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The key does not open the lock.

The key opens the man.
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Chapter 1

BEFORE
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September 28

Elliot's body woke at 6:48 every morning and he did not know this because he had never once, in thirty-four years, asked his body what time it thought it was. He asked his phone. He asked the alarm. He asked the schedule he had built for himself the way an engineer builds a load-bearing wall, every hour accounted for, every surface level. His body was the last thing he consulted about anything, and it had stopped volunteering.

Saturday. He stood in the kitchen in sweatpants and bare feet on cold tile. The cold came up through the soles of his feet and his nervous system sent the signal and his mind did not open it. He filled the coffee maker with the precise amount of water for two cups, ground the beans on the second setting because the second setting was correct, pressed the button, and stood with his hands on the counter's edge because standing without doing something with his hands was a skill he had never acquired. His thumbs found the grout line between tiles. Traced it back and forth. He did not notice he was doing this. His body performed these small restless gestures throughout the day, fingers finding edges, palms pressing flat against surfaces, the heel of his foot rocking against the tile floor while he waited, and he never noticed any of them. His body was always reaching for something. He never asked what.

The machine finished. He poured into the gray mug, the one without a chip, and sat in the chair closest to the window. His chair. Three years in that chair. Choosing it required nothing from him that resembled choosing. The kitchen was quiet in the way rooms are quiet when one person has made them efficient enough for silence: dish rack empty, counters wiped, sponge wrung and standing on its edge. He had lived in this apartment for four years and could not have told you the color of the backsplash without turning around to check. It was white. He had never looked.

October was close. The light through the window was late September amber, warm and low, the kind that lands on skin and makes it glow. It fell across his forearm on the table, across the fine hair, across the tendons that shifted under his skin when he scrolled. He did not notice. Morrison structural analysis. Monday: bid review, 10am. He should prep the site analysis tomorrow night, two hours at the desk. The bid was a set of problems, and problems were where he lived, and the light was warm on his arm and it was Saturday morning and he was already solving Monday.

He heard her before he saw her. Bare feet on hardwood. The rhythm of her half-awake walk, slower than her daytime stride, weight landing softer, the tempo of a body not yet fully committed to the day. She appeared in the doorway.

She was wearing one of his t-shirts. The collar had slipped off one shoulder and the line of her collarbone caught the morning light. Her hair was uncombed, pushed to one side. Her legs were bare beneath the hem. When she leaned against the doorframe the shirt settled against the shape of her and she was warm and unhurried and entirely present in the way she was always present, as if her body were a room she had never once left.

Something moved in him. Below his ribs. Not a thought. Lower than thought and faster than decision. A pull in the muscles of his legs, the kind that precedes standing. His hands on the table registered the possibility of pushing back the chair. His body knew what to do with a woman who looked like that in morning light. It had always known. The knowledge arrived the way the cold tile had arrived: a signal, clear and complete, sent from nerve to spine to the part of him that still remembered what it meant to move toward someone without calculating the route first. Cross the kitchen. His hands on her hips. His mouth on the ridge of bone where the light was sitting on her shoulder.

He did not stand. The signal arrived and he let it pass the way he let the cold pass, the way he let the light on his arm pass. Sent and not received. His hands stayed flat on the table. His legs stayed where they were. The moment went through him like a current through a wire that was not connected to anything at the other end, and then it was gone and his body settled back into the quiet that it had learned to keep.

He glanced up. Registered her. Looked back at his phone.

"Morning," she said.

"Morning. Coffee's done."

She crossed to the counter and poured. She moved through the kitchen the way she moved through all physical space, with her fingertips forward, touching the counter's edge as she passed, her palm pressing flat against the cabinet face as she reached for the sugar, her fingers wrapping around the mug with both hands once she'd poured, as if the warmth were something she was reading through her skin. She blew across the surface. Sipped. Carried it to the table.

She sat across from him. Not beside. Across. Two chairs of distance between them. Same as yesterday. Same as every Saturday morning in this kitchen for longer than he'd tracked.

"Farmers' market?" she said.

"Sure. I need to hit Home Depot after. The shelf."

"That shelf has been broken for two months, Elliot."

"I know. Today's the day." He said it the way he said everything, as a problem identified and queued for resolution. The shelf. The bid. The coffee. Saturday itself. His life had become a sequence of systems he maintained, and the maintaining was so complete and so automatic that he had started maintaining his wife without noticing. Her birthday: reminder in his phone, gift purchased three days in advance, always something she'd mentioned wanting. Her preferences: filed. Her coffee order, her restaurant opinions, her side of the bed. Her body across the table in morning light: present, acknowledged, no response required.

She sipped her coffee. Watched him over the rim with an expression he did not catch because he was not looking at her face. He was reading about structural load capacities on a four-inch screen.

"Elliot."

"Hmm."

"Do you want to see if they have those peaches? The white ones." She held her coffee with both hands. "They had them last year. I still think about the way they tasted."

She waited. One second. Two. The kitchen was quiet. The light between them moved slowly across the table.

"Sure," he said. To his phone.

She took a breath. Let it out through her nose. Drank. The morning settled around them with the particular weight of a silence that has been asked to hold something and declined. She had been letting moments like this one pass for long enough that the letting was invisible now, a door closing so softly that the man sitting four feet away never heard it shut.

He scrolled through the Morrison analysis. Site dimensions. Load calculations. Setback requirements. The numbers were clean and he liked clean numbers. His body sat in late September light across from a woman who remembered the taste of fruit from a year ago, who held her coffee with both hands because holding things was how she knew them, who had just offered him something that had nothing to do with peaches and waited and been answered by the top of his head. He was thinking about parking and steel reinforcement and the shelf that had been broken for two months and would be fixed today because today was the day and every day was the day for something.

She finished her coffee. Put the mug in the sink, a small sound in the quiet kitchen. He heard her bare feet on the hardwood going toward the bedroom, the same slow rhythm he had heard arriving, now leaving.

He did not look up.

The light on the table shifted. It reached the place where her cup had been and found it empty and moved on.

•  •  •
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The white peach was warm from sitting in the sun. Nora held it in her palm at the farmers' market stall and pressed her thumb into the skin, slowly, feeling for the give. The flesh dimpled under her touch and held. Soft and firm at once. She turned it. The skin was velvet against her fingers, dusted with the fine pale fuzz that rubbed away with handling, and she could feel the sun still in it, the stored heat of something that had been sitting in light all morning gathering sweetness without trying. She pressed again. Her thumb sinking in with the patience of someone who understood that knowing a thing meant touching it and waiting for it to answer. Her hands had always known how to do this.

The market moved around her. Voices at stalls, a child pulling his father toward the kettle corn, the particular shuffle of Saturday feet on packed gravel. Sun through canvas awnings. The air smelled like turned earth and cut stems and the faint rot of overripe fruit in wooden crates. She stood inside all of it. Her body could not be in a place without being in it, without registering the temperature and the texture and the weight of the air on her skin, the way other people registered the time.

Three stalls down, Elliot was buying tomatoes. She could see him from where she stood, canvas bag over one shoulder, wallet already out. He was talking to the vendor with the focused posture of a man comparing options. He had checked the list on his phone before they left the car, though the list was probably also written somewhere behind his eyes, because lists were where Elliot kept everything. He would buy the right tomatoes. He would carry them correctly. He would put them away at home in the order that made sense, and the order would make sense because he had built it, the way he built everything, and the building was the point.

She watched him fold the paper bag neatly into the canvas one, hand over exact change, and move to the next stall without pausing between. His stride was the Saturday version of his work stride: purposeful, efficient, covering ground. He did not browse. He acquired. The market was a supply chain and he was optimizing it, and she loved him for the way he took care of things, for the competence of his hands and the architecture of his attention. She loved him and underneath the love there was something else, something she did not have a word for. Not resentment. Quieter than that, less sharp. The feeling of standing in a house with every light on and noticing that none of them were warm.

She put the peach down. Picked up another, smaller, bruised on one side where it had pressed against its neighbor in the crate. Held it to her nose and closed her eyes. Stone fruit sweetness of late September. Her body responded the way it always responded to things it recognized: fully, immediately, without asking permission from the rest of her. Her shoulders dropped. Her jaw unclenched. She stood in the middle of a Saturday farmers' market with her eyes closed and a bruised peach held to her face and she was, for that moment, entirely inside her own skin. She had always lived there. It was the place she understood best. She lived there the way Elliot lived in his schedule.

Ahead of them on the gravel path, a couple. Young. His hand on the back of her neck, fingers loose in her hair, casual and purposeless. She leaned into him while they walked, her hip brushing his, not because the path was narrow but because she wanted to. They stopped at a honey stall and the girl said something and the boy laughed and the laugh existed only because it felt good to make it for her.

Nora watched the hand on the neck. The lean. She and Elliot had been that couple. She remembered it with physical precision: a Saturday market six or seven years ago, his palm on her lower back, her body angling into his without deciding to, the two of them laughing at nothing because the nothing was the point, because everything was funny when you were that close to someone and the closeness was so easy you could spend it on anything. She remembered the temperature of his hand through her shirt. Her body leaning into his body. Her skin answering before her mind had any say in the matter.

She could not remember when it stopped. Not a day, not a fight, not a single moment she could point to. The unnecessary touching had become unnecessary, and neither of them had said anything because neither had noticed, or both had noticed and neither had spoken, and she did not know which was worse.

She held the bruised peach and watched him three stalls away, wallet out, exact change counted before the vendor had finished weighing. He would carry every bag. He would drive her home. He would fix the shelf today. He would do all of it and she would be cared for and she would stand in her kitchen tonight watching him put the peaches away and she would feel the same thing she felt now, the thing with no name, the house with every light on and not one of them warm.

Elliot appeared beside her. "Got the tomatoes. Roma and heirloom." He glanced at the display. "These the ones you wanted?"

"Yeah."

He picked up a peach, turned it over once, and put it in a bag. Then another. His hands moved through the pile with the quick certainty of a man selecting by size and color and moving on. He did not hold any of them. Did not press his thumb in to feel for the give beneath the skin. Did not close his eyes. He chose the way he chose everything: by category, by efficiency, by what the task required. Four peaches in the bag in under a minute.

She watched his hands and the words rose to the back of her throat and stayed there. The same place they always stayed. She had been carrying unsaid things in her mouth for so long the weight of them had become familiar, almost comfortable, like a stone she'd held under her tongue until her tongue shaped itself around it.

"I'll grab a few more for the week," he said. "These keep, right?"

"If you let them."

He was already moving to the next stall. Canvas bag over his shoulder. Saturday unfolding in front of him like a checklist. She stood at the peach stall a moment longer with the bruised one still in her hand. Held it. Put it down.

Home. He carried the bags inside and went straight to the kitchen. She leaned in the doorway and watched him unpack. Refrigerator open, produce sorted into the crisper by type, dry goods onto the pantry shelf, bags folded and stored beneath the sink. His hands were quick and sure. She thought about those same hands on her body the night before, moving with the same practiced efficiency, following the same route to the same destination in the same amount of time, because the path was mapped and the ending was a place to be reached rather than discovered.

She crossed the kitchen behind him as he closed the crisper drawer. Put her hand flat on his back, between his shoulder blades. Held it there.

His spine was warm through the cotton of his shirt. She could feel the muscles on either side, the ridge of bone, the particular geography of a body she had known for eight years and touched ten thousand times. She spread her fingers against the fabric. Five points of contact. She held them there the way she had held the peach, patient, pressing gently, feeling for whether the thing beneath her touch would yield.

"Thanks," he said. Without turning around.

Her hand lifted. She walked to the bedroom. Sat on the edge of the bed with her hands in her lap. The same hands. The peach and his back and the difference in what gave.

Outside the window the light was amber and patient. She sat with it and with something that was beginning to take shape inside her, the way a thought gathers before it becomes a word. Not a plan. Not yet. Just the first faint pressure of a question she did not yet know how to ask.

•  •  •
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The chicken was done at 165 degrees because the thermometer said so and the thermometer was never wrong. Elliot pulled it from the oven with the same hands that had fixed the shelf bracket three hours earlier, competent hands, hands that completed tasks. He carved it the way he always carved it, along the grain, four slices per breast, arranged on the plates he had already set with the napkins he had already folded. Dinner was a system and the system ran.

She dried while he washed. They moved around the kitchen in the practiced choreography of two people who had divided the labor years ago and never renegotiated the terms. His elbow brushed her hip as he turned from the sink and neither of them adjusted and neither of them leaned in. He handed her the plates and she dried them and neither of their hands paused in the exchange, the dishes passing between them like relay batons, functional and smooth. The kitchen was clean in twelve minutes. He wiped the counter in the same pattern he always wiped it, starting at the far corner, working toward the sink. She hung the towel on the oven handle. He folded the dish cloth into quarters and set it on the edge of the basin. Done.

The couch. The news. His arm around her because his arm went around her on the couch the way his body went into the chair by the window, by routine, by the geometry of where they sat and how their bodies had learned to arrange themselves in relation to each other. Her head not quite on his shoulder. The distance between touching and leaning maintained without either of them deciding to maintain it. Her knee was against his thigh and she was warm through the cotton of her pajama pants and he registered the warmth the way the counter registered the sponge. He scrolled his phone during commercials. She watched a show he could not have named if asked. The evening unwound steadily, predictably, a clock keeping perfect time.

"Bed?" she said, around ten.

"Yeah."

They had sex the way they always had sex on Saturday nights, which was after the news and before sleep, which was in the bedroom with the door closed even though no one else was there, which was with a competence that Elliot could not have separated from kindness if you'd asked him to try.

He knew the sequence. Not because he'd studied it but because he'd absorbed it over years of repetition, the way a pianist learns a piece until the fingers move without the mind. He kissed her neck first because she liked that. Moved to her mouth. His hand on her waist, then her hip, then lower, reading her body the way he read project specs: for information, for the signals that told him when to proceed. She was warm. She responded. He proceeded.

His hands moved with the practiced certainty of someone following a map he had drawn himself. He knew the route from her neck to her hip, from her hip to the inside of her thigh, from her thigh to the place where she made the sound that meant continue. He followed the route because the route worked. It always worked. Four years of the same path producing the same result, his hands so fluent in the topography of her body that the fluency had become its own kind of absence, a knowing so complete it no longer required him to be there for it.

She moved with him. Her hands on his back. Her legs shifting to let him settle between her hips. The small adjustments of two bodies that had done this enough times to skip the negotiation entirely. He could feel the heat of her skin against his chest, the softness of her breasts pressed between them, and these were real sensations arriving at real nerve endings and he received them the way he received the warm tile in the bathroom, the temperature of the shower, the cotton of his pillow against his face at night. Information. Confirmation that the sequence was proceeding. The rhythm they fell into required no discussion, no variation. The tempo of two bodies that knew exactly what came next because what came next was always the same.

He was inside her and his mind was half-present. Not absent. Not elsewhere. Just not entirely here. Not tracking the heat of her skin or the sound of her breathing or the way her fingers pressed into his shoulder blades when she was close. Not registering the particular way her body opened beneath his or the shift in her breathing that meant she was moving from patience to urgency. His body performed while something in him observed from a slight distance, the way a familiar drive unfolds through the windshield, the road visible but the landscape gone, arriving without remembering the trip. He moved. She moved. He could feel the shape of her beneath him, her warmth, the friction of skin on skin. The rhythm was correct. The rhythm was always correct.

Her back arched. The small catch in her breath that he knew. Her fingers tightened on his arms and her hips rose and she came with a sound that was real and earned and that he registered the way he had registered her collarbone in the morning light: noted, filed, moved past. He followed shortly after. His body released and the release was real and the pleasure was real. He had finished the way he drank his coffee, the way he drove to the market, the way he sat in his chair. The pattern carried him through and set him down on the other side and he could not have told you the color of the scenery he'd passed.

He rolled off. Lay on his back. The ceiling in the dark. The furnace humming in the hallway. His body cooling in the air of the bedroom, the sweat drying on his chest. He could feel the heat of her beside him, the mattress holding both their weights in separate depressions, the sheet settling between them in the slow deflation of two bodies returning to their separate shapes. His hand on his side of the bed. Hers on her side. An inch of cotton between them. He did not close the inch. She did not close it either. The space between them had its own temperature, neither warm nor cold, the particular neutrality of a distance maintained by agreement that neither party had signed.

She was quiet for a long time. He thought she might be falling asleep. He was calculating whether to shower now or in the morning when she spoke.

"Elliot."

"Yeah."

"Do you ever think about us being different?" She said it to the ceiling. Her voice was careful, held at the edges, the way someone carries a full glass across a room.

"Different how?"

"I don't know. Just. Different." She paused. "More."

He turned his head on the pillow. She was looking at the ceiling. The streetlight through the blinds laid a stripe of pale light across her collarbone, the same collarbone the morning light had found in the doorway, and the sight of it moved something in him, briefly, a pull below his ribs that arrived and waited and got no answer. The pull was the same one from the kitchen. The same one from the market when she closed her eyes and held the peach to her face and he had almost stopped walking. His body kept sending these signals and his mind kept leaving them unopened on the counter.

"I thought tonight was good," he said. He meant it.

"It was good."

"So what do you mean, more?"

She didn't answer right away. He could hear her breathing. The furnace cycling on. A car passing on the street outside. The sounds of a Saturday night in an apartment where two people were lying next to each other in the dark, close enough to touch.

"I don't know," she said. "Forget it. I'm tired."

"Okay. We can talk about it."

"It's fine."

"Okay."

He set his alarm. 7:15. Sunday. He could feel something she had tried to hand him, something he had held for a moment and set down on the nightstand beside the alarm clock and the water glass and all the other things that would still be there in the morning.

The feeling was there. Then it was going. He let it pass the way he let the cold tile go, the way he let the light on his arm go, the way he let everything go that his body tried to tell him and his mind declined to hear. He closed his eyes. The furnace cycled off. The room was quiet. The inch of cotton between his hand and hers stayed where it was.

•  •  •
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Nora woke before him. Sunday. The bedroom was gray with early light and Elliot was on his side facing the wall, breathing the slow measured rhythm of a man who slept the way he did everything else: efficiently, on schedule, without wasting motion. She lay on her back and watched the ceiling and thought about the word more.

She had said it last night and he had heard it and not heard it in the same moment, the way he heard most things she said lately, receiving the sounds and filing them in the place where received sounds went and never opening the file. She hadn't meant it as a complaint. Complaints were specific. This was vaguer than a complaint and larger. More was the shape of something she wanted that she couldn't describe because the wanting predated the language, the way hunger predates the word for food.

She got up. Quietly. Bare feet on the hardwood, her weight careful, avoiding the board near the dresser that creaked. His breathing didn't change. She pulled on her robe, the blue one, the terrycloth soft against her skin in the way that morning fabrics always were, registering on her body before her mind had fully arrived. She tied the belt and the cotton pressed against her stomach and she stood for a moment looking at him. His back. The ridge of his spine under the sheet. The shoulder she had traced last night in the dark and he had not turned toward. His body on its side, contained even in sleep, arms pulled in, knees drawn up, a man who took up exactly the space required and not an inch more.

The hallway was cool. She walked to the kitchen with her hand trailing along the wall because her hands always trailed along walls and counters and surfaces, always reading the world through her fingertips, always touching. The paint was smooth under her palm. The doorframe rough where it met the kitchen tile. Her body catalogued these textures the way his body catalogued schedules, automatically, constantly, without deciding to.

She made coffee. Sat in the chair across from where he would sit, the chair she always sat in, and held the mug with both hands and let the warmth soak through to her palms. The kitchen was the same kitchen it had been yesterday morning. The same light beginning. The same table where his phone had been when she asked about peaches and he had answered without looking up. The same apartment where she had put her hand on his back and felt nothing give.

October was two days away. She didn't know yet why that mattered. It was just a fact sitting beside the others: Sunday, coffee, the man in the other room who loved her and could not see her, the word more still unresolved from last night. October in two days.

She picked up her phone. Not looking for anything. The way you pick up a phone on a Sunday morning, to scroll through nothing, to let the nothing fill the quiet. An article someone had shared. A thread. She didn't remember later where exactly she found it. What she remembered was the feeling of reading the first paragraph and the way her body responded before her mind caught up.

It was a piece about couples. Not young couples. Married couples, established, the kind who had been together long enough to stop being surprised by each other. The word chastity appeared and she almost scrolled past it because the word carried baggage she didn't associate with herself, religious baggage, moral baggage, the heavy Victorian furniture of a concept she had no use for. But the article kept going and the couples in it were not religious and were not moralistic. They were people like her. Like them. A device. A lock. The woman holds the key. For a period of time, a week, a month, the thing that had become routine and unconscious was removed. Not as punishment. As attention. The word Locktober appeared further down. October. A lock. Thirty-one days.

She read. Her coffee cooled in her hands. The kitchen was quiet. Elliot's breathing from the bedroom, steady and measured.

Her heart rate had changed. She noticed this the way she noticed all things her body told her: immediately, without resistance. Her breath had shifted too, shallower now, and there was warmth in her chest that hadn't been there when she sat down, a heat that had nothing to do with the coffee. Not shock. Not the leather-and-commands world she would have imagined. Domestic. Intimate. A frequency between two people that turned the ordinary into something charged. The focus was on her. On the woman holding the key. The woman who decided when. The woman whose collarbone held the weight of that small brass shape against her skin all day while the rest of the world saw nothing.

She scrolled. Her thumb moved slowly on the glass the way it had moved on the peach skin yesterday morning, pressing in, feeling for what was underneath. Her jaw had unclenched. Her shoulders had dropped. She was sitting in a kitchen on a Sunday morning reading about locks on a phone screen and her body was responding the way it responded to warm fruit, to sun on skin, to the memory of his hand on her back six years ago when touch was still a language they both spoke. Something in her body was responding to this in a way she would think about later, privately, with the lights off. But what she felt most was the strange familiarity of it, the way the words on the screen fit over the shape of something she had been carrying without knowing its outline. The thanks without turning around. The hands that moved through her body the way they moved through groceries. The couch and the warmth he registered without feeling. The article had drawn a picture of the absence she'd been living inside, and at the bottom of the picture was a key. Small, brass, on a chain. Around her neck. And October was two days away.

She put the phone down. Picked it up. Read the paragraph about the key again. A woman in the article described wearing it against her collarbone, under her shirt, at work, and the weight of it changing everything. Not heavy in grams. Heavy in meaning. The woman said she touched it during meetings and no one knew. She said her husband texted her every afternoon to ask where the key was and she always answered the same way: where it belongs.

Nora touched her own collarbone. The hollow at the base of her throat where a key would sit. Her skin was warm there. She pressed her fingertip into the hollow and held it. The bone beneath was smooth and close to the surface, and she could feel her own pulse in the soft tissue beside it, steady and quick.

The feeling was the one you get when you hear a song you've never heard before and know it already, the melody arriving not as new information but as something your body was already humming before your ears caught up. This. This was the shape of more.

She closed the phone. Set it face down on the table. Sat with her hands wrapped around the cooling coffee and listened to the apartment. The refrigerator humming. A bird outside. Elliot's breathing from the bedroom, steady and unchanged, the breathing of a man who did not know that three rooms away his wife had just read the word Locktober and felt her body lean toward it the way she leaned into textures, into scents, into the warmth of sun-warmed fruit, with her whole self, immediately, before her mind could intervene.

She looked toward the bedroom door. The man she had married. Efficient and kind and capable of carrying every bag and fixing every shelf and following every route to every destination without once stopping to ask whether the destination was where she actually wanted to go.

October was two days away. Two days ago it had been nothing. A month on a calendar. Now it was a door, and the door had a lock, and she was sitting in a kitchen on a Sunday morning with her finger on her collarbone and the first real heat she had felt in months in her chest and she was thinking: what if.

She didn't move. She sat with the thought the way she sat with peaches, holding it, pressing gently, feeling for the give. The thought was ripe. The thought was warm from sitting in the light of something she hadn't known she was looking for until she found it.

What if.

•  •  •
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The blanket was warm across her lap. Nora sat on the couch with her coffee and watched him come out of the bedroom at 8:30, same as every Sunday, sweatpants, bare feet, the gray mug, his chair. He opened his phone and she watched him the way a person watches something they are seeing for the first time. The same man. The same morning. But now there was a lens between her and him, and the lens was the word Locktober, and through it everything about him looked different.

His hands around the mug. She imagined those hands unable to reach for themselves. His jaw, the slight tension he carried there, the way he ground his teeth during sleep and didn't know it. She imagined that tension with nowhere to go. His body in the chair, long and lean and managed, every limb accounted for, every muscle answering to the schedule his mind had written for it. She imagined what would happen to that body if one system was taken away. If the circuit he ran every morning, the automatic efficiency of a man who solved his own needs before breakfast, was interrupted. Locked. Redirected.

She imagined holding the key.

The heat from this morning returned. She pressed her palm flat against her own thigh under the blanket and held it there, feeling her own pulse, the warmth of her own skin. Her body knew what it thought about this before her mind had made a decision. Her body was already leaning toward yes.

•  •  •

[image: ]


Sunday moved the way Sundays always moved. He went to Home Depot and came back with the bracket and the drill and fixed the shelf in fifteen minutes because the shelf was a problem and problems had solutions and solutions were his native language. He stood back and looked at the shelf. Level. Secure. Done.

They walked to the corner store for the things they'd missed at the market. Late September sun on the sidewalk, the trees beginning to turn at their edges. Nora beside him, her shoulder near his, close enough that their arms could have touched with each step. She let her hand swing at her side and watched the distance between her knuckles and his, the inch of air that neither of them crossed. He carried the bags. She watched him carry them, the canvas straps over one shoulder, his stride the same efficient Sunday pace, covering ground. The walk was a route. The store was a destination. The space between the two was something to be traversed, not occupied.

A woman passed walking a dog and the dog pulled toward Nora and she crouched and let it press its wet nose into her palm and she laughed and ran her fingers along its ears and felt the velvet of them, the warmth of the skull underneath, and the dog leaned into her hand the way living things lean into touch when the touch is given freely. Elliot waited three steps ahead, bags on his shoulder, patient and still and not crouching, not touching the dog, not in his body the way she was in hers.

Nora was in the kitchen when he came out from putting the groceries away. Leaning against the counter with her coffee, watching him.

"Shelf's fixed," he said.

"I saw."

She was looking at him with an expression he couldn't quite place. Not the expression from last night, the careful voice and the word more. Something else. Something closer to the way she had looked at him in the doorway yesterday morning, present and warm, except this time there was something underneath it he couldn't read. Like she was holding a card he hadn't been shown.

"What?" he said.

"Nothing." She smiled. "You're good at fixing things."

"That's the nicest thing you've said to me all weekend."

"Is it?"

He waited for more but she turned back to her coffee and the moment passed. He went to the desk. Morrison analysis. Two hours of work and the bid deck would be ready for Monday. He sat down, opened his laptop, and was inside the numbers within a minute because the numbers were where he went when he didn't know where else to go.

•  •  •
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She touched him three times that afternoon. Once when she passed behind his desk chair, her fingertips across his shoulders, light, barely there. He didn't look up. Once when she brought him water, her hand on his forearm as she set the glass down, holding a second longer than function required. He said thanks. Once when they were making dinner, her hip against his as they stood at the counter, not moving away, letting the contact linger. He shifted. Made room for her. Did not lean into the hip. Did not register that the touch was different today, that the frequency had tripled, that each one was a question she was asking his body and his body was declining to answer.

Three touches. Zero responses. She stood at the cutting board and felt the ache of it, the particular confirmation of something she had suspected but not tested until now.

Dinner. Chicken again because they hadn't decided on anything else and the chicken was easy and easy was what Sundays were for. She sat across from him. The same two chairs of distance. He ate and talked about the Morrison bid, the subcontractor they were vetting, the timeline for the first presentation. She listened and watched his mouth move and his hands gesture and thought about those hands. About what they would do if they couldn't do the thing they did automatically, privately, without her. About a lock. About a key. About October in two days and whether she had the courage to say the thing she was holding inside her, the thing that was growing larger by the hour, pressing against the walls of her chest like a held breath.

•  •  •
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Evening. The couch. Some show she'd picked. His arm around her, the same geometry as last night, his body arranged in the configuration that Saturday and Sunday evenings required. She was warm against his side. He was thinking about the Morrison presentation, running the slides in his head, when she shifted closer.

Closer than usual. Her head actually on his shoulder this time, not hovering beside it. The weight of her skull against his collarbone. Her hair smelled like her shampoo and underneath that like her skin, the warm clean scent that was just Nora, and he registered it and the registering was pleasant and he did not follow the pleasantness anywhere. It sat in his body like a fact.

"Elliot."

"Hmm."

"If I wanted to try something. Something different. Would you be open to it?"

He looked at her. Her head still on his shoulder. She wasn't looking at him. She was looking at the TV, or past the TV, at something he couldn't see.

"Try something like what?"

"I don't know yet. I'm still thinking about it. I just want to know if you'd be open."

"I'm always open."

"No you're not," she said. Gently. Not a fight. A fact. "But you could be."

He didn't know what to say to that, so he said the thing he always said when he didn't know what to say: "Okay."

She pressed her face into his shoulder. He could feel her breath against his shirt, warm and steady. His hand was on her arm and he held it there and for a moment, a brief one, something in him wanted to ask what she meant. Wanted to turn toward her and look at her face and read whatever was written there that he had been missing. The wanting was faint. Background signal. He had the Morrison deck in his head and the wanting couldn't compete with the clarity of slide seven and the market projections he needed to verify before morning.

"Okay," she said. "That's enough for now."

•  •  •
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Bed. Dark. She lay beside him and listened to his breathing slow toward sleep. October was two days away. The word Locktober was in her chest like a second heartbeat. She had almost said it tonight. Almost. The almost was its own kind of lock, the gap between deciding and doing, the space where courage gathered before it became speech.

She knew what she was going to do. Not the details. Not the words. But the decision had been made somewhere between the peach stall and the collarbone and the article and the three touches he didn't feel and the look on his face when she said you could be and he said okay and meant it in the way he meant everything, which was correctly but not completely.

Tomorrow she would ask. Or Tuesday. Before October. Definitely before October.

She rolled toward him. Put her hand on his chest the way she had been putting her hand on things all weekend, with attention, with pressure, feeling for what was underneath. His heartbeat was steady under her palm. Sixty beats a minute. The efficient heart of an efficient man, pumping blood through a body that had forgotten it could feel things it hadn't scheduled.

She held his heartbeat in her hand. She held the idea of a key against her collarbone. She held the word more between her teeth like a promise, and the promise was not to him, not yet. The promise was to herself.
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