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      The Northeast Regional arrived forty-seven minutes late. My phone kept dropping to one bar then none. My AirPods cut out every third word of the quarterly earnings call. By the time I stepped onto the platform of this postage-stamp excuse for a train station, I was ready to commit a felony. The night air clung to my skin like someone else's sweat while my suitcase dragged behind me, its wheels catching on every crack in the concrete. A glance at my phone revealed the digital equivalent of a five-car pileup: two calendar invites marked "MANDATORY," six emails with red exclamation points, and a text from my manager that read only "Need to discuss timeline changes." For a moment, I contemplated the sweet release of throwing myself onto the tracks.

      But StratEdge Solutions hadn't sent me to this coastal nowhere for my mental health. They'd sent me to fix things.

      I'm Laura Spencer. At thirty-two, I became the youngest senior consultant in company history. I can deliver a pitch that makes CEOs reach for their checkbooks before I hit minute three. I've survived four acquisitions where I watched men twice my age sob into their Brooks Brothers ties. My closet holds exactly six black silk blouses, five pencil skirts, and one powder-blue suit that once made our managing partner stutter mid-sentence. According to my Fitbit, my resting heart rate is fifty-four. I haven't missed a deadline since 2016.

      And I am going to spend the next week at a place called The Gull’s Nest, which (per the website) offers “rustic hospitality on the windswept Atlantic.” My routine is about to get windburn and a side of artisanal granola.

      The Uber driver turns down a lane spiked with birch and, after a few juddering switchbacks, deposits me in front of the inn. It’s two stories of restored shingle, candlelight burning in the windows, a porch lined with battered rocking chairs and potted rosemary. The moon hangs bloated over the dunes. Some part of me that is not currently bent on homicide finds it charming, in the way one finds small children or puppies charming: attractive in someone else’s life, not mine.

      I squared my shoulders against the onshore gust and navigated the mulch path to the inn’s door. My heels left wet, pointless punctures in soft earth. I already regretted the shoes—wedges would have been smarter, but I refused to look like some kind of “fun consultant” just because my assignment was a beach lobsterpot in the off-season.

      Inside, the place was heavy with woodsmoke and cinnamon, like a Starbucks caught fire in a log cabin. A hand-lettered sign said “Please Ring Bell For Service Or Help Yourself To Cookies,” so I rang the bell and helped myself to three. The taste was like a candle, all clove and oat. No one appeared. A clock ticked on the wall, the time measured in increments of her own absorption: tomorrow’s pitch, the day after tomorrow’s debrief, the ever-present buzz of formulas and frameworks lifting her above the threat of feeling anything.

      I’d never understood the biological clock thing. That mythic ticking, the pressure to birth something other than quarterly reports and bullet-pointed action items. I couldn’t see the draw. For a while, I’d played the game—two years of curated app dates, the parade of men in tech jackets and raw denim, drinks at cocktail bars that all claimed to have “invented” the espresso martini. The end result: I’d quit even pretending, stopped renewing prescriptions for the pill, stopped making funny little jokes about “when I’m older” to my own reflection. I was thirty-two and had not scheduled sex, let alone unscheduled sex, in the current fiscal year.

      This, I thought, was what it meant to be a modern woman: not that you could have it all, but that you could automate the parts that didn’t require a second person. I had my fingers, my shower massager, and a drawer full of silicone implements in Pantone pastels. They made more sense than the messiness of another person.

      Babies were even more of a nightmare scenario: the ultimate loss of autonomy, a spreadsheet gone viral, the end of sleep and self-ownership. My mother, who’d started hinting at grandkids after my thirtieth birthday, did not understand this calculus. No one really did, except maybe the other women at the office who, like me, had traded fertility for a corner office with a view of the city.

      I take a moment and glance around the lobby that is, somehow, both antiseptically clean and aggressively homey. Framed black-and-white photos of ships. A plaid sofa that looks like it’s never seen a dropped crumb. The smell of lemon polish and old wood. The proprietor still hasn’t appeared and I allow myself the briefest hope that, like any sane human, he will have gone to bed at ten and left a key for me in a little envelope. My hope is immediately, profoundly disappointed.

      “Evening!” says a voice that sounds like it’s been run through a gravel filter, and I register the shape rising from behind the check-in desk. He’s taller than expected, and broader—a man designed for wielding axe handles, or rowing lifeboats through winter surf. His hair is a sun-faded brown, cropped close at the sides but wild on top, a swirl of rebellion barely contained by his actual person. He wears an oxford shirt with the cuffs half-rolled, jeans faded almost white at the thigh, and a pair of running shoes that might once have been neon orange. His eyes are blue, yes, but not the cliché kind—they’re the exact color of the ocean the morning after a hurricane, unsettled and sly. And they land on me, and stick, as though I’m something worth memorizing.

      “Ms. Spencer, right? We were about to send out a search party. Or a cheese plate. Which do you prefer?”

      I am so tired I forget to deploy the Smile. Instead, I just nod. “Sorry. The train. Then the Uber.”

      He grins, wide and white and devilish. “You made it, that’s what counts. I’m Josh.” He vaults the desk in a single fluid movement, lands in front of me, and extends a hand. “Owner-slash-everything else. Let me get that.” He takes my suitcase, his hand brushing mine—electric, deliberate—then wheels it behind him with the easy entitlement of a man who always gets the last slice of pie.

      There are only two other people in the lobby, both of them hunched over mugs of something in the fireplace’s afterglow, and Josh steers me past them toward a staircase so polished it seems dangerous. “You’ve got the Admiral’s Suite. It’s our best, unless you like taxidermy, in which case I’d recommend Room Five. Do you like taxidermy?”

      “I’m not sure anyone likes taxidermy,” I say, and he laughs. It’s not forced. He is, it becomes clear, deeply comfortable in his own skin—a quality I find both enviable and deeply threatening.

      The stairs creak under us. The walls are hung with maps, old nautical charts whose lines and loops suggest places I have never wanted to visit. Josh walks backward up the last three steps, talking over his shoulder. “You’re in town for work, right? Consulting for the hospital group?”

      “Correct.”

      “Going to whip them into shape?” His smile dares me to admit it.

      I square my shoulders. “That’s the idea.”

      He props the suitcase outside a door at the end of the hall. “Hospital food will never be good, you know. No matter how hard you try.”

      “I don’t touch cafeteria menus. I touch metrics.”

      “Is that code for ‘get people fired’?”

      He says it lightly, but the question lands like a pebble in my shoe.

      I shrug. “Not always.”

      He leans against the doorframe, folding his arms. The shirtsleeves pull tight over his biceps. “Well, if you ever want to talk about our quality of care—” he taps his chest, mock-earnest, “I’m an open book.”

      I want to dismiss him. I want to say “Goodnight” with an edge sharp enough to lacerate. Instead, I blurt: “Do you own this place, or just terrorize the guests for sport?”

      He tips his head back and actually howls. “Own it. Bought it after college. Renovated every square inch. You should have seen it before.” His tone suggests that I’m lucky to have met him after the transformation, as though I missed some crucial evolutionary link.

      The sense of being studied, handled, prodded gently but expertly, persists. I wonder if he practices on all the guests, or if he’s bored enough to toy with even the likes of me. I almost ask, but I know what the answer will be.

      He hands me a key—an honest-to-god metal key, the sort you see in horror movies—and gives a little bow. “Breakfast is at seven, unless you want to sleep in. Then I’ll sneak you a scone.”

      I have never, in my adult life, slept in past six-thirty. I almost tell him so, but the effort seems pointless. Instead, I watch his retreating figure—easy, loose-hipped, a man untroubled by calendars or quarterly goals—until it disappears down the stairs.

      The Admiral’s Suite is, as promised, the best. It’s a corner room, windows facing both the bay and the lighthouse, with a bed the size of a yacht and more plaid than should be legally allowed. There is a decanter of sherry on the desk and a note in black fountain pen:

      

      
        
        Ms. Spencer,

        

        Welcome to The Gull’s Nest! If you need anything, ring the bell at the desk or just shout.

        I respond well to shouting.

        

        Josh

      

      

      

      I read the note twice, then set it carefully aside. I unpack with surgical precision, lining up toiletries and plugging in my chargers. I open my laptop, refresh my email, and schedule three calls before nine AM.

      I am, at all times, in total control.

      Except, of course, when I’m not. Because I cannot stop thinking about the innkeeper and his laugh, the way he looked at me as if he already knew how to make me break routine, if he wanted to. I picture his hands—rough, probably, but clever—folding towels, pouring sherry, doing things to a woman who is not me. A woman who sleeps in, who lets herself be late for the train, who would order the cheese plate.

      For a moment, I consider marching back down to the lobby just to prove I am immune to local charm. To demand a proper, professional interaction. But I do not move.

      Instead, I stare out at the lighthouse, rotating in steady, insomniac circles, and wonder how long before I let myself get shipwrecked.
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        * * *

      

      There is no way I should be awake at 2:44 AM. Not after eight hours of commuter purgatory, a greasy gas-station burrito, and the metronome of quarterly projections ticking behind my eyelids. But here I am, flat on my back in a bed too soft for spinal alignment, the sheets writhing around my knees, while the bastard child of Henry Cavill and every surfer douchebag I’ve ever dated paces the inside of my skull.

      Josh.

      I blame the sherry, or the silence, or the fact that my work emails have trickled to a halt and left me with an unfamiliar void to fill. Normally, I would use the downtime for yoga or LinkedIn stalking or some other healthy, productive self-care. Instead, I replay my entire arrival scene in a feverish, obsessive loop, unable to decide if Josh is a genuine nice guy or just deeply, professionally horny.

      For one, he moves like he’s in on some private joke. He did not break eye contact once during check-in, as if there was nothing in the world he’d rather be doing than torturing me with small-town banter. Even as he handed me the key, his knuckles brushed my palm—an accident, I’m sure, but I cataloged the heat anyway. I catalog everything. It’s the only way I know how to stay ahead of the game.

      But right now, my game is off. I lie here with my suit jacket unbuttoned, blouse loose, and a hot, itchy ache snaking up my thighs. For the record, I am not the sort of woman who gets off on empty compliments or unsolicited advances. My type is investment bankers with PhDs, men who know how to say the words “portfolio diversification” without making it sound like a come-on. Not…innkeepers.

      Which is exactly why, forty minutes into my insomnia, my mind flips the script: I’m at the front desk again, only this time, Josh doesn’t stop at being a polite host.

      He crowds me, close enough that I have to tilt my head back. My suitcase is gone. The other guests are gone. He cages me against the counter and, instead of making an innuendo about taxidermy, he just says, “You want this?”

      His hands are on my hips—firm, huge, working me back until the wood digs into my ass. I want to laugh at the cliché, but I’m too busy breathing him in, and then, before I can say something clever, his mouth is on my neck, wet and blunt and fucking hungry.

      The real me is under the covers, jaw clenched, one hand clutching the sheet while the other inches lower, past the waistband of my yoga pants. In the fantasy, Josh hitches my skirt and yanks my panties aside, the move so practiced it almost feels rude, like he’s tearing through the professional façade I’ve spent a decade building.

      I let my fingers trail, slow, the same way he does in my head. God, he’s good at this—he palms my ass, kisses down my collarbone, one thigh slotted between both of mine. My whole body goes elastic, trembling. He feels how wet I am already. He smirks. “That didn’t take long.”

      “Fuck you,” I whisper into my own pillow.

      “Say please.” He bites my ear, and my body arches into the air, hips seeking friction. I start rubbing, tight circles, just the way I like it. I imagine Josh sliding two fingers in—fuck, three—and curling them until I’m dizzy, until my knees threaten to collapse. The fantasy has never been this vivid before: I smell his sweat, feel the scrape of stubble on my neck, the salty pressure of his tongue.

      He makes me beg. Of course he does. I hate it and love it, in equal measure. “You’re so fucking bossy at work,” he tells me, and with a single hand he tears open my blouse, buttons skittering onto the linoleum. He cups one breast, thumb teasing the nipple until I gasp. The other hand doesn’t stop, just works me faster, harder, until I’m moaning into his shoulder and he’s eating the sound like it’s the only food he’s had all week.

      In my room, I dig my heels into the mattress and let myself make noise, loud enough to be heard down the hall. The thought that Josh might actually hear me—he’s probably in some annex suite, or else prowling the night for insomniac guests—only gets me wetter.

      The fantasy escalates: Josh hoists me up, hikes my skirt to my waist, and pins both wrists behind my back, so I’m bent over the desk like a supplicant. I have always, always been the one to pin other people. The inversion is unbearable, so hot I almost want to weep.

      He lines up behind me, no teasing, just the blunt head of his cock sliding between my folds. He’s huge; of course he is. It should scare me, but instead I grind back, desperate, and he slams in, once, twice, then holds. My whole body locks up, greedy for more.

      “Thought you said you could take it,” he murmurs, and I snarl back, “Fuck you.”

      He takes that as a challenge, and the next few minutes are all rhythm and smack, the slap of skin on skin, the thud of my heart in my ears. He yanks my hair, just enough to sting, and leans down so his voice is right at the hinge of my jaw: “Come for me.”

      It’s the order that does it. I convulse, everything tightening around my fingers, and the noise that rips out of my throat is not at all professional.

      I collapse onto the bed, hand sticky and legs twitching, the sheets a total loss. I gulp air, shocked at the violence of my own need. For a minute, I can’t tell if I’m more embarrassed or proud.

      Eventually, I peel myself out of my pajamas and stumble to the bathroom, face burning. I splash water on my cheeks and stare at the reflection: hair wild, lips swollen, a flush climbing my collarbone. The mirror version of me is grinning like she just got away with murder.

      Back in bed, I refuse to let myself check the hallway for movement. I wedge my phone under the pillow, open up my work calendar for the morning, and start mentally drafting my report on “local change agents and cultural adaptation.” The words blur together, the high still thrumming through my limbs.

      If Josh did hear me, he’ll never say a word. That would be the polite thing to do.

      But then again, he never struck me as especially polite.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I come down to breakfast already replaying the night before. I wonder if the sheets, when laundered, will betray what I did to the cleaning staff, or if the sherry stains and stray black hairs are enough to distract them. I’m running on three hours of sleep, which means my retinas are sandy and my patience is a nonrenewable resource. I expect to see a buffet: limp melon, sad bagels, a sign warning of gluten. Instead, I get Josh.

      He’s behind the counter, in an apron, flipping eggs like a man who has never once lost control of a skillet. His hair is damp, as if he’s just come in from a run or a swim, and the forearms emerging from his sleeves are dusted with flour and scars. He looks up as I enter, gives a conspiratorial grin, and asks, “Coffee? Or are you one of those Soylent people?”

      I’m still recalibrating my equilibrium. “Coffee is fine.”

      “Cream?”

      “Black.”

      He pours. His hand is steady, and he pours to the absolute rim, so I have to lean in and slurp to keep from spilling. “You sleep all right?” he asks, the question pointed in a way that makes my throat close.

      “I slept,” I say, which is true, if you count passing out at four AM with a hand between your legs and a smirk on your lips.

      He gestures to the far corner, where a croissant the size of my head sits on a plate, glistening with something obscene. “You’ll want that. It’s chocolate, but don’t worry, it’s not too sweet.”

      There are two other guests in the breakfast nook: a pair of late-middle-aged women in matching windbreakers, debating the route for a morning hike. Josh checks on them, brings refills, then returns to me with that same unwavering focus.

      “You got plans today?” he asks.

      “I have three meetings, two with the hospital staff and one with the board. If I don’t get back by four, they’ll send a search party.”

      He leans in, elbows on the counter, eyes scanning my face like he’s looking for microexpressions. “I bet you crush them.”

      “It’s not really about crushing,” I say. “More about reassembling.”

      He shrugs. “Still. They’re not ready.”

      I snap off a piece of croissant, then realize I’m devouring it with the hunger of someone who might have burned 500 calories just from masturbating to exhaustion. I lick chocolate off my thumb, and Josh’s eyes follow the motion, and there is a moment of such thick, unvarnished awareness that I nearly choke.

      He doesn’t break the spell. He just says, “Let me know if you need anything else,” then lopes off, leaving a vapor trail of aftershave and heat.

      The rest of the day, I can’t stop thinking about his hands. The way he flipped the spatula. The way he held the coffee carafe, two fingers on the base, thumb tracing slow circles on the glass. I think about those hands on my hips, or in my hair, or wrapped around my throat, pinning me to the wall of the coat closet. My imagination is a self-sabotaging slut.

      By the time I get back to the inn, it’s after sunset. The parking lot is empty except for Josh’s pickup, and the lobby is lit with hurricane lamps, which cast every shadow in soft, forgiving gold. I make it halfway to the staircase before I see him again.

      “Laura,” he says, not Ms. Spencer, and I wonder when I gave him permission to use my first name. Maybe he just took it.

      He’s in a dark sweater now, arms crossed, leaning on the front desk. I pause. I should go to my room. But the croissant is still a lead weight in my gut, and my feet have decided not to listen to my brain.

      He waits until I’m close. “Rough day?”

      I try to shrug it off. “You ever try to explain net present value to a guy who thinks time sheets are a communist plot?”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “I don’t recommend it.”

      His eyes don’t leave mine. “You want a drink?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Desperately.”

      He disappears for a minute, then returns with a bottle of something brown and two tumblers. He pours, careful again, and gestures for me to join him at the desk.

      I perch on the stool. He stands. This puts us almost eye to eye.
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