant enough to keep her from sleeping.

It wasn’t Erik. Erik was trying. Erik was genuine. Erik smelled like Acqua di Gio and the starch from his collar and she could picture exactly what he looked like naked — lean, smooth, probably maintained, probably missionary with the lights low and an earnest expression — and the image made her feel nothing. A flat line on a monitor.

The image she couldn’t stop seeing was Marcus Cole bending over the break room fridge. Slacks pulled tight. Hand swallowing the water bottle whole.

»— and that’s when I realized I actually liked Chicago more than Boston,« Erik was saying.

»Mm,« Sutton said. »Yeah, Chicago has a way of keeping you.«

He walked her to her Uber. Went for the cheek kiss. She let him land it — dry, brief, his breath warm and coffee-adjacent. He said he’d text her. She said she’d like that.

In the backseat she stared out the window as the city scrolled past — streetlights turning the snow orange, a man walking two pit bulls on LaSalle, the L rumbling overhead. The driver had a pine tree air freshener and a rosary hanging from the mirror. The car smelled like Febreze and cold vinyl.

Her phone buzzed.

Reina: AND??? SCALLOP REPORT??

Sutton typed: He was nice. Really nice.

Reina: nice is a tombstone word, babe

Sutton locked her phone. Leaned her head against the cold window.

Nice. She’d been choosing nice her whole life. Nice boys, nice restaurants, nice orgasms alone in the dark that she cleaned up after like crime scenes. Nice was the entire architecture of her twenties — a careful, load-bearing nice that held up the version of Sutton Tierney that her mother recognized, that her coworkers liked, that Erik from strategy could take to dinner and feel good about.

But nice didn’t make her wet. Nice didn’t make her check the deadbolt twice and hold her breath.

She got home. Changed into sweats. Washed her face. Did not open the laptop.

She lay in bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about large, dark hands and the sound they’d make against her skin. She did not touch herself. She just lay there, in the want, marinating in it like a punishment or a prayer — she could never tell which.





South of Madison

It was Reina’s fault, technically.

The text had come in on a Thursday: barbecue spot in bronzeville. soul & smoke. supposed to be life-changing brisket. saturday??

Sutton had typed sure before she could think about it, which was how she ended up on the Red Line heading south with a knot in her stomach and her hair down for the first time in weeks.

She told herself it was about the brisket.

The train crossed Madison and the city changed. Not suddenly — Chicago didn’t work like that — but steadily, block by block, the demographics shifting in a way that Sutton tracked without meaning to. Fewer Patagonia jackets. Fewer golden retrievers on retractable leashes. By 47th Street the car was mostly Black and Sutton was aware of her own skin in a way she never was on the North Side — not fear, exactly, but a kind of heightened visibility. Like someone had turned the contrast up on her.

Reina had bailed. Of course she had. The text came at noon: cramps from HELL. go without me. bring me leftovers or we’re done.

Sutton should have turned around. That would have been the Sutton Tierney thing to do — the safe, color-coded-planner thing. But something in her wouldn’t. Some stubborn wire that had been sparking since the date with Erik, since the break room, since the three a.m. rituals she couldn’t stop performing. She was tired of turning around.

Soul & Smoke sat between a nail salon and a barbershop on a block that smelled like hickory and car exhaust and the cold metallic bite of February. A hand-painted sign. Christmas lights still up in the window. The door was propped open despite the cold, letting out a gust of warm air that carried smoke and brown sugar and rendered fat.

Inside was tight and loud. Twelve tables, maybe fifteen, packed close enough that strangers’ elbows brushed. The walls were covered in framed photos — neighborhood portraits, block party shots, a signed poster of Harold Washington. The jukebox in the corner was playing something Sutton didn’t recognize — a woman’s voice over a slow bass line, honey-thick and unhurried. The air was hazy with smoke and steam.

She was the only white person in the room.

The awareness sat in her chest like a stone she was trying to swallow. She stood near the door for a beat too long, scanning for an open table, and felt every pair of eyes that flicked her way — some curious, some indifferent, one older woman in a church hat who looked at Sutton the way Sutton’s grandmother looked at tourists.

A two-top opened near the bar. She took it. Sat down. Unzipped her coat. Studied the menu — a laminated sheet with smudged photos and prices written in Sharpie — and tried to look like someone who’d been here before.

»First time?«

The voice came from the bar. Low and unhurried, with a warm edge of amusement.

Sutton looked up.

The man sitting on the corner stool was big. Not fat — built, the way a body gets when it was athletic once and stayed active but stopped trying to prove it. Six-two, maybe six-three, wide through the shoulders with arms that filled his sleeves without straining them. He wore a charcoal henley pushed to his elbows, revealing forearms roped with tendon and vein, dark skin catching the amber light from the Edison bulbs overhead. His hands were large and precise-looking — the kind of hands that did detailed work, nails clean, a thin scar running across the knuckle of his left index finger. Close-cropped hair, a neat beard that followed a strong jaw, dark brown eyes set deep under a heavy brow that could’ve read severe if not for the mouth — full-lipped and slightly asymmetric, the left corner already threatening a smile. A silver watch on his right wrist. The faintest scent of sandalwood and cocoa butter carrying across the two feet of air between them.

Nigerian heritage showed in his bone structure — the broad nose, the high forehead, the particular way his cheekbones caught shadow. He held a glass of something dark — bourbon, maybe — and he was looking at Sutton the way someone looks at a crossword clue that’s almost solved.

She’s lost. Or curious. Same thing, around here. Pretty, though. Freckles.

»That obvious?« Sutton said.

»You’re reading the menu like it’s a legal document.«

She laughed — a real one, surprised out of her before she could shape it. »I don’t know what half of this is.«

»That’s the best place to start.« He turned on his stool to face her fully. The henley shifted across his chest and Sutton tracked the movement the way she tracked everything about men like him — involuntary, total, a full-body inventory that happened below conscious thought. The breadth of him. The way he occupied space without apology. »Get the brisket plate. Skip the coleslaw. Double the mac.«

»Speaking from experience?«

»Speaking from four years of Saturdays.« He extended his hand. »Desmond.«

His hand swallowed hers. Warm, dry, callused along the palm in a line that ran diagonal — scissors, she’d think later, barber’s callus. His grip was firm without performing firmness. He held for a beat longer than a stranger would. Or maybe she imagined that. She was bad at knowing what she imagined versus what was real, lately.

»Sutton.«

»Sutton.« He repeated it like he was tasting the syllables. »That’s a last name pretending to be a first name.«

»My mother’s maiden name, actually.«

»So it is a last name.«

»Technically.«

The left corner of his mouth gave up its fight and smiled. Sutton’s stomach did something it hadn’t done at Aster, or on any Hinge date, or in any clean well-lit restaurant with adequate wine lists — it dropped. Not unpleasantly. The way it drops on the first hill of a ride you chose to get on.

He waved at the woman behind the counter — »Brisket plate for Sutton, double mac, skip the slaw, Dee« — and the woman, mid-fifties with box braids and a Soul & Smoke apron, gave Sutton a look that contained an entire paragraph of subtext.

»You own the barbershop next door,« Sutton said. She didn’t know why she said it. Something about the way the staff knew him. The way he sat like he was in his living room.

Desmond raised an eyebrow. »What gave it away?«

»You’ve got calluses.« She pointed at his hand, still resting on the bar between them. »And you smell like sandalwood. That’s a barbershop thing.«

He looked at his hand, then back at her. Something shifted in his expression — not surprise exactly, but a recalibration. The look of someone who’d expected small talk and gotten perception instead.

»Achebe’s,« he said. »Three chairs, walk-ins welcome, closed Mondays.«

»Achebe’s,« she repeated.

»Family name. Nigerian.«

»I know Achebe. Things Fall Apart.«

Now his eyebrows went up for real. »You read Chinua Achebe.«

»I was an English major. He was the only thing that got me through my postcolonial lit seminar without falling asleep.«

Hm. English major, postcolonial lit, reads Achebe, comes to Bronzeville alone on a Saturday. Not lost. Curious. Different kind of curious.

Desmond laughed — a real laugh, deep and warm, the kind that vibrated in the air between two people and rearranged the distance. »Most people just say ‘oh, cool name.’«

»Most people haven’t read it.«

»Most people haven’t.«

The food arrived. The brisket was thick-cut, bark so dark it looked almost black, the meat underneath pink and trembling at the edges where the fat had rendered down. The mac and cheese was crusted gold on top, the kind that cracked when she pressed her fork through. The smell was mesquite smoke and butter and something peppery and warm that made her mouth water.

»Oh,« she said, after the first bite. Just that. Oh.

»Told you.«

»You didn’t tell me it was going to be a religious experience.«

»I said skip the slaw. That’s the same thing.«

They talked. About Chicago — the real one, not the Magnificent Mile postcard. About the neighborhood. About his barbershop, which he’d opened five years ago after cutting hair in his cousin’s basement for three. About her job in advertising, which she described as »convincing people they need things they don’t« and which made him laugh the warm, rearranging laugh again.

He asked good questions. Not interview questions — real ones. The kind that assumed she had answers worth hearing. He asked what she read, what she’d eaten that week that was better than expected, what she thought about the new development on 43rd that was turning a community garden into condos. She told him about the copy she was writing for a sparkling water brand and he said, »So you’re a professional liar,« with the left-corner smile, and she said, »The best kind. I lie about bubbles.«

The jukebox cycled through Erykah Badu and D’Angelo and something by Sade that turned the air in the restaurant syrupy. The church-hat woman left. A family with two kids came in and the smaller one ran into Desmond’s leg and he ruffled the kid’s hair without breaking eye contact with Sutton, and something about that — the ease, the casual tenderness — made her throat tight.
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