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The Guest Room

The fitted sheet had to be white.

Not cream, not eggshell, not the dove-grey Belgian linen Vivian kept on the master bed. White. Hospital-corner tight, smoothed until the surface held no wrinkle, no crease, nothing that might suggest a body had ever been here before. She tucked the final corner and stepped back to examine her work the way she examined everything — as a composition. Negative space. The deliberate absence of warmth.

The guest room was her smallest project and her most honest one. She’d designed the rest of the brownstone to impress: the Carrara marble in the primary bath, the kitchen with its waterfall-edge island where she could watch someone’s face from three angles at once. But this room she’d kept spare on purpose. White walls, white bedding, a single nightstand with a brass lamp. A room that offered nothing to hide behind.

Vivian set a candle on the nightstand. Fig and vetiver. Not the sandalwood she burned in her own room — that scent was hers, and she wasn’t sharing it. Not yet. She struck a match, let the flame eat halfway down the stick before touching it to the wick, then shook it out and watched the first thin ribbon of smoke curl toward the ceiling.

Graham had been talking about this girl for six weeks. Clara. He said her name the way men say names when they want you to hear how careful they’re being — measured, respectful, slightly too casual. He’d met her at a gallery opening in Chelsea, one of those wine-and-cheese things his firm sponsored to seem cultured. Twenty-four. Art history. Strawberry blonde.

He’d asked Vivian over breakfast, his fork paused mid-air, if she’d be open to meeting her. The pause was the tell. He’d rehearsed the question, probably in the shower, probably while Vivian was ten feet away brushing her teeth. She’d watched his jaw work around the words and felt something stir behind her ribs that she hadn’t felt in a long time.

Not jealousy. Recognition.

She’d said yes before he finished the sentence.



The doorbell rang at seven. Vivian was already in the foyer, heels on — the black patent Louboutins she saved for clients and occasions that required architecture. She heard Graham’s key in the lock before the bell’s echo died, which meant he’d been standing outside with the girl, gathering himself. Performing ease.

The door swung open and there she was.

Smaller than Vivian had expected. Five-four, maybe five-five in the ballet flats she’d chosen, which told Vivian everything about how Clara wanted to be perceived tonight: approachable, unassuming, no threat to the wife. Her strawberry-blonde hair was down, waves just past her shoulders, and she’d put on mascara but no lipstick. Wide green eyes that caught the foyer light and held it. A cream blouse, slightly too big, slipping off one freckled shoulder before she tugged it back.

“Vivian, this is Clara.” Graham’s hand hovered at Clara’s back without quite touching it. Protective. Proprietary. He didn’t know there was a difference.

“Clara.” Vivian extended her hand. Firm grip. She held it one beat past comfortable and watched Clara’s pupils dilate — a microexpression most people wouldn’t catch, but Vivian had spent seven years in a profession built on reading the body’s involuntary confessions. Clara’s fingers were cold. Her palm was damp. And she didn’t pull away first.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Clara said. Her voice pitched slightly upward at the end, turning the statement into a question. Seeking approval. “Graham’s told me — I mean, your home is incredible.”

“Come in.” Vivian stepped aside, angling her body so Clara had to pass close. Close enough to catch the perfume. The height difference registered — Vivian looking down, Clara looking up, the geometry of it already doing its work. “Graham exaggerates, but the kitchen’s worth the hype. Can I get you a drink?”

Dinner was easy. Vivian made it easy. She’d roasted a chicken with preserved lemons and torn herbs, nothing fussy, the kind of meal that said I didn’t try too hard while requiring three hours of effort. She poured a Sancerre and asked Clara about her thesis — something on Artemisia Gentileschi, the Baroque painter who’d made rage into art after her rape. Clara talked about it with her hands, leaning forward, forgetting to eat. Her cheeks flushed from the wine, or the attention, or both.

Clara touched her own neck when she was nervous. Two fingers pressed to the hollow of her throat, light as a pulse check, and always when Vivian held eye contact longer than three seconds. She dropped her gaze with Vivian but maintained it with Graham, which meant Graham felt safe and Vivian felt like something else entirely. She leaned toward whoever was speaking, but when Vivian spoke, the lean was deeper. Unconscious. Her body already making decisions her mind hadn’t caught up to.

Graham was telling a story about a partner at his firm, the grey at his temples catching the candlelight as he leaned back in his chair. Clara laughed at the right moments — a bright, uncalculated sound that cut through his baritone — but her eyes kept drifting across the table.

Vivian refilled her glass without asking.

“You’re an incredible cook,” Clara said, and the compliment was aimed at Vivian but delivered to the space between them, as if she wasn’t sure she was allowed to address the wife directly.

“I’m an incredible everything.” Vivian smiled. Let it land as a joke. Watched Clara’s blush deepen from pink to crimson.

Graham missed it. He was checking his phone under the table.



They cleared the dishes together, the three of them moving around the kitchen in a choreography that felt rehearsed despite being new. Clara washed. Vivian dried. Graham opened another bottle and leaned against the counter, narrating his plans for the weekend with the authority of a man who believed he was the axis around which both women turned.

When Clara reached past Vivian for the dish towel, their forearms touched. Clara flinched. Not away — into it. A lean so brief it could have been imagined, except Vivian didn’t imagine things. She catalogued them.

Graham excused himself to take a call from a colleague in London, and the kitchen went quiet except for the faucet running and the sound of Clara’s breathing, which had changed. Shallower. Faster at the edges.

“You don’t have to be nervous,” Vivian said, not looking at her. Drying a glass with slow, deliberate turns.

“I’m not nervous.”

“Your hands are shaking.”

Clara looked down at them. Closed the faucet. Tucked her wet fingers against her thighs. “I just want you to like me.”

The honesty of it was almost painful. Almost. Vivian set the glass down and turned to face her, close enough now that Clara had to tilt her chin up. The height difference was a full five inches in heels. Clara’s lips parted, just slightly, and her hand went to her throat again — those two fingers pressing into the hollow, a gesture she probably didn’t even know she made.

“I like you,” Vivian said. Simply. Like a door being unlocked.

Graham came back before the silence could deepen, phone against his shoulder, mouthing sorry to both of them. Vivian stepped back and became the wife again. Gracious. Warm. Appropriate distance.

“She’s lovely,” Vivian told Graham later, after Clara had gone upstairs to unpack. They stood in the kitchen alone, Vivian leaning against the island, Graham pouring himself a scotch. “You chose well.”

He heard the compliment. He missed the claim.

“I think you two are really going to get along,” he said, looking pleased with himself in a way that made Vivian want to laugh and never stop.

She didn’t laugh. She touched his arm, kissed his cheek, told him she was going to show Clara the guest room and say goodnight. Graham nodded, already reaching for his phone again.

Vivian found Clara standing at the foot of the bed, overnight bag unopened, running her fingertips along the white sheets as if testing whether they were real.

“Everything you need should be in the bathroom,” Vivian said from the doorway. “Extra towels under the sink. The shower runs hot, so give it a minute.”

“Thank you. Really.” Clara turned. The candle had been burning long enough now to fill the room with fig and vetiver, and in its unsteady light, her freckles looked like scattered ink, her eyes darker than they’d been downstairs. “For dinner, for — all of it.”

“Of course.”

Vivian crossed the room. She placed her hand on Clara’s lower back — palm flat, fingers spread, the pressure firm enough to be felt through the thin fabric of her blouse — and guided her gently toward the bathroom door. A hostess gesture. That’s all it was. That’s all it would look like.

Clara shivered. Not from cold. The guest room was warm. The shiver started at the point of contact and ran upward through her shoulders, visible, involuntary, and Clara’s breath caught in the back of her throat like a word she’d swallowed before it could form.

Vivian held the touch for one second longer than necessary. Then she let go, stepped back, and smiled.

“Goodnight, Clara.”

She pulled the door closed and stood in the hallway, perfectly still, listening to the sound of Clara not moving on the other side.

In the master bedroom, Vivian locked the door. The room was dark except for the amber glow from the bedside sconces, and it smelled the way it always smelled — sandalwood and leather, the scent embedded so deep in the curtains and the carpet that no amount of airing would strip it. She crossed to the walk-in closet, past the rows of silk and cashmere, to the back wall where the armoire stood. Mahogany. Brass hardware. A lock she hadn’t turned in three years.

The key lived in the toe of a boot on the top shelf. She retrieved it, slid it into the lock, and felt the mechanism give with a soft, oiled click.

The doors swung open, and Vivian stood in the amber half-light, looking at what she’d put away when she married Graham. The leather, the rings, the restraints coiled neat as sleeping things. She reached in and ran her fingers along the top shelf — slowly, retracing the pressure she’d used on Clara’s back — and felt the familiar grain of the harness, the cool weight of the buckles, the collar she’d had made in Berlin eight years ago, black and simple and sized for a throat thinner than her own.

She didn’t take anything out. Not tonight.

But she left the armoire unlocked.





The Morning After

The candle had burned down to a pool of wax.

Clara stared at it from the bed, had been staring at it for the last — she checked her phone — two hours. Four-seventeen in the morning. The wick had drowned sometime around three, and now the brass lamp on the nightstand was the only light, and she hadn’t turned it on. She’d woken in the dark, disoriented, and for three terrible seconds hadn’t known where she was. Then the smell reached her. Fig and vetiver. The white sheets pulled tight as bandages beneath her. The guest room. Vivian’s guest room.

She rolled onto her back and pressed her hands flat against her stomach, feeling the thin cotton of the oversized t-shirt she’d packed as a sleep shirt. Her overnight bag sat on the floor, half-unzipped, the corner of a clean blouse visible. She hadn’t hung anything up. She hadn’t brushed her teeth until midnight, standing in the bathroom with the shower’s hot pipe ticking behind the wall, staring at her own face in the mirror like she expected it to explain something.

The touch. That was what she circled back to. Vivian’s palm on her lower back — not accidental, not light, not the kind of touch you forget because it barely happened. Flat. Spread. The fingers had been deliberate. And Clara’s body had done something she couldn’t undo or unsee, a shiver that had started exactly where the hand was and run up through her like current through water, and she had heard her own breath catch, which meant Vivian had heard it too.

It didn’t mean anything. People shivered. She’d had two glasses of wine, maybe closer to three — Vivian kept refilling without asking, and Clara hadn’t tracked it because she’d been too busy tracking something else. The way Vivian held eye contact. How she said Clara’s name, each syllable placed like a finger on a key, precise and unhurried. How the kitchen had gone quiet after Graham left to take his call, and the silence hadn’t been empty. It had been full, pressurized, and Clara had stood at the sink with her hands shaking and said the truest, stupidest thing she could have said.

I just want you to like me.

She pressed her palms harder against her stomach and closed her eyes. She was here for Graham. Graham, who was kind and steady and had nice hands and laughed at her jokes about Caravaggio’s debt problems. Graham, who’d held the car door for her and carried her bag upstairs and asked if the room was okay. She was here because she was dating a man and the man had a wife and the wife had invited her to dinner.

Except she hadn’t thought about Graham once since the door closed.

She turned her face into the pillow. It smelled like nothing. Clean cotton, bleach-white, stripped of personality, and for some reason that made her think of Vivian’s perfume — something darker, richer, a scent that didn’t come from this room but had been on Vivian’s wrist when she’d taken Clara’s hand in the foyer. Clara hadn’t been able to name it. She wanted to press her nose to the source and find out.

She sat up. Enough. She was spiraling, and spiraling was what she did when she was anxious, and she was anxious because this was an unfamiliar house and an unfamiliar situation, and her body had reacted to a touch because bodies did that. It was physiology. It was wine. It was the height difference, which had been significant even before the heels, and how Vivian had looked down at her with an expression Clara still couldn’t categorize — warm, yes, but also assessing, studying a painting she was considering buying.

She needed coffee. She needed daylight. She needed to stand in a room with Vivian and Graham together and feel the ordinary social geometry of two people in a relationship and one person visiting, and she needed to stop touching her own throat, which she was doing again, two fingers pressed to the hollow where her pulse hammered, a habit she’d never been able to break.

She dropped her hand. Got up. Found her jeans on the chair and pulled them on under the t-shirt. Barefoot, hair unbrushed, no makeup. She looked like someone who’d slept badly and she didn’t care. She needed to get out of this white room.



The brownstone stairs creaked in two places — third step from the top, second from the bottom — and Clara memorized them without meaning to. The hallway was flooded with morning light, a bright pale wash that turned the hardwood floors honey-gold. She could hear something from the kitchen: water running, the soft percussion of a cabinet closing, and underneath it, music. Something with a cello, low and unhurried.

She stopped in the kitchen doorway.

Vivian was at the counter with her back to Clara, pouring water into a French press. Barefoot. A black silk robe — no, not a robe. A kimono-style wrap, knee-length, tied loosely enough that the line of her spine was visible when she moved. Her dark hair was down, falling past her shoulders. She hadn’t seen it down before. Last night it had been pinned up, architectural, part of the same careful composition as the heels and the lipstick and the way she held a wine glass. This was different. This was Vivian without the staging, and she was somehow more commanding for it. The bare feet on the stone floor. The unhurried way she measured coffee. The kitchen was hers the way the whole house was hers — Clara couldn’t say why the kitchen felt different with her in it — not smaller, not warmer, just arranged.

“There’s a mug on the island for you,” Vivian said without turning around.

Clara flinched. “How did you know I was —”

“Third step creaks.” Vivian glanced over her shoulder. Her face was clean, no makeup, and it should have made her look softer. It didn’t. It made the bone structure sharper — the cheekbones, the jaw, the dark eyes that caught Clara mid-step and held. “Sit. It needs another minute.”

Clara sat. The island was cold white marble — she hadn’t noticed it last night, the veining in it, grey threads running through stone like something alive trapped under the surface. A single mug waited at the near end. Black ceramic, no handle. Vivian’s was already beside the French press, a twin to it. She’d chosen Clara’s mug. Placed it.

“Did you sleep?” Vivian pressed the plunger, slow, controlled, and the kitchen filled with the dark mineral smell of fresh-ground coffee.

“Some.”

“Liar.”

Clara laughed before she could stop herself. The sound was too loud in the morning quiet and she swallowed it, but Vivian was already pouring, and there was something at the corner of her mouth — not quite a smile, but the architecture of one. She brought Clara’s mug to the island, set it down, and leaned against the opposite side, both hands wrapped around her own.

The steam rose between them. Clara wrapped her fingers around the ceramic and felt the heat seep into her palms, which were cold. Her palms were always cold.

“How do you take it?”

“Black. Always black.” She paused. “My roommate says it’s a personality flaw.”

“It’s Ethiopian. Single-origin. A client gave me three bags as a thank-you for a bathroom renovation, which tells you everything about what I charged for the bathroom.” Vivian sipped. “You’re an art historian.”

“Graduate student. That’s different.”

“How?”

“Art historians get published. Graduate students get panic attacks in the library and eat ramen standing over the sink.” Clara smiled, but Vivian didn’t return it. She was watching with that same expression from last night — attentive and still, her mug held steady, nothing moving in her face or her hands, as if she’d already decided to wait and could do it all morning.

“What drew you to Gentileschi?” Vivian asked. Not what’s your thesis about — the question she got at every dinner party, the one that let people nod politely while they waited for their turn to talk. What drew you. The framing assumed it was personal.

Clara took a sip of coffee. It was extraordinary. Dark, almost chocolatey, no bitterness. “She was raped at seventeen by her father’s colleague. He was her tutor. After the trial — and there was a trial, which was unusual for 1612 — she painted Judith Beheading Holofernes. You’ve probably seen it. Judith and her maidservant holding down a man and cutting his head off. Blood everywhere, tendons, the whole mess.” Clara paused. She glanced at Vivian, bracing for the glazed-over politeness she usually got at this point — the nodding, the changed subject. Vivian’s eyes hadn’t moved from her face. Not polite. Hungry. “And what makes it different from every other version of that scene is the look on Judith’s face.” Clara paused. She was doing the thing she did — talking with her hands, leaning forward, forgetting that she’d been anxious thirty seconds ago. “She’s not disgusted. She’s not righteous. She’s working. Like it’s a task she’s performing with total focus, and the fact that it’s brutal doesn’t make it less necessary.”

Vivian hadn’t moved. Her eyes hadn’t left Clara’s face.

“Anyway.” Clara sat back. “That’s — I talk too much about this.”

“You don’t talk enough about it.”

The sentence landed in the quiet kitchen like something dropped from a height. Clara felt her cheeks heat. She looked down at her coffee and noticed her thumb was tracing the rim of the mug, around and around, and she didn’t know when she’d started.

“Graham said you study it because it’s interesting,” Vivian said. “I think you study it because it’s the first time you saw a woman refuse to be the victim in her own story.”

Clara’s throat tightened. She pressed two fingers to the hollow of it — the old gesture, the one she couldn’t kill — and when she looked up, Vivian’s gaze was on her hand. On her throat. On the two fingers resting there. And something in her expression shifted, just for a moment, a flicker Clara couldn’t name.

“Maybe,” Clara said.

Vivian straightened. Lifted her mug. “More coffee?”

“Please.”

She watched Vivian pour. The way her wrist turned, the steadiness of the stream, the fact that she filled Clara’s mug to exactly the same level as before — not to the brim, not halfway, but the precise point where you could lift it without spilling. A small competence. Clara noticed small competences.

“Can I ask you something?” Clara said.

“You can ask me anything.”

“How long have you and Graham been —” She gestured vaguely. “Open.”

“Seven months. He suggested it.” Vivian’s tone was neutral, factual, the temperature of a medical report. “He’d been looking at a woman in his office for a while. I told him to go ahead. He was surprised I didn’t fight it.”

“Did you want to fight it?”

Vivian looked at her. A long look, the kind that felt like a hand on the back of your neck, and Clara felt the heat climb from her collarbones to her jaw.

“No.”

The single word sat in the air. Clara wanted to ask why. She wanted to ask what Vivian wanted, what she’d been looking for in an open arrangement, whether this — the house, the dinner, the white room upstairs — was what she’d imagined. But the questions felt like doors she wasn’t supposed to open yet, and Vivian’s expression offered no invitation, just that steady, patient attention.

“Graham’s a good man,” Clara said, because it was true and because she needed to say something that felt like solid ground.

“He is.” Vivian drank her coffee. “He’s a good man who doesn’t ask hard questions, which is its own kind of kindness.”

Clara was still turning that over when she heard footsteps on the stairs — heavier than hers, no attempt to be quiet — and Graham appeared in the doorway in a rumpled Oxford and chinos, the grey at his temples uncombed, rubbing one eye with the heel of his hand.

“Morning.” He crossed to Vivian and kissed the top of her head. The gesture was familiar, automatic, and Vivian received it the way a marble counter receives a set-down glass — the surface unchanged, the contact leaving no mark. She tilted her face up and smiled. Graham’s hand lingered on her shoulder, and for the first time Clara saw the shift happen — a loosening in Vivian’s shoulders, a softening along her jaw. A settling into a role. The sharp edges rounded themselves, the directness softened into something warmer and blurrier, and Clara thought: She’s performing.

She didn’t know how she knew. But the shift was there — the Vivian who’d been leaning against the island asking about Gentileschi and looking at Clara like she was solving a puzzle had reorganized herself into someone more accommodating, more wifely, and the seams were showing because Clara had just spent forty minutes with the other version.

“How’d you sleep?” Graham asked Clara, pouring his own coffee. He reached for the milk and the sugar bowl without hesitating. He didn’t drink it black.

“Great,” Clara said. “The room is really comfortable.”

“Vivian designed it.” He said this with pride, as if referencing a spouse’s promotion or a child’s report card. Ownership of her accomplishments. Vivian’s expression didn’t change.

“Sit,” Vivian told Graham. The word was gentle — a suggestion, not a command — but he sat. Clara watched him pull out the stool at the far end of the island, the spot with the worst sightline, the one facing the window instead of the room. He didn’t seem to notice that Vivian and Clara had the positions that let them see each other, and he had the one that let him see the garden.

“I was thinking,” Vivian said, refilling Graham’s mug though he hadn’t asked. “Clara shouldn’t drive back tonight. It’s supposed to rain, and the route through Westchester is terrible in weather. She should stay the weekend.”

The sentence was structured as a statement, not a question. Vivian was looking at Graham when she said it, not at Clara, which meant Clara’s opinion was assumed rather than solicited.

Graham set down his mug. “That’s a great idea.” He looked at Clara with an expression that wanted to be generous and was. “We’d love to have you. I mean — if you want. No pressure.”

Both of them looking at her now. Graham open-faced, wanting to be liked. Vivian leaning against the counter, arms crossed, waiting. Not wanting to be liked. Wanting something else — something Clara couldn’t quite map yet, though her body seemed to have already made its calculations, because her heart rate was climbing and she hadn’t finished her coffee. She should say no. She had papers to grade. Delia was expecting her back tonight. She reached for the reasons and found them thin and far away, like sounds from another room.

“I’d like that,” Clara said. She was looking at Graham when she answered, but she was answering Vivian.
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