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    For the impossible questions, 

and the strength it takes to live with the answers.

      

    


This story was born from the wreckage. From those sharp, aching moments when something beautiful breaks and you’re left staring at the pieces, wondering what to do next. 

What Broke First is a messy, emotional ride through betrayal, guilt, and the fragile hope of forgiveness.

It’s not about perfect people. It’s about the people who screw up and still want to be better—the ones who try to stitch things back together with trembling hands and too many regrets.

Matt and Sarah’s story isn’t clean. It isn’t easy. But it’s honest. And if you’ve ever loved hard, hurt deeply, or stood at the edge of something ending... I think you’ll feel seen here.  You may find yourself angry and yelling at the characters.

Thanks for being brave enough to walk through it with them.

—Lisa St. Michael

Prologue: The Desk Decision

Matt Taylor, forty and fraying at the edges, sat at his desk, the hum of the air conditioning filling the otherwise quiet office. At just over six feet, he still carried the posture of someone who’d spent years pretending exhaustion was drive. His blue eyes were bloodshot from too many late nights, his brown hair an uneven mess from the habit of dragging his fingers through it. A shadow of stubble roughened his jaw, more oversight than style. It was after hours, and most of his colleagues had already gone home. He wasn’t working late for fun; he was chasing a partnership, the kind of brass ring that demanded sacrifice, sleepless nights, and an inbox that never stopped breeding.

The only other person still in the office was Lily Thompson, twenty-seven, the assistant to senior partner Jim Holloway. Technically, she wasn’t even part of Matt’s team, but lately she’d found excuses to linger. Lily was all glossy confidence and calculated rebellion: dark hair spilling over a white blouse, lipstick the color of disobedience, eyes that looked at him like a challenge she was already winning.

Lately, those eyes had been fixed on Matt like he was the next promotion she planned to earn. She claimed she was working late to finish reports, but he’d stopped believing that weeks ago. Every time she brushed past him, every lingering glance, stirred something he’d tried to bury under deadlines and restraint. Tonight felt different. The air itself seemed to know what was coming, and Matt felt his resolve weakening.

He tried to stay focused. He typed harder than necessary, hoping the noise would drown out the pounding in his head. He thought about Sarah. About the kids. About what it meant to be forty and tempted by someone who wasn’t even alive when he first fell in love with his wife.

This is ridiculous, he told himself. She’s just a kid. You’re not some cliché. You have a good life. You don’t ruin that because you’re bored and tired and insecure.

But then there was Lily, hovering in his doorway.

She stepped into his office, her hips swaying slightly, her eyes holding a playful glint. “Matt,” she said in a low, seductive tone, “you’ve been working so hard. Don’t you think you deserve a little break?”

He looked up, meeting her gaze, as he rolled his shoulders back. “Lily, we’ve talked about this,” he replied, trying to keep his voice steady. “I’m married. We can’t...”

“You’re married,” she echoed, stepping closer. “But you’re not dead. And you wear your loneliness like a suit, Matt. And... it fits too well.”

He let out a short, bitter laugh. “Don’t try to read me.”

“I don’t have to try. I watch you, Matt. You stay late. You work harder than anyone here. And you look so damn lonely while doing it.”

She moved even closer, her fingers trailing along the edge of his desk. “No one has to know,” she whispered, her lips so close to his ear that he could feel her breath on his skin. “Just one time. It’ll be our little secret.”

Matt felt a rush of adrenaline mixed with desire coursing through him. He knew this was wrong. He knew he should push her away, but something about the way she looked at him, the way her hand brushed against his, made him hesitate.

You’re not this guy, he thought. You don’t cheat. You’re tired, not broken. You love your wife. This isn’t real. This is proximity. This is midlife nonsense.

But even as he thought it, his body betrayed him.

Lily didn’t wait for him to decide. She stepped around the desk slowly, deliberately, her fingers trailing across its edge like a challenge. Before he could stand or say another word, she was in front of him, slipping between the chair and desk like it was second nature. She leaned in, her hand sliding behind his neck.

Matt’s heart thudded in his chest. He could smell her perfume, something expensive and bold. He saw her eyes flicker to his lips. He should have moved. Should have told her to stop.

Instead, he stayed.

She pressed her lips against his in a sudden, fierce kiss. It was as if a dam broke within him. He groaned, his hands tangling in her hair, pulling her closer. The kiss deepened, becoming urgent and wild, his need overtaking his sense of reason.

Before he knew it, she was pushing papers and files off his desk, climbing up onto it, pulling him with her. Her fingers deftly unbuttoned his shirt, her touch igniting his skin. He kissed her neck, her collarbone, moving lower, tasting the salt of her skin. She moaned, arching against him, her hands pulling at his belt, his pants.

The world outside the office ceased to exist. It was just them, tangled together on his desk, the heat of their bodies merging into one. Matt lost himself in her. Her scent, her taste, the way she whispered his name like a prayer. He pulled her blouse open, his hands greedy and uncertain. Her skin was flushed, her breasts rising to meet his mouth. She gasped, loud and unashamed, as he sucked her nipple, her body writhing beneath him. His hand traveled down to her core. She was already slick with need, and he didn’t hesitate. He couldn’t. He pushed into her, every inch making him feel less like a man and more like a mistake. He exhaled sharply, eyes fluttering closed as her body pulled him in like she had been waiting for this collapse.

They moved together in a desperate, frenzied rhythm, the desk creaking beneath their weight. She wrapped her legs around him, pulling him deeper, and he growled, feeling her tighten like a fist around him. The intensity built, every thrust bringing them closer to the edge. He fucked her harder; each thrust a confession he couldn’t say out loud.  A violent apology.

She was loud. Exaggerated. He didn’t care. He wanted to feel something. Anything. Her heels dug into his back. Her hair tangled in his fists. The desk rocked with every thrust. Somewhere in the chaos, he thought: This is the moment everything breaks.

When they finally reached their climax, it was explosive, leaving them both breathless and trembling. For a moment, they lay there, panting, bodies entwined, the reality of what they had done slowly sinking in.

Matt let out a soft groan, brushing her damp hair from her cheek. “Damn,” he muttered, catching his breath. “We didn’t use protection.”

Lily giggled, light and breathy against his skin. “I’m on the pill, stud,” she whispered, tracing lazy circles on his chest. “Relax. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

Matt closed his eyes, the afterglow already turning inward. “Doesn’t make it less stupid.”

He pulled away first, his heart pounding. “We can’t do this again,” he said, though his voice lacked conviction.

Lily smiled, a knowing look in her eyes. “We’ll see,” she replied, hopping off the desk and straightening her skirt. “But I have a feeling this is just the beginning.”

As she left the office, the smell of sex and stupidity lingering, Matt slumped back in his chair, running a hand through his hair. He knew he had crossed a line, but a part of him wondered if Lily might be right. Maybe this was just the beginning.

He had just cheated on his wife. Not with love.

Not even with lust.

With loneliness. With ego.
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Chapter 1: The Confession
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The kitchen was eerily quiet, the only sound the soft tick of the clock on the wall. Everything was spotless. The marble counters gleamed, and the faint scent of brewed coffee hung in the air, rich and steady. 

Matt hadn’t slept. He’d spent the night pacing, waiting for morning, waiting to face what he’d done.

Now he sat at the table, hands clasped tightly, eyes fixed on his wife across from him. 

Sarah looked immaculate, every detail of her appearance as deliberate as the kitchen around her. He had just confessed to the affair, and now he waited, the weight of the words, I slept with someone else, hanging in the air.

Sarah blinked once. Slowly. Like she hadn’t heard him right. Then, finally:

“Who?”

He hesitated. A heartbeat too long.

“Lily,” he said, his voice hoarse. “The assistant from my office.”

Sarah laughed. Once. It wasn’t a genuine laugh; it was sharp yet hollow.

“The one in the tight skirts and see-through blouses? That Lily?”

He flinched. “It wasn’t planned. It was stupid. It...”

“It was your exit strategy,” she said, cutting him off. Her voice was steady, but every word hit like a slap. “You have two children upstairs. A wife. And apparently a wandering eye and a restless dick.”

Her face drained of color, and for a moment, he thought she might hold it together. But the tears broke through anyway, spilling unchecked. She didn’t wipe them away. She just stared at him as if the man she’d married had been swapped out for a stranger.

“How could you?” she whispered. “How could you do this to us?”

Sarah reached for her coffee cup with trembling hands. It was empty, but she gripped it anyway, like it was the only thing anchoring her to the table.

Something crumpled inside Matt, slowly and painfully. He wanted to reach out to comfort her, but he knew he had no right to do so.

“I’m so sorry, Sarah,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I never meant for this to happen. It just... it just got out of control.”

Sarah shook her head, a sob escaping her lips. “Out of control? Matt, we have two children! Tommy and Emily need their father. I need...” She trailed off, covering her face with her hands.

Then, quieter: “Was something wrong with us? With me?”

Matt’s chest clenched. “No,” he said quickly. “God, no. You’re... Sarah, this wasn’t about you.”

“Then why?” she asked, her voice small now. “Was it... was it our sex?”

Matt looked down at the table. “We hadn’t had sex in a while,” he said softly. “But that’s not...” He looked up. “But that doesn’t mean this was your fault. I was tired and weak. I didn’t even know how lonely I was until it was too late.”

She dropped her hands and looked at him. Her expression was a jagged blend of pain and disbelief. She didn’t recognize the man across from her. Not the man she married. Not the man who used to make grocery lists on napkins and dance in the kitchen when no one was looking.

This man was hollow. A stranger with her husband’s face, saying things that shattered everything she thought she knew.

“Do you love her?”

“What?” His eyes widened. “No! Sarah. No. I don’t love her. I don’t even know her.”

She nodded once, slow and deliberate. “So it wasn’t love. Just...a good fuck? How often do you fuck strangers, Matt?

She stared at him for a moment, her eyes flat, then shoved back from the table. The chair legs screeched across the floor. A low sound rumbled in her throat as she tipped her head to the side until her neck cracked. She crossed her arms, holding herself tight, then looked at him again, her gaze steady, heat rising like a warning he couldn’t mistake.

“How long?”

Matt swallowed. “This is the only time. It happened once.”

She arched an eyebrow. “So you ruined our family for once. Good to know you’re efficient.”

“I’m sorry,” he said again. Uselessly.

“Don’t say that! Why do you keep saying that? You’re not sorry you fucked her,” she snapped. Her voice cracked then, the first sign that the real anger was close. “You don’t get to be sorry right now. You get to pack your things. You get to explain to Tommy and Emily why Daddy’s not sleeping in the house anymore. You get to live with this.”

Matt felt a gut punch of guilt. He thought of Tommy, their eight-year-old son, who always looked up to him with such admiration, and Emily, their five-year-old daughter, who adored him unconditionally. He knew he had betrayed them, too.

“I know I’ve hurt you, all of you,” he said, his voice breaking. “I’m so sorry, Sarah. I never wanted to hurt you.”

Sarah dropped her hands, looking at him with a mixture of anger and pain.

“But you did,” she said, her voice steadier now. “You can leave now.”

Matt felt a tear slip down his cheek. “I know,” he whispered. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to make it right.”

Sarah looked away, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

“I don’t know if you can,” she said finally. “I don’t know if we can ever be right again.”

Matt nodded, swallowing hard. He knew she was right. He had broken something that might never be fixed. But as he looked at her, at the pain etched across her face, he knew he had to try.

He stood, panic surging. “Sarah, please...”

She turned her back on him. “I’m serious, Matt. I want you out of this house before they wake up.”

And just like that, he was dismissed. From the table. From the kitchen. From their life.

That night, Matt packed a small bag and stood at the top of the stairs, frozen. Tommy’s door was cracked open, the glow of a night light spilling out into the hallway. He heard the soft sound of breathing. His little boy, still dreaming, still innocent.

He walked past Emily’s room and stopped again. Her stuffed unicorn had fallen to the floor. He wanted to pick it up. He didn’t. His throat burned as he turned away.

He went to Lily’s apartment.

She opened the door, her smile faltering when she saw the strain carved into his face.

“You look wrecked,” she said, catching his hand. Her grip was firm, insistent. “Come inside.”

“I told Sarah,” he said. “I left. And now I’m here, because I don’t know where else to go.”

Once the door shut, she pressed closer, her voice low. “You’re brave, you know that?”

He didn’t feel brave. Not even close.

She pulled him deeper inside, steering him toward the couch with a certainty that didn’t waver. Her eyes flicked over him, hungry.

“You need this,” she whispered. “You need me.”

Matt sank onto the cushions, his body heavy, his mind still stuck in Sarah’s kitchen, her voice dismissing him, Tommy’s night light glowing down the hall, Emily’s unicorn on the floor. His stomach clenched, but then Lily was on her knees, her hands at his belt.

“Lily—” he managed, voice raw.

She looked up, her mouth curving. “Shh. Let me.”

His head tipped back against the couch. Eyes closed. His body gave in, even while his mind fractured under the weight of everything he’d lost.

Later, lying in her bed, listening to her soft, contented breathing, he felt the hollowness yawning wider inside him. He had gotten what he thought he wanted, but at what cost?

Sarah’s face. Tommy’s trust. Emily’s unicorn. Alone in that big house without him.

He wondered if this was desire or just the biggest mistake of his life.
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Chapter 2: The Allure of the New
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Matt squinted against the sunlight cutting through the blinds. It was too bright, too exposed, not like the soft filtered light of his and Sarah’s room, where the curtains had always been drawn just enough to keep the morning gentle.

This was his first real morning waking up somewhere foreign. He was disoriented. Even the air smelled different; her absence clung to him like a second skin.

Lily’s bedroom looked like it had been staged for a photo shoot with white sheets, gray walls, and a single vase of calla lilies on the dresser. Everything matched a little too well, like she was trying to live inside an aesthetic. It felt artificial.

He turned onto his side and found Lily already watching him, propped on one elbow, smiling like she had just won something.

“Morning,” she said, her fingertip drawing lazy circles on his chest.

Matt blinked, still adjusting. Her room smelled like lavender and expensive shampoo, not clean laundry and coffee. Even the sheets felt foreign. Cool and sleek. Not soft. Not home.

“Were you watching me sleep?” he asked, his voice still rough.

Lily grinned. “Maybe.”

He let out a low laugh, but it landed flat. “Let’s hope that’s not one of your low-key stalker tendencies.”

“Only when the view’s worth it,” she teased.

Matt smiled, but a pang of unease slid through him. There was something about being watched while sleeping that made his skin crawl. He couldn’t explain why. He just filed it away. A red flag, maybe. Small. But still waving.

Lily leaned over, her lips brushing against his ear. “I have a surprise for you,” she whispered, her hand slipping lower beneath the sheets. Matt’s breath hitched, his body responding instantly to her touch.

She moved with confidence, her body sliding down him, her hips grinding slowly, teasingly. Matt groaned, his hands gripping her waist, pulling her closer. She smirked, leaning down to kiss him deeply, her tongue sliding against his. The kiss lingered, heavy with demand, more command than invitation.

She was in control, her movements becoming more urgent, more dominating. Matt let himself get lost in her, in the way she felt, the way she moved. Every touch, every kiss was fevered, setting his senses on fire. He felt her core tremble around him, her breath quickening, and he knew she was close. He kissed her like a man clawing for amnesia. Every sound she made fed his body, but starved something else inside him.

He thrust up into her, his hands guiding her movements, and she cried out, her body gone limp with pleasure. He followed soon after, his release hitting him hard, leaving him breathless and panting.

As they lay there, sated and spent, Lily laughed, a sound filled with satisfaction. “You’re mine now, Matt,” she whispered, her voice filled with a mix of possessiveness and triumph.

Lily traced a finger along his collarbone, her voice honey-sweet.

“You know... I’ve never been with an older man before,” she said, almost shy. “You’re so... confident. Rough, in a good way. Like you know things. It’s kind of hot.”

She giggled and leaned in like she had just shared a secret. “I always feel like such a rookie with you. You just... take over.”

Matt didn’t reply. He stared up at the ceiling, feeling a strange mix of exhilaration and guilt. The words should have flattered him. They didn’t. His mind spun in restless loops, snagging on the same unanswerable question. Was guilt a tether strong enough to pull him home, or the very chain that kept him in Lily’s bed, sated yet undone in all the places that counted?

What once had felt like validation now landed like a diagnosis.

A grim reminder that he wasn’t her equal. He was her detour. A lesson. A story she would tell later, with a half-smile and no regret.

What he had mistaken for a spark suddenly felt like a spotlight, bright, unrelenting, and aimed directly at his regrets. The sex had been incredible, unlike anything he had ever experienced, but a part of him felt empty, as if he had lost something he could never get back.

And he had, because right now, Sarah was telling her parents that Matt was a cheating asshole.

She was sitting at their kitchen table, her fingers worrying the edge of a napkin she’d folded into tight, uneven squares. Across from her, Helen Whitfield’s face shifted from concern to disbelief to something harder, the kind of rage only a mother could wear. She was striking, her blonde hair cropped neatly at her shoulders, her posture perfect even when anger flushed her cheeks. She looked like Sarah might in twenty years, disciplined beauty built on control.

Hayward stood at the counter, arms crossed, silent, his stillness the kind that came from deliberate restraint. Tall, with a clean shave and silver at his temples, he had the kind of quiet authority that filled a room without effort. 

“I told you,” her mom said. “That man always had too much charm and not enough character.”

Sarah nodded. Her voice was calm. “He slept with someone from work. A 27-year-old named Lily.”

Her dad exhaled slowly. “Jesus, Sarah.”

“I’m not here for sympathy,” she said. “I’m telling you because the kids will know something is wrong, and I need to control the story.”
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