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Chapter One: The Bathhouse
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The house was too quiet. It always was. Christina moved through the cavernous kitchen, her bare feet silent on the cool stone, and poured herself a third glass of cabernet. Two years since she’d sold the boutique marketing firm she’d built from scratch. The payoff had been more than comfortable; it had been life-altering. This house, with its vaulted ceilings and absurd square footage, was the trophy. It felt like a museum most days. A very clean, very lonely museum.

She carried the wine upstairs, the rich plum taste doing little to fill the hollow space behind her ribs. The master bathroom was her one unqualified indulgence. Marble everywhere, veined with gold and grey. A sunken tub the size of a small swimming pool. She’d had it built for decadence, for shared laughter and steaming water, but it had only ever held her.

Candles went first. A match strike, the flare of sulphur, then a dozen soft glows dancing in the mirrors. She poured a vial of jasmine and sandalwood oil under the tap, the scent rising thick and immediate. Steam began to fog the air.

She peeled off her cashmere lounge set, the fabric pooling on the floor. The woman in the full-length mirror was a stranger sometimes. Forty. The word held a weight, but her body told a different story. It was a body of indulgence and surprising discipline—curves that were full and voluptuous, a bust that required good engineering in a bra, hips that flared. Her stomach, thanks to a stubborn Pilates habit she kept out of sheer spite, was toned, a flat contrast to the generous swell of her ass. She turned, looking over her shoulder. It was a good body. A body made for touch. It just... wasn’t touched.

She sank into the blistering water with a long, shuddering sigh. The heat invaded her muscles, a temporary consolation. She sipped her wine, set the glass on the tub’s broad ledge, and let her head fall back. Silence, broken only by the drip of the tap and the distant groan of the house settling.

Her hands moved over her skin with the sudsy loofah, a practical routine. Over the slope of a shoulder, down the arm. Across her collarbones. Then, without conscious thought, the motion changed. The loofah was abandoned. Her palms, slick with lavender-scented soap, slid over the mounds of her breasts. They were heavy, warm from the water. Her thumbs passed over her nipples, which tightened instantly into sensitive peaks. A faint, familiar thrill sparked low in her belly, followed immediately by a crushing wave of loneliness. This wasn’t arousal. It was an audit. A confirmation of assets going to waste.

She soaped the full, plush expanse of her thighs, her hands pushing through the water. Her touch was firm, almost clinical. See? Everything works. Everything is here. Waiting.

The sigh that escaped her was lost in the steam. She finished washing with efficient, disillusioned strokes, the momentary self-pity curdling into impatience. Enough. The water had cooled from blistering to tepid. She rose, water sluicing off her in great sheets, and stepped onto the plush bath mat. The air was chill on her wet skin, raising goosebumps on her arms and thighs.

Wrapped in a thick, terrycloth robe, she wiped a clear circle in the fogged mirror. Her face looked back, familiar and faintly exasperated. "Pathetic," she murmured to her reflection, but without any real heat. It was just a fact. She had everything she was supposed to want, and the silence was deafening.

She padded downstairs, the robe cinched tight. The kitchen, a masterpiece of stainless steel and quartz, was illuminated only by the under-cabinet lighting. It glowed like a spaceship cockpit in the dark house. She opened the massive refrigerator, its light harsh and clinical. The contents were depressingly curated: organic greens, a container of heirloom tomatoes, premium Greek yogurt, a bottle of expensive champagne with no occasion in sight.

Her stomach growled, a pragmatic interruption. The wine had left a hollow feeling. She bypassed the healthy options and reached for the gourmet macaroni and cheese from the specialty market. Comfort food. The kind her ex-husband had always wrinkled his nose at.

As she waited for the water to boil, she leaned against the counter, staring out the black window at her own reflection. The ritual was so ordinary it ached. Boil water, add pasta, stir in cheese powder and milk. The simplicity of it was a small anchor. She ate it straight from the pot, standing at the island, the only sound the click of her fork against the porcelain. It was delicious and deeply unsatisfying.

She left the pot in the sink, a single rebellious act against the pristine order of the kitchen. Upstairs, in her too-big bed, she scrolled through her phone. Social media was a parade of other people’s lives, full and noisy. She put the phone down on the empty pillow beside her.

The last thing she did was turn off the light, plunging the room into a darkness so complete it felt like a weight. She lay there, the ghost of jasmine on her skin, the taste of cheap cheese and expensive wine on her tongue, listening to the vast and empty house breathe around her. Waiting.

The silence wasn’t peaceful. It was accusatory. It said, you built all this for what? Christina threw back the duvet, the cool air hitting her legs. She paced to the window, looking out at the manicured lawn, the silent pool, the dark shapes of other large, quiet houses. Saturday night. The world was out there, humming with energy, and she was in a tomb of her own design.

“Screw this,” she said to the empty room.

The decision was impulsive, a spark against the damp kindling of her mood. She had nothing to do most of the time. She decided to go out since it was a Saturday night. She made plans to go to a club near her home. It was a good club with lots of rich and powerful people who visited that place. She knew of it—The Grotto. She’d driven past its discreet, ivy-covered facade a hundred times. It was the kind of place where deals were made in shadowy booths and champagne bottles cost more than her first car.

An hour later, she stood before her closet, a different kind of critic. The little black dresses looked back, uniform and safe. She pushed them aside. Her hand landed on a slip of emerald green silk. It was backless, cut on the bias, and it clung to every curve with a whispered promise. It was a statement. She put it on.

In the bathroom, under the bright lights, she transformed. Makeup was armor. A smoky eye, a bold lip. She left her hair down, a dark cascade over her bare shoulders. The woman in the mirror was formidable, a queen heading into battle. Her pulse was a quick, nervous flutter beneath the facade. She spritzed perfume at her throat, between her breasts. A final, defiant act.

The Uber dropped her off under the discreet, glowing script of The Grotto. A velvet rope, a bored-looking giant with an earpiece. She gave her name, feeling a ridiculous surge of triumph when he found it on the list and unclipped the rope. See? You still exist.

Inside, the air was a physical thing—cool, scented with bergamot and expensive perfume, thrumming with a deep, bass-heavy pulse. It was all dark wood, low lighting, and secluded nooks. The crowd was exactly as advertised: polished, older, speaking in low, confident murmurs. She didn’t recognize anyone, and no one looked at her. She was a ghost in green silk.

She made her way to the long, onyx bar, ordered a gin martini, and took a seat on a plush stool. She watched. A group of men in tailored suits laughed too loudly at something. A woman in a silver gown touched a man’s arm, her smile sharp as a blade. It was a tableau of power and transaction. She felt absurdly out of place, a suburban lighthouse in a fleet of sleek yachts.

“That’s a drink that means business.”

The voice came from her right. A man had taken the stool beside her. He was maybe fifty, with sharp, intelligent eyes and silver at his temples. His suit was impeccable.

“It’s a drink that means I’m thirsty,” Christina said, turning back to her martini.

He laughed, a smooth, practiced sound. “Fair enough. I’m Leo. You’re new. I’d remember you.”

“Christina.”

“What brings you to the lion’s den, Christina?”

She took a sip, the gin bracing and clear. “Boredom.”

His eyebrows raised. “Honest. I like that. Most people here would say ‘networking’ or ‘celebrating a deal.’”

“What would you say?”

“Me?” He swirled the amber liquid in his glass. “I’m here because it’s Saturday. And because sometimes, you see something truly interesting walk in.” His gaze was direct, appreciative but not leering. “Can I get you another one of those? While you tell me what a woman who dresses like that does to combat boredom on other nights of the week?”

Christina felt a flicker of it—the connection, the spark of a real conversation. It was tentative, but it was there. She opened her mouth to reply, to maybe, finally, begin.

“Leo.”

The voice cut through the ambient murmur of the bar, sharp as shattered crystal. It wasn’t loud, but it carried a frequency that made the hair on Christina’s arms stand up.

Leo’s easy smile froze, then dissolved into something thin and tight. He didn’t turn immediately. He closed his eyes for a half-second, a man steeling himself. When he swivelled on his stool, his posture was all defensive angles.

A woman stood there. She was perhaps his age, dressed in a sleek black pantsuit that screamed of money and quiet fury. Her blonde hair was pulled into a severe knot. She wasn’t looking at Christina at all. Her eyes were locked on Leo, and they were glacial.

“Miranda. This is a surprise.”

“I’ll bet it is.” Her voice was a controlled monotone. “You said you were at the office. Catching up. A heavy week.”

“It was. I just—”

“You just decided to catch up over twenty-five-year-old Scotch and a new friend.” Miranda’s gaze finally flicked to Christina. It wasn’t jealous. It was assessing, dismissive. A piece of inconvenient furniture. The look shrank Christina, her emerald silk suddenly feeling cheap and ridiculous.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Leo said, the cliché sounding pathetic in the polished air.

“It never is.” Miranda didn’t raise her voice. That was the worst part. The utter, simmering control. “Your daughter called. She’s crying. She had a nightmare. She wanted her father. But her father was unreachable. Again.”

Leo’s shoulders slumped. All the polished charm evaporated, leaving a middle-aged man caught. “Is she okay?”

“She will be. I’m here to drive you home. Now.” The final word was absolute. It wasn’t a request. It was a repatriation.

Leo stood up. He didn’t look at Christina. He pulled a folded bill from his pocket and laid it on the bar, a silent payment for drinks and an apology. He followed his wife, who was already walking toward the exit, not checking to see if he followed. He did, two steps behind, a man walking back to the life he’d tried to slip.

Just like that, the space beside her was empty. The charged potential of the conversation snapped, leaving a vacuum. Christina stared at the untouched second martini the bartender had just set down, condensation already beading on the glass. The ice in her own glass had melted, leaving a sad, diluted pool. The brief spark of connection was gone, extinguished by a reality that had nothing to do with her. She felt like a spectator who’d accidentally wandered onto a stage, only to be ignored by the actors in their own drama. The hollow silence of her house seemed preferable now, a known quantity. She was about to slide off the stool, leave the money for both drinks, and call it a failed experiment.

A laugh cut through her thoughts—bright, unburdened, and close by.

“God, that was brutal to watch. Wives don’t let their men enjoy anything at all, do they?”

Christina turned. A woman was leaning against the bar two stools down, sipping something clear and fizzy with a lime wedge. She was younger, maybe mid-thirties, with a mess of curly auburn hair and clever eyes that glittered with amusement. She wore a simple black tank top and jeans, looking effortlessly anchored in the space where Christina felt utterly adrift.

The woman nodded in the direction Leo and his wife had exited. “I mean, the guy just wanted a drink. A conversation. That woman lives a comfortable life in some six-thousand-square-foot house, I guarantee it, and she still can’t let her man breathe for one Saturday night. It’s tragicomic.” She took another sip. “Sorry. I’m a people-watcher. And that was a prime specimen.”

Christina let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. It came out as a half-laugh, half-sigh. “I think I was just the prop in that particular scene.”

“Nah,” the woman said, shaking her head. “You were the potential plot twist. The boring wife just rewrote the script back to its dull, predictable ending. My name’s Sasha, by the way.”

“Christina.”

“So, Christina, are you going to drink that free martini, or are you going to let the patriarchy—and by that I mean a scared man with a platinum card—win?”

A genuine smile touched Christina’s lips. She pulled the second glass toward her. “When you put it that way.” She took a sip. It was perfect, crisp and bracing. “People-watcher, huh? What’s the verdict on this place?”

Sasha’s gaze swept the room, analytical and quick. “Investment bankers pretending they’re not, real estate developers comparing square footage, a few trophy partners who are already bored, and one or two lost souls, like us, who thought a change of scenery might shock the system.” She looked back at Christina. “You’re not in finance.”
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