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Chapter 1: Collateral
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Sarah arrived home the way she always did, quietly, letting herself in with a practised twist of the key and an elbowed nudge that coaxed the door over the threshold’s uneven lip. The house greeted her with the faint vanilla of last week’s candle and the leftover warmth of late sun baking the front windows. She set her bag down in its usual spot beneath the wall calendar, two months behind in its page-turning, and hung her cardigan over the stair railing instead of the closet hook, promising herself she’d tidy it later.

The home was the right kind of ordinary, neither spotless nor squalid, a two-bedroom unit with hollow-core doors and beige walls Sarah meant to paint one summer but never did. The kitchen, her domain, was still bright with the last of the afternoon sun. She turned the radio on and found someone discussing late-season tomatoes in a tone of gentle urgency. She didn’t listen, but liked the company.

She changed into sweatpants and pulled her hair up, the movements automatic, and opened the fridge. A plastic bag of kale, Jake’s afterthought attempt at healthy living, spilled onto the shelf when she reached for the carrots. She gathered it with one hand, smoothing the bag before shoving it back. Sarah remembered the first time Jake made her dinner, overcooked salmon and a salad with so much kale she’d had to chew each bite like jerky. He’d tried to make a vinaigrette from scratch and spilled red wine vinegar everywhere. They’d ended up eating Thai takeout, laughing until Jake got a stomach cramp. Sarah smiled despite herself, then snapped back to the present and to the rhythmic chop of the knife on the cutting board.

She lined up the celery, diced it fine, and checked the clock: 5:56. Jake was due home soon, unless there was traffic on 85 or he’d stopped for a drink with his work friends, which happened once or twice a week. Sarah never asked which days. It was easier to believe he’d just lost track of time.

Sarah set a pot to boil and moved to slice an onion. She didn’t bother with the vent fan, Jake always claimed it was too loud and let the kitchen fill with its sharp tang. After a few seconds her eyes watered and she blinked hard, wiping the tears with the heel of her hand. The radio faded into static and she twisted the dial until the voice came back, talking about climate change and late blight, the relentless march of rot.

Jake arrived at 6:18. She heard his car first, the low grumble of the exhaust that needed fixing, then the hesitant click of the door. His footsteps were heavy, deliberate, like he was bracing for something. He entered the kitchen with his jacket still on, his face flushed, his eyes skittering off hers and landing instead on the stove, the floor, and the line of mail Sarah had sorted on the counter.

“Hey,” she called, too loud, already knowing something was off.

“Hey,” Jake echoed, voice thin, a good-natured mask that sat poorly on him tonight.

“You’re late.” She didn’t mean it as an accusation, but the words hung between them, brittle as cellophane.

“Traffic,” he said, pulling out a barstool and sitting heavily. “There was a wreck at the Ridgeway exit.”

Sarah looked him over, the small tells, how he rolled his shoulders inward, how his fingers fidgeted with the cuff of his sleeve. He hadn’t shaved, and the shadow on his jaw made him look older, somehow more desperate. She slid the chopped vegetables into the pot, keeping her eyes on the steam.

“You okay?” she asked, gentler now. “You look—” She searched for the word. “Tired.”

Jake let out a soft, humourless snort. “Rough day at the office. Roberts doubled the quota again. I swear, they want us to fail just so they can downsize.”

She turned, wooden spoon in hand. “You said last week you were ahead of quota.”

Jake winced. “Yeah, well. That was last week.” He rubbed his forehead, fingers digging in like he could root out whatever was bothering him. “Forget it. I’ll handle it.”

Sarah watched him in profile, the familiar arch of his nose, the spot above his eyebrow where he’d once split the skin crashing his bike as a kid. She tried to find her footing, the next safe topic, but there was none. The air felt charged, a static before the storm.

She tasted the soup, found it too salty, and set the spoon down with more force than necessary. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He shook his head, then nodded, as if debating which would cost him less. “It’s just work,” he said, voice wobbling on the last word.

She crossed her arms, leaning against the counter. “Jake, come on. I know you. When you get like this—”

His head snapped up. “Like what?”

She held his gaze. “You get cagey. You try to hide things, but you’re terrible at it.” Her voice softened. “I’m your wife. You can tell me.”

He stared at her, then away, the silence growing teeth. “I said it’s fine, Sarah. Let it go.”

She didn’t. She never did, not with him. “If it’s fine, then look at me and say it’s fine.”

Jake’s eyes flicked up, met hers. For a moment, he almost managed it, almost conjured the old confidence that used to anchor her. But tonight, it failed him. He looked away first, jaw working.

Sarah felt her chest tighten, a pulse of dread she couldn’t name. She moved back to the stove, stirred the soup, and forced herself to keep it light. “You want a beer?” she asked.

Jake nodded, then immediately shook his head. “Nah. Not tonight.”

She set the spoon down again and wiped her hands on a dish towel. “Jake. What’s going on?” Her voice was low now, the way she spoke to scared students or children.

He said nothing. The only sound was the faint simmer of the soup, the tick of the wall clock.

She pressed. “Did something happen at work?”

Jake’s hands trembled as he picked up a piece of junk mail and pretended to read it. He tore it in half, then in half again, tiny confetti falling to the countertop.

“Jake.” Her patience was gone, burned up in the last three minutes. “I need you to tell me.”

He looked at her, and she saw then how hollow his eyes had become. “I fucked up,” he whispered.

She gripped the counter. “What did you do?”

Jake’s breath came in short, shallow gulps. “It was just supposed to be a quick thing. One night. Just to see if I could—” He stopped, started over. “I went to the game. Blackjack. At Caldwell’s place.”

Sarah let the name hang in the air. “You said you were done with that. After last time—”

“I know. I know what I said.”

“Then why?” Her hands were fists, white-knuckled and shaking.

He stood abruptly, chair scraping against the linoleum. “I don’t know. I needed to feel like I could win, just once.”

She stared at him, her anger swelling. “Jesus, Jake. Was it the mortgage this time, or did you just decide to piss away what little we have left?”

Jake recoiled, face creased with shame and something close to fear. “It’s not like that. I didn’t mean—”

“You never mean to. But you do it anyway.” Her voice cracked, then came back stronger, brittle. “You promised me, Jake. You swore you were done with all that.”

He put his hands out, a useless gesture. “I’m sorry.”

Sarah laughed, a sharp, bitter sound. “Sorry doesn’t fix it. Sorry doesn’t pay the bills or put food on the table.” She found herself pacing, unable to stand still, the kitchen suddenly too small for her fury.

Jake watched her, helpless. “I can fix this. I will. Just—please, Sarah.”

But she couldn’t hear him anymore. The room spun, the future unfurling ahead of her, bleak and empty. She pressed her palms to her eyes, hard enough to see sparks.

When she spoke again, her voice was ice. “Get out.”

Jake’s mouth opened, then closed. He nodded, collected his keys, and left without another word. The silence after the door shut was profound, ringing in her ears.

Sarah sank to the floor, her back against the dishwasher, and let herself cry for the first time in months. The soup boiled over, forgotten, the smell of burnt onion curling through the house like a warning.

Sarah spent the next half hour in a blur. She wiped her face with a dishtowel, abandoned the soup and her phone blowing up with texts from Jake Wandered the house with the aimless purpose of someone trying to outpace their own thoughts. She righted a crooked picture in the hallway, picked up Jake’s discarded running shoes, and set them by the door. Every detail sharpened. The sticky spot on the banister, the stain on the armrest where Jake once spilled coffee. The house felt less like home and more like a stage set she’d been tricked into believing was real.

She found him in the backyard, huddled on the steps in the gathering dark, backlit by the porch light. Jake sat with his elbows on his knees, chin in his hands, staring at nothing. He didn’t notice her until she opened the slider.

“Didn’t expect you out here,” he said, not looking up.

“Yeah” Sarah said. Her voice surprised her—dry, dispassionate, almost academic. She sat on the step, keeping a foot of space between them. For a few seconds, neither of them spoke.

Jake’s hands shook, fingers laced tight enough to blanch the knuckles. He risked a glance her way, then returned his gaze to the grass, as if the truth might be written there.

She studied him, the details that had once comforted her now strange and remote: the line of his jaw, the patch of scalp visible at his hairline, the way he hunched his shoulders like he was bracing for a blow.

Sarah broke the silence first. “This isn’t just about the gambling, is it?”

Jake swallowed. “I told you, I just—”

“There’s more.” She cut him off, her tone flat, final. “You’re not this scared over a lost paycheck. So what is it?”

Jake’s lips parted, then pressed tight again. He exhaled, a shaky, high-pitched breath, and when he spoke, the words seemed to come from someone else. “I lost a lot more than the paycheck,” he said. “It was a different game. High stakes. Not just friends.”

Sarah watched the tremor in his hands, the way he kept them pinched together like they might fly apart if he let go. She realised she’d never seen him so small. “How much?” she asked.

Jake squeezed his eyes shut. “Eighty grand.”

Sarah’s laugh startled both of them. “Eighty thousand dollars?”

He nodded, face scarlet.

She stared at the neat rows of grass, trying to comprehend it. The mortgage was just under two hundred; their combined savings, maybe fifteen at best. “How?” she managed. “How could you get in that deep?”

Jake finally looked at her, and in the washed-out light she saw him: not her husband, but some half-finished version, stitched together from guilt and fear. “I didn’t have the money. They let me buy in on credit.”

Her stomach lurched. “Who is ‘they’?”

Jake hesitated. “Guys from work. And... others. Caldwell hosts. You’ve met him.”

Sarah shook her head, unable to reconcile the image of Jake, at a table with Marcus Caldwell, the man from the company holiday party who’d shaken her hand too tightly and called her ‘Mrs. T’ like it was a joke.

“You owe them,” she said, more to herself than to Jake.

He nodded, once, shallow. “They said I had to pay up by Friday. No exceptions.”

Sarah’s chest tightened, her voice dropping to a chill. “Or what?”

He looked away. “They gave me a choice.” The words seemed to cost him physically. “Either I take the beating, or—”

She waited, knowing. “Or what, Jake?”

His jaw flexed. “Or you spend a night with them. With—” he broke off, unable to finish.

Sarah’s mouth went dry. She stared at Jake, waiting for him to retract it, to say it was some sick joke or a threat he’d already dismissed. He said nothing. The silence stretched, elastic, and snapped.

“You offered me?” Her voice was thin, incredulous.

He shook his head, fast. “No, I didn’t— I didn’t offer. They just— It was them, not me—”

Sarah stood abruptly. She felt the blood leave her face, her hands ice cold on the wooden railing. “You let them say it. You let them decide I was an option.”

He tried to stand, but she stepped away, out of reach. “Sarah, I didn’t know what else to do— They would’ve—”

She rounded on him. “You could have come to me. Before you made me a goddamn bargaining chip.”

Jake’s voice cracked. “I thought I could fix it first. I thought maybe I could win it back, or—”

She stared at him, uncomprehending. “How long have you known?”

His answer was barely a whisper. “Since last night.”

Sarah pressed her palm to her sternum, as if she could steady her pulse by force. Her thoughts fragmented, ricocheting between disbelief and the most mundane details: her next lesson plan, the soup cooling on the stove, the cat waiting to be fed. She blinked and saw Jake still in front of her, eyes red-rimmed, mouth working to find the right words, as if there were any.

She said, “Go inside. I need a minute.”

He obeyed, shuffling through the door with the docility of a scolded dog. She listened to him clatter around the kitchen, imagined him sitting in their den, staring at the blank TV, hands still shaking.

Sarah stood in the dark for a long time, until the porch light timed itself off and left her in the cool anonymity of night. She willed herself to cry, but her body refused. Instead, she counted the seconds until she could feel nothing at all.

Sarah entered the kitchen like a stranger in her own home. Jake was there, slouched at the table, knuckles white on a chipped coffee mug. He’d showered, but it hadn’t helped; the damp in his hair only made him look sicker, more desperate. She didn’t speak. Instead, she moved to the counter, poured herself a glass of water, and stared at him over the rim. 

He tried to meet her gaze, failed, and looked at the refrigerator instead. “Didn’t know if you’d come back,” he said.

She ignored it. “How many?”

Jake blinked. “How many what?”

Sarah’s voice was colder than the tile beneath her feet. “You didn’t say ‘him.’ You said ‘them.’ How many, Jake?”

He set the mug down and pressed his palms flat to the table, as if anchoring himself. “Two.”

She took a sip, let the silence smother him, then said, “Who?”

Jake’s shoulders bunched. “Caldwell. And his friend.”

“Who’s his friend?”

He licked his lips. “Guy named DeShawn. I don’t know him well. He’s—” He hesitated, as if the specifics of their race would somehow soften the blow. “They’re both, you know. Big guys.”

Sarah let the image form: Marcus Caldwell, from Jake’s company events, the only man in a suit. She remembered the way he’d shaken her hand. Possessive, bone-deep and the look he gave her, the brief flick of tongue over his teeth when he smiled. He was the kind of man who turned every room into his territory. The thought of him, of his hands on her, made her feel hollow and clammy, a shell of herself.

She gripped the counter. “You let them say it. You let them decide that’s how you’d pay them back.”

Jake opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. “I tried to say no, but—”

Sarah turned, knuckles white on the glass. “But you didn’t.”

He didn’t answer. 

She inhaled deeply, as if oxygen might help her withstand the next words. “When is it supposed to happen?”

Jake stared at his hands. “Tomorrow night.”

A rush of panic swept through her, then gave way to a clinical detachment. “How does it work, Jake? Do they just show up here? Do you... do I...?” She couldn’t finish.

He shook his head. “They said I had to call them when we had an answer. That’s all. Set it up.”

She exhaled, slow and shaky. “You know him,” she said, more to herself than to Jake. “Caldwell. You’ve worked with him for years. You’ve brought me to parties—” 

Jake nodded, mute, as shameful as a child.

“Marcus? Your boss’s business partner?” The absurdity of it made her laugh, brittle and mirthless.

He flinched. “It’s not what I wanted. I swear. I just... I panicked. I didn’t know what to do.”

Sarah let her mind replay every interaction she’d ever had with Marcus. The jokes that landed a beat too late, the grip that lingered, the measured glances. She remembered the first party, the way he sized her up and asked about her major, his voice oily-smooth, and the way Jake had laughed it off after, as if she should be flattered. She’d always dismissed her discomfort as paranoia or some artifact of her upbringing, but now it seemed like a premonition.

She sat at the table, the chair colder than she remembered. The weight of the situation pressed on her chest, making each breath shallow.

“So that’s it?” she said. “I fuck them, and your debt disappears?”

Jake’s face crumpled. “Please don’t say it like that.”

“How should I say it, Jake? You bartered me. For a poker loss. To two men who—” Her words failed her.

He tried again. “If I don’t—if we don’t— they’ll come after me. Or you. Or both of us.” He looked up, eyes rimmed red. “Sarah, I’m so sorry. I just— I’m scared.”

She stared at him and saw it then, the full measure of his cowardice. Not malice, but weakness, a need to be liked, to avoid pain at any cost. Even if that cost was her.
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