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  Unopened

An Erotic Tale of Rope Bondage and Sexual Awakening



Guest Bedroom

The house smelled wrong.

Nora stood in the foyer with her keys still in her hand and the taste of the cancelled dentist appointment still chalky on her tongue — they’d called while she was already in the parking lot, Dr. Keane had a family emergency, so sorry, can we reschedule for next Thursday — and the wrongness registered before the reason did. Lemon cleaner, yes. The Pledge she used on the banisters every Thursday morning before work, yes. But beneath it, threading through the familiar like a wrong note in a chord she’d been playing for six years: jasmine. Sweet, syrupy, unmistakable.

Megan wore jasmine. Had worn it since college, the same Bath & Body Works spray she’d been loyal to for a decade, the kind of signature scent that became so fused with a person it preceded them into rooms and lingered after they left. Nora had smelled it on her own couch cushions after book club. On the throw blankets. Once, faintly, on Owen’s collar after a barbecue, which she’d filed under proximity and forgotten.

The house was a colonial in a suburb that prided itself on its school district and its silence. White siding, black shutters, a front porch with two Adirondack chairs Nora had painted sage green the summer after the wedding because a blog told her sage was calming. The interior was her project — her curation, her performance. Coordinated throw pillows in cream and dusty blue. A kitchen island she kept spotless. Framed prints from a home goods store arranged on the stairway wall in a grid so precise she’d used a level and a laser.

All of it, right now, smelling like jasmine.

Her keys went on the hook by the door. Muscle memory. Six years of keys-on-hook, shoes-on-mat, bag-on-bench. She climbed the stairs in her socks, each step silent on the runner she’d picked because it matched the dusty blue downstairs, and the jasmine thickened as she reached the landing.

The guest bedroom door was closed.

They never closed the guest bedroom door. It was a staging room — a bed dressed with pillows no one slept on, a nightstand with a lamp she’d chosen for its base (ceramic, cream, geometric), a room that existed to prove they had a room to spare. The door stayed open because a closed door in an empty room was an interruption in the sightline from the hallway, and Nora noticed sightlines the way other people noticed weather.

She opened it.

Owen was on his back. Megan was on top of him, her blouse gone, her bra — pale pink, not the kind she’d wear if she’d planned this, which meant she hadn’t or she had and was bad at it — pushed up above her breasts. Owen’s hands were on her hips. His khakis were around his thighs. Megan’s skirt was hiked to her waist.

The room smelled like jasmine and sweat and the particular sharp tang of sex in a space that had no ventilation because the window had been painted shut three years ago and Nora had never gotten around to fixing it.

Three seconds. Maybe four. Long enough for Owen’s eyes to find hers over Megan’s shoulder. Long enough for Megan to register the change in his body — the freeze, the hands lifting from her hips like they’d been burned — and turn.

Nora closed the door.

She walked to the master bedroom. The comforter was the one she’d ordered from a linen company in Portugal — white, waffle-weave, $240 on sale, the most she’d ever spent on bedding. She pulled her overnight bag from the closet shelf and packed with the efficiency of someone following a checklist: underwear, two shirts, jeans, toiletry bag, phone charger, the journal she kept in her nightstand drawer. She did not pack the framed wedding photo on the dresser. She did not pack the matching bathrobes hanging on the back of the bathroom door.

Owen appeared in the doorway. Khakis buttoned, shirt untucked, his face doing something she’d seen in movies but never in her living room — the particular architecture of a man disassembling in real time.

»Nora. Nora, please — listen to me—«

She looked at him. Owen Beckett, thirty-one. The man she’d married at twenty-two in a ceremony she’d planned for fourteen months. Six-foot, soft-bodied in the way of men who stopped playing sports after college and replaced activity with craft beer — a belly that pressed against his polo shirts, wide shoulders going slack, the collegiate jawline softened by seven years of comfort. Brown hair, thinning at the crown in a pattern he thought she hadn’t noticed. Blue eyes, the kind people called kind, which she’d always taken at face value. His face was flushed, blotchy, the skin around his eyes red. He smelled like Megan’s jasmine and his own sweat and the Sport-scented deodorant he’d been buying since they started dating.

He thought: she’s not yelling. Why isn’t she yelling. The yelling would be easier than this.

»Nora, it’s not — this isn’t what—«

»Don’t.« Her voice was flat. Not controlled — absent. The word came from somewhere below the place where emotions were supposed to live, from a basement she hadn’t known she had. »Don’t say it isn’t what it looks like. I have a working pair of eyes and a completed undergraduate degree.«

»It was a mistake. One time. I swear to god, it was—«

»Owen.« She zipped the bag. The sound was final — metal teeth closing on everything the bag didn’t contain. »I don’t care if it was one time or fifty. I care that I’ve been cleaning this house every Thursday for six years and you fucked my best friend in the room with the pillows I picked out.«

He opened his mouth. Closed it. His hands hung at his sides like broken tools.

She walked past him. Down the stairs. Keys off the hook. She didn’t look at the sage Adirondack chairs on her way to the car. She didn’t look at anything. The November air hit her face — cold, suburban, smelling like leaf mulch and someone’s dryer exhaust — and she got in the Honda and drove.

The motel was twenty minutes east, off the highway, the kind of place that existed for affairs and emergencies and people who’d run out of options in that order. The sign buzzed. The lobby smelled like chlorine from the pool no one used and industrial soap from a dispenser mounted to the wall. A woman behind the desk with acrylic nails and a crossword puzzle handed her a key card without looking up.

Room 14. Ground floor. A bed with a floral comforter that had been washed into submission, the pattern faded to ghosts of roses. A television bolted to the dresser. A bathroom with a shower curtain printed with seashells and a fan that didn’t work.

Nora sat on the edge of the bed. The comforter smelled like bleach and the particular chemical sweetness of fabric softener applied in industrial quantities. She sat with her hands on her knees and her overnight bag on the floor and the television off and the room silent except for the highway beyond the curtain and the ice machine humming through the wall.

She didn’t cry.

She sat very still and thought about the guest bedroom pillows. Cream linen, euro-square, twenty-two inches. She’d bought four. She’d arranged them symmetrically. She’d fluffed them when they flattened, and the whole time — the selecting, the arranging, the fluffing — she’d been building a set. A stage. A room that looked like a room in a magazine, performing the idea of a home the way she’d been performing the idea of a wife: consistently, meticulously, and for an audience that had never once looked up from the script long enough to notice her.

The ice machine cycled. The highway hummed. A door slammed somewhere on the second floor and a man laughed and the laugh faded into the particular silence of a Tuesday evening in a place no one chose to be.

Nora opened her journal. The pen was clipped to the cover — a Muji .38, black, the only thing she was particular about in a way she couldn’t perform for anyone else.

She wrote: November 14. I left.

Three words. She stared at them. They looked small and enormous at the same time, like a hole in a wall that turned out to go all the way through.

She closed the journal and lay back on the bed and looked at the popcorn ceiling and didn’t sleep for a very long time.





Studio

The apartment was the opposite of everything she’d built with Owen, which was either its problem or its point.

Fourth floor, no elevator. The stairwell smelled like cooking oil and the ghost of someone’s cigarettes — not recent, embedded, the kind of smoke that had soaked into the drywall over decades and would outlast every tenant who complained about it. The studio itself was three hundred and eighty square feet of hardwood floor, one window facing a brick wall across an airshaft, a kitchen that was really a counter with a two-burner stove, and a bathroom so small she could touch both walls while sitting on the toilet.

The previous tenant had left two things: a stain on the ceiling that looked like a bird in flight or a coffee spill depending on Nora’s mood, and half a bottle of lavender Febreze under the sink, the nozzle crusted with residue.

She signed the lease on a Thursday. Moved in on a Saturday with a rented sedan and four boxes. The mattress came from a store that delivered for free and set it on the floor because she hadn’t bought a frame. The sheets were new — white, cotton, cheap — and when she made the bed for the first time, alone, in a room that smelled like old smoke and the lemon cleaner she’d brought because it was the only familiar thing she could stomach, she stood back and looked at it and felt something she couldn’t name.

Not sadness. Not freedom. Something thinner. The feeling of standing in a doorway between two rooms, both empty.

She slept that first night with the window cracked, the November air cutting through the gap, the city sounds filtering in — sirens, bass from a passing car, someone arguing in Spanish two floors down. She woke at 3 a.m. and reached for Owen and found cold sheet and the wall and lay in the dark with her hand flat against the plaster, feeling nothing.

The journal entry from that night: Can’t tell if the empty side of the bed is a wound or a relief. Both, maybe. The body doesn’t know the difference yet.

The architecture firm occupied the seventh floor of a glass building downtown. Hargrove & Associates — mid-sized, fifty employees, the kind of firm that designed luxury condos and called them residences. The office smelled like new carpet and the ozone of too many monitors and the coffee from the machine in the kitchen that everyone agreed was terrible and no one stopped drinking.

Nora’s desk was a station in the open-plan analytics wing — two monitors, a keyboard, a plant someone had left behind that she watered out of obligation. Her title was Data Analyst, which meant she turned architectural project data into dashboards and reports that the partners used to justify decisions they’d already made. The work was clean, organized, the kind of task that rewarded precision and punished intuition, which suited her perfectly. Her brain liked rows and columns. Her brain liked things that stayed where she put them.

The first morning. Coffee from the terrible machine, a briefing on ongoing projects from her supervisor — a pleasant, distracted man named Gerald who wore the same three ties in rotation — and then the sound of a chair rolling across the floor and a voice.

»You’re new. I’m Sloane. I sit here.« A hand appeared over the partition between their desks, palm up, fingers spread. »Also, Gerald will forget to tell you about the printer. It jams if you use tray two. Tray one only. This information will save your life.«

Nora stood and looked over the partition.

Sloane Ferreira was not what the architecture firm’s dress code suggested. She was thirty-four and looked it in a way that was aggressive rather than apologetic — a woman who’d stopped running from her age and started running toward it. Five-seven, athletic, the compact build of someone who boxed or climbed or did something that required grip strength. Her shoulders were broad for her frame, her arms defined, the muscle visible beneath the rolled sleeves of a white oxford shirt she wore tucked into high-waisted charcoal trousers with a black leather belt. Her skin was a warm olive — Portuguese, Nora would learn — with a scattering of freckles across her nose and cheekbones that gave her the look of someone who’d been standing in the sun and hadn’t moved. Her face was striking: strong jaw, high cheekbones, a straight nose with a slight bump at the bridge, full lips quirked in a permanent almost-smile. Her eyes were dark brown, sharp, the kind of eyes that scanned a room and filed everything. A tiny gold hoop in her left ear. No other jewelry.

But the hair was the thing. Buzzed. A close crop, maybe a quarter inch, the dark brown of it almost black, the shape of her skull visible and beautiful — the curve of it, the nape of her neck exposed, the way it made her jawline look sculpted. The buzzcut on another person might have read severe. On Sloane it read deliberate. A woman who’d removed everything unnecessary and liked what was left.

She smelled like espresso and sandalwood and something sharper beneath — maybe the gym, maybe just energy, the olfactory signature of a person who moved through the world at a higher RPM than everyone around her.

Sloane thought: new girl looks like she hasn’t slept in a week and is pretending she doesn’t notice. Classic post-divorce face. I should know — I wore it for six months.

»Nora,« Nora said, and shook the hand. Sloane’s grip was firm, brief, warm. »Shimizu. I started today.«

»Shimizu.« Sloane rolled the name around her mouth like tasting it. »Lunch. You and me. There’s a ramen place two blocks east that’ll change your life or at minimum improve your Tuesday.«

»I brought a sandwich.«

»Sandwiches are for people who’ve given up. Ramen is for people who still believe in things. Come on.«

Nora went.

The ramen shop was narrow and loud, wedged between a dry cleaner and a nail salon, the air so thick with steam and pork-bone broth that walking in felt like being swallowed. The smell was staggering — rich, fatty, the chili oil bright and sharp, garlic and ginger and the particular umami depth of a stock that had been simmering since before dawn. They sat at the counter on wooden stools that wobbled, shoulder to shoulder, and Sloane ordered for both of them — spicy miso, extra egg, because Sloane was the kind of person who ordered for people not out of presumption but out of enthusiasm.

»So,« Sloane said, snapping her chopsticks apart. »What’s the story? You have a story. Everyone who starts at Hargrove has a story, because nobody dreams of analyzing square-footage data for luxury condos. This is a landing place, not a destination.«

»Recent move. Needed work.«

»Recent move from where?«

»The suburbs.«

»Oof.« Sloane slurped noodles with the unselfconscious relish of someone who treated food as an event. »Voluntary or involuntary?«

»Depends on your definition.«

»My definition involves a man, a mortgage, and the sudden realization that both were a mistake.«

Nora looked at her. Sloane’s dark eyes were steady — not prying, not sympathetic. Curious. The particular curiosity of someone who’d been through the same door and wanted to know which version Nora had walked through.

»Close enough,« Nora said.

»Welcome to the other side. The ramen’s better here.«

The ramen was, in fact, extraordinary. The broth was silky and fiery, the noodles had the perfect chew, and the soft-boiled egg was jammy in the center, the yolk running gold into the soup. Nora ate in silence and Sloane filled the silence with talk — about the firm, the partners, the office politics she navigated with the same casual precision she brought to her chopstick technique. She didn’t ask about the marriage again. She didn’t push. She existed at the edge of Nora’s perimeter and made the perimeter feel optional.

They walked back to the office in the November cold, Sloane’s hands shoved in her trouser pockets, Nora’s wrapped around the warmth still living in her stomach.

»Same time Thursday?« Sloane asked at the elevator.

»I’ll be here.«

»Good. We’re doing the tonkotsu next. You’re not ready for the tonkotsu but I believe in you.«

Nora sat at her desk and opened a spreadsheet and the numbers swam for a moment, displaced by something warm and unfamiliar that had nothing to do with broth. The office hummed around her — keyboards, muted phone calls, Gerald’s printer jamming on tray two exactly as predicted — and for the first time in weeks, the empty space around her didn’t feel like a vacuum.

It felt like a margin. The kind she used to leave in her journals for notes she hadn’t written yet.

That night, in the studio, she lay on the floor mattress and stared at the ceiling stain — the bird or the coffee spill — and thought about Sloane’s buzzcut. About the shape of her skull. About the way she’d said welcome to the other side like it was a country she’d already mapped.

Nora’s phone sat on the floor beside the mattress. Owen had texted four times. She hadn’t opened any of them. The notification badges sat on the screen like tiny wounds she wasn’t ready to clean.

She rolled onto her side and pulled the cheap white sheet to her chin and smelled the lemon cleaner and the ghost smoke and, faintly, the sandalwood from Sloane’s handshake still clinging to her palm.

The journal stayed closed. Some days didn’t have words yet. Some days were just the body lying in a new room, learning the sounds it made at night, learning that silence could be a texture rather than an absence.

She slept. And in the morning, the studio was still there, still small, still smelling like someone else’s history. But the light through the one window hit the opposite brick wall at an angle that made the old mortar glow amber, and Nora stood in her underwear and watched it and thought: this is mine. Just this. Just the light and the wall and the silence I don’t have to share.

It wasn’t enough. But it was a start.
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