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  Partition Walls

A Hotwife Novel of Surrender, Cuckold Desire, and the Architecture of Want



Eucalyptus and Leather

The eucalyptus diffuser on Dr. Reeves’ desk had been running too long. The scent was thick now, almost medicinal, layered over the leather smell of the couch — cracked brown Chesterfield, probably older than the practice — and underneath both, the faint sweetness of carpet cleaner that hadn’t quite dried from the morning.

Tomás Herrera sat with his hands on his thighs, fingers spread, pressing into the denim like he could anchor himself. Five-eight on a generous day. Lean through the shoulders but soft at the waist now — thirty-four and collecting softness the way other men collected hobbies. Dark hair that used to be thick, thinning at the temples in a way he told himself was distinguished and his mirror told him was happening. Brown eyes, olive skin, a jaw that was fine but not memorable. He wore the same slate-grey button-down he’d worn Monday, hoping Chiara wouldn’t notice. She hadn’t.

Chiara sat fourteen inches to his left. He knew the distance because he’d measured the gap at their first session eight weeks ago — not physically, but in body-lengths, the way you calculate how far you are from the edge of something. She had her legs crossed, the top foot bouncing a rhythm he couldn’t identify. Dark auburn hair clipped back in a tortoiseshell jaw clip that was losing its grip, strands escaping down her neck. Heart-shaped face, wide mouth she used to paint berry-dark on Saturday nights, now bare. Sharp jaw. Freckles scattered across her clavicle where her sweater — moss green, cashmere, a gift from her mother she wore when she needed armor — had slipped off one shoulder. Five-six, narrow-waisted, wider through the hips and thighs in a way that used to make his mouth dry. Now he mostly noticed how she angled those hips away from him on the couch.

She wore the cashmere. This is going to be bad.

Dr. Margaux Reeves watched them from the wingback across the rug. Early fifties, silver threading through dark hair she wore in a low chignon. Reading glasses perched on her nose — tortoiseshell, matching Chiara’s clip by coincidence or some therapist-client synchronicity that made Tomás uneasy. Angular face, thin lips, the kind of bone structure that aged into authority rather than softness. She wore a charcoal blazer over a cream blouse, a single gold chain at her throat. Her legs were crossed too, a leather portfolio open on her knee, but she hadn’t written anything in it for twelve minutes.

Tomás had been counting.

»When was the last time you two were intimate?« Dr. Reeves asked. Not unkindly. The way you’d ask someone when they last changed their oil — maintenance question, not accusation.

The silence had texture. He could feel it in the space between his and Chiara’s bodies, dense as packing foam.

»Define intimate,« Chiara said.

Dr. Reeves tilted her head. The reading glasses caught the lamp.

»However you’d like to define it.«

»April,« Chiara said. Flat. The word dropped like a coin on tile. »April fourteenth. It was a Tuesday.«

Tomás’s stomach contracted. Not because she was wrong — she wasn’t — but because she remembered the day. She’d catalogued it. Filed it with a date stamp, the way you’d mark the last time a machine was serviced before you decommissioned it.

She remembers the date. Jesus Christ, she remembers the date.

His fingers dug harder into his thighs.

»Tomás?« Dr. Reeves’ voice, gentle. »Does that match your recollection?«

»Yeah.« His voice came out smaller than he wanted. He cleared his throat. »Yeah, that’s — that sounds right.«

It was a Tuesday because I’d had the Nakamura presentation that morning and I was still buzzing from the adrenaline and that was the only reason I initiated and we both knew it.

»Six months,« Dr. Reeves said. Not a question. She uncrossed her legs, re-crossed them the other direction. The portfolio shifted on her knee. »And before April — what was the frequency?«

»Frequency.« Chiara’s mouth bent around the word. Not quite a smile. »Like a radio station.«

»Chi—« Tomás started.

»Once a month, maybe,« she said, talking over him without raising her voice. »If something else got him going first. A work win. A couple beers. Never just — « She stopped. Her foot stopped bouncing. »Never just because he wanted me.«

The sentence landed in his chest like a fist wrapped in gauze. Soft impact. The kind that doesn’t color until morning.

In the hallway outside the office, someone laughed — bright, surprised, the kind of laugh you make when something delights you. It was so far from anything in this room that it felt imported from a different country.

Dr. Reeves let the silence sit for six seconds. Tomás counted those too.

»I want to suggest something,« she said. »And I want you both to hear the full thought before you respond.«

Tomás’s hands went still on his thighs.

»There’s growing clinical support for the idea that sexual stagnation in a marriage doesn’t always indicate a broken connection between partners. Sometimes it indicates a need that the current structure can’t meet.« She paused. Adjusted her glasses. »I’d like you to consider — as a structured, therapeutic exercise — the possibility of opening your marriage.«

The eucalyptus was unbearable now. Tomás could taste it in the back of his throat, green and sharp, coating his tongue.

»Opening,« he repeated.

»A controlled exploration. Boundaries you set together. The goal isn’t replacement — it’s reintroduction. What can the relationship still generate between you when the pressure valve opens.«

Chiara had gone very still beside him. Not stiff — still. The difference mattered. Stiff was resistance. Still was listening.

»You’re telling us to fuck other people,« Chiara said.

»I’m suggesting that the framework you’ve built may need a window opened before the whole house suffocates.« Dr. Reeves’ voice didn’t change register. Steady. Clinical warmth. »This isn’t prescription. It’s an option. One that works best when both partners discuss it honestly, set clear rules, and check in frequently.«

Tomás couldn’t look at Chiara. He looked at the diffuser instead — small ceramic thing, matte white, the vapor curling up in a thread that broke apart before it reached the ceiling.

Say no. Just say no. Tell her it’s insane, tell her marriages don’t work that way, tell her you’ll try harder, you’ll initiate, you’ll—

»Tomás.« Chiara’s voice. Quiet. He heard something in it he hadn’t heard in months. Attention.

He turned. She was looking at him — actually looking, not the glancing-past that had become their default. Her eyes were hazel, gold-flecked, and right now they were searching his face with an intensity that made his skin prickle.

»What do you think?« she asked.

I think I’m going to lose you either way.

The hallway laugh came again, muffled now, moving away.

»I—« His mouth was dry. The eucalyptus sat thick on his soft palate. »I think — if it’s what you need. If it would help.«

Something moved behind Chiara’s eyes. Not gratitude. Not surprise. Recognition — like she’d known he would say that, and the knowing was worse than the answer.

She’s already decided. This is just the formality. She wore the cashmere.

Dr. Reeves made a note in her portfolio for the first time in twenty minutes. The scratch of the pen was the loudest sound in the room.

»I’d like you both to sit with this for a week,« she said. »No apps, no action. Just conversation between yourselves. We’ll revisit next Thursday and—«

»I don’t need a week,« Chiara said.

Tomás’s fingers had gone white on his thighs.

The session ended at 7:08. He knew because he watched the clock on Dr. Reeves’ bookshelf — brass, analog, the kind that ticked loud enough to hear in the silences. They shook her hand at the door. Chiara’s grip was firm. His was damp.

The elevator smelled like someone else’s cologne — something woody, too much of it, the kind of scent that filled a space and dared you to object. Chiara pressed the lobby button and stood with her arms crossed, her reflection ghosting in the brushed-steel doors. She looked like someone who’d set down something heavy.

He looked like someone who’d picked it up.

They walked to the parking garage without speaking. The concrete amplified their footsteps — her heeled boots, his sneakers, the rhythms out of sync in a way that felt symbolic and then felt like he was being melodramatic and then felt symbolic again. The garage smelled of exhaust and cold stone and the particular dampness of underground spaces that never fully dry.

Chiara unlocked the car from ten feet away. The headlights flashed twice. She got in. He got in. She started the engine and the radio came on mid-sentence — NPR, someone’s measured voice explaining something about grain futures — and neither of them reached to turn it down or change it.

She pulled out of the space, checked her mirrors, and merged onto Peachtree Street heading north. The city scrolled past the windows in amber and white, streetlights catching rain that had started without him noticing. Her hands sat at ten and two, knuckles pale against the dark leather of the steering wheel.

Tomás stared at the rain on the passenger window and felt the shape of their marriage rearranging itself behind his sternum — all the silences expanding outward like a crack in glass that hadn’t reached the edge yet.

Chiara signaled left. The blinker ticked in the dark, steady as the brass clock in Dr. Reeves’ office, counting down something neither of them had agreed to name.





Algorithm

She downloaded the app in the bathroom with the door locked, sitting on the closed toilet lid in an oversized Braves t-shirt that had been Tomás’s before it became hers before it became just a shirt she slept in. The tile was cold under her bare feet. The bathroom smelled like her rosemary shampoo and the lemon cleaner she’d used that morning on the sink — scrubbing the basin in circles at seven AM because she couldn’t sleep and needed something to do with her hands that wasn’t reaching across the bed for a man who slept facing the wall.

The app was called Feeld. She’d heard about it from Renata at work — Renata Oliveira, senior editor, forty-one, the kind of woman who said things like »boundaries are just furniture you haven’t rearranged yet« while eating salad at her desk with the confidence of someone who had rearranged plenty. Chiara hadn’t asked for the recommendation. Renata had offered it the way you’d offer an umbrella to someone standing in rain they hadn’t acknowledged yet.

This is clinical. This is the exercise. Dr. Reeves said exploration.

She set up the profile in nine minutes. Used a photo from August — her at Renata’s rooftop thing, hair down, laughing at something off-camera, the strap of her sundress sliding off her shoulder. She looked like someone having a good time. She didn’t remember having a good time.

She wrote: Married. Exploring with my partner’s knowledge. Not looking for a therapist — already have one. Looking for someone who takes up space.

She almost deleted that last line. Left it.

The matches came faster than she expected. She swiped through them on her lunch breaks for three days — men with gym selfies and bios that read like résumés, men whose opening lines were just the tongue emoji, men who wrote »I can be discreet« as though discretion were a personality trait.

Then Solomon.

His profile photo was him at a job site — hard hat off, tucked under one arm, a blueprint spread across a sawhorse behind him. He wasn’t looking at the camera. He was looking at something to the left, mid-sentence, his free hand raised to make a point. Broad shoulders filled a navy henley dark with sweat at the collar. Dark skin, close-cropped hair, a beard trimmed tight along a jaw that could have been drafted with a straight edge.

His bio said: I build things that stay up. 38. I know what I want and I don’t perform uncertainty about it.

Chiara read it twice. Three times. Pressed her thumbnail into the pad of her index finger until the crescent went white.

She swiped right.

He matched within the hour.

His first message: The sundress photo. You were laughing at someone’s bad joke, not a good one — the angle of your head gives it away. What was the joke?

She told him. It had been Renata’s husband mispronouncing bruschetta for the third year running. Solomon sent back: A man who can’t say bruschetta correctly after three years is a man who’s decided the word belongs to him now. I respect the commitment.

They talked for four days. He typed in full sentences. He asked questions that had corners — not »what do you do« but »what’s the last thing you edited that you wished you’d written?« He told her he’d come up in Baltimore, Igbo parents, built his first bookshelf at fourteen and his first company at twenty-nine. He used words like deliberate and want without flinching.

On the fourth day, he said: Coffee. Saturday. There’s a place on Ponce that roasts in-house. You’ll be able to smell it from the sidewalk.

She said yes before she finished reading the message.

Solomon Achebe was already seated when she arrived — back corner, a chair angled so he could see the door and the window simultaneously. She noticed that. The positioning. Nothing accidental.

He stood when she approached and the scale of him rearranged the room. Six-three, maybe six-four, two-twenty of weight that sat intentional across his frame — thick through the shoulders and chest, narrowing to a waist that was trim but not lean, thighs that tested the seams of dark jeans. His arms were bare below rolled sleeves — forearms roped with tendon, a scar across his left knuckle, pale against the dark skin, raised and smooth. His hands were enormous. She registered that fact with her whole body.

He wore a charcoal crewneck pushed to his elbows, simple silver watch, no ring. His face was broad, cheekbones high and flat, nose wide, lips full beneath the tight beard. His eyes were dark brown, almost black, set deep under a brow that gave everything he looked at the quality of being studied.

He smelled like cedar and something warmer underneath — shea butter, maybe, and clean cotton, and beneath all of it something that was just skin, just him, a scent that had no name but made her mouth water in a way that embarrassed her immediately.

»Chiara.« He said her name correctly. Key-AH-rah. The vowels round in his mouth, patient. He extended his hand and when she took it his grip was firm, dry, warm, and he held it one second longer than polite.

»You’re taller than your photos,« she said.

»I was sitting in most of them.« A half-smile. Not performed. »You’re more nervous than yours.«

»I’m not nervous.«

»Your thumb’s been working your ring finger since you walked in.« His gaze dropped to her hand — left hand, where the wedding band sat. She’d debated removing it. Hadn’t. Now her thumb was rotating it in small quarter-turns she hadn’t been aware of until he named it.

He sees everything. God.

The coffee shop was warm, cluttered with the smell of fresh roast and cardamom from the chai station. A barista with a septum ring and paint-stained Converse was steaming milk, the machine hissing in bursts. Two women at the window table argued about a podcast, their voices bright and overlapping. Outside, Ponce de Leon traffic slid past in a wash of engine noise and distant bass from a passing car.

They ordered. She got a cortado. He got black coffee, no sugar, and drank it at a temperature that should have burned.

»So,« he said. »Married. Exploring.«

»That’s what the profile says.«

»Profiles say a lot of things. I want to hear you say it.«

She wrapped both hands around the cortado. The ceramic was warm, almost too warm, and she didn’t let go.

»My therapist suggested we open the marriage. My husband agreed. I’m here.«

»You said ‘my therapist suggested’ and ‘my husband agreed.’ You didn’t say what you want.«

The cortado trembled in her grip. She set it down.

»I want—« She stopped. The sentence had edges she hadn’t planned for. »I want to feel like someone’s looking at me when I’m in the room. Not through me. Not past me. At me.«

Solomon leaned back. The chair creaked under his weight. His eyes didn’t leave hers and she felt the attention like a physical thing — warm, textured, specific. Not the scattered peripheral awareness Tomás offered. This was focused. Directed. The way a beam of light through a magnifying glass is different from sunlight.

He’s looking at me the way I just asked to be looked at and he hasn’t even thought about it.

»Your husband,« Solomon said. »He know you’re here right now?«

»Yes.«

»He know what you look like right now?«

She didn’t understand the question. It landed at an angle.

»What do I look like?«

»Like you’re about to do something you can’t undo and you’re not as scared as you think you should be.«

The coffee shop noise faded to periphery. The milk steamer. The podcast argument. Traffic. All of it dropped to a low hum behind the sound of her own pulse in her ears.

»I’m not going to sleep with you today,« she said.

»I didn’t ask you to.«

»I’m telling you so we both know where—«

»Chiara.« His voice dropped half a register. Not commanding. Grounding. The sound of a hand on the small of a back — steadying, not pushing. »I know what you came here to figure out. You don’t have to draw the map for me. I can read a room.«

He finished his coffee. She hadn’t touched hers since setting it down.

»Let’s walk,« he said.

They walked for forty minutes. The park smelled like wet leaves and the last of the autumn grass, underlaid with the mineral tang of the lake and somewhere, distantly, charcoal from a grill someone had lit despite the season. Solomon walked at a pace that matched hers without adjusting — he didn’t slow down for her, but she didn’t feel hurried. His stride was long and unhurried and she fit into its rhythm without deciding to.

He talked about buildings. How load-bearing walls worked. How you could tell which walls in a house were structural and which were just partition — »knock and listen. Structural sounds solid. Partition sounds hollow.« He looked at her when he said it and she understood he wasn’t talking about walls.

His hand brushed hers on the path near the lake. Not an accident — she watched him decide to do it, watched the micro-movement of his arm, the deliberate trajectory. His knuckles against her fingers, dry and warm, the scar tissue on his left hand slightly raised.

She didn’t pull away.

»I should go,« she said at the parking lot. The sun was low, amber, catching the windshields of cars in a way that made the whole lot glare. She squinted against it. Her body felt strange — charged, too-present, like every nerve had been recalibrated to register at a lower threshold.

Solomon stood close. Close enough that she could smell the cedar again, and beneath it, the warmth that was just his body heat carrying his scent outward. Close enough that the shadow he cast covered her entirely.

»Same time next week?« she asked.

»You’re going to go home,« he said, »and your husband’s going to ask how it went. And you’re going to lie. Not because anything happened. Because you don’t want to share this yet.«

Her throat clicked when she swallowed.

»That’s not—«

»I’ll see you Saturday,« he said. He took a step back. The shadow lifted. She was in sunlight again and it felt thinner, colder, less substantial than what had just been over her.

She drove home with the windows down. November air, sharp, carrying the green chemical smell of the highway median and exhaust and the last atoms of cedar that had caught in her sweater. The radio stayed off. She kept both hands on the wheel and felt the ring on her left hand like a small, specific weight that she was newly aware of — not heavy, not symbolic, just there, the way furniture is there, the way a wall you’ve stopped seeing is there until someone knocks on it and you hear the hollow sound and you think: oh. That one’s not structural.

Tomás was on the couch when she came in, laptop open, the apartment smelling like the frozen pizza he’d heated — processed cheese and cardboard crust, warm and bland and familiar.

»Hey,« he said. Didn’t look up. »How’d it go?«

Chiara hung her jacket on the hook by the door. Set her keys in the ceramic bowl. Pulled the clip from her hair and shook it loose.

»Fine,« she said. »Just coffee.«

She walked past him toward the bathroom, unzipping her jeans as she went, and locked the door behind her. Sat on the closed toilet lid. Same Braves t-shirt balled on the floor from this morning. Same rosemary shampoo smell. Same cold tile.

Different woman.

She pressed her thighs together and the ache was there — the one Solomon had put there without touching her — low, liquid, settled deep in her pelvis like a held breath — and she closed her eyes and did not think about her husband on the other side of the door.





Partition Walls

The thing about Chiara was that she had always hummed.

Not songs, not melodies you could name — just sound. Low vibrations in her throat while she cooked, while she folded laundry, while she read manuscripts on the couch with her knees drawn up and a red pen between her teeth. It was an unconscious thing, like breathing, and Tomás had stopped hearing it the way you stop hearing a refrigerator hum — always there, below the threshold of attention, until it cuts out and the silence is a new sound entirely.

She’d stopped humming sometime in March. He hadn’t noticed until September, which was its own kind of confession.

Now she was humming again.

Not the same as before — that had been aimless, ambient. This was different. This had a shape. A direction. She hummed while she texted and the humming had rhythm, something almost melodic, and her thumb moved across the screen in quick bursts punctuated by pauses where she’d read, and smile — not at Tomás, not at the room, at the phone — and then type again. The smile was the worst part. Not because it was wrong. Because it was real. Authentic in a way her smiles at him hadn’t been since before the clocks changed.

Tomás stood in the kitchen, drying a pot he’d already dried, and watched her through the pass-through window. The apartment smelled like the garlic and olive oil from the pasta he’d made — the one recipe he did well, aglio e olio, the one Chiara used to call his thing — and underneath it, the trace of something new. Not the rosemary shampoo, not the laundry detergent. Something woody. Warm. The ghost of a scent she’d carried home on Saturday and again on Tuesday and it wasn’t hers and it wasn’t his and his hands tightened on the pot until the towel squeaked against steel.

Cedar. That’s cedar.

He hung the pot on the rack. Folded the towel into thirds. Walked to the living room and sat on the far end of the couch — their end, the one with the reading lamp, the fourteen-inch gap between them reduced now to twelve because she’d shifted when she sat down, drawn her feet under her differently, angled her body toward the armrest and the phone.

»Who’s that?« he asked.

Light. Casual. The voice of a man who was not monitoring his wife’s text messages from six feet away while his heartbeat sat wrong in his chest.

»Him,« Chiara said. She didn’t look up. »Solomon.«

The name landed in the room like a third body. It took up space — physical space, the kind that displaces air.

»How’s it going? With — with that.«

Now she looked up. The phone screen cast blue light across her chin, her throat, the hollow above her clavicle where her sweater — a different one tonight, cream-colored, looser — had slipped. Her eyes found his and there was something in them he couldn’t name. Not guilt. Not defiance. Assessment.

She was measuring what he could take.

»It’s going,« she said.

»Good. That’s — I mean, that’s what this is for. Right? The—«

»The exercise.«

»Yeah.«

She set the phone face-down on the cushion. Drew one knee up, her chin resting on it. The posture made her look younger. Twenty-three and sitting on the dorm room bed he’d first kissed her on, Spelman College, her hair wet from the shower, the room smelling like mildew and her shampoo and the box wine they’d split from plastic cups.

»Do you want to know about him?« she asked.

No. Yes. God, no.

»If you want to tell me.«

»That’s not what I asked.«

The apartment settled around them. The refrigerator hummed. A car alarm started three blocks away — three sharp blasts, then silence, then three more, persistent and stupid and ignored. Through the window, the city was a scatter of lights against the low clouds, everything amber, everything distant.

»Tell me,« Tomás said.

Chiara’s shoulders dropped a quarter inch. Her grip on her knee loosened. Like a key turning, not to unlock, but to test whether the lock still worked.

»He’s—« She paused. Chose. »Big. Tall. Wide through here—« She touched her own shoulders, both hands, framing a width that was not Tomás’s width. Not close. The gesture was involuntary, he thought. Then he thought: no. She knew exactly what she was doing.

She’s touching herself where she’s imagining touching him.

»He builds things. Renovations, commercial. He has this scar on his hand—« She traced a line across her own left knuckle. »Table saw. He told me about it like it was just a thing that happened. No performance. Just ‘I was twenty-two and I wasn’t paying attention.’«
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