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  Chapter one
The Unfinished Draft


The evening shadows stretched across Daniel's study like long, accusatory fingers, touching each stack of books, each dog-eared manuscript, and finally, Lauren's sleek silver laptop sitting askew on his mahogany desk. Daniel twirled his Montblanc between his fingers, a nervous habit from his college days, watching the fading light catch on its gold nib. Her perfume lingered in the room, that sharp jasmine scent with undertones of something metallic, as if she'd recently handled coins. It wasn't like Lauren to leave her computer behind, especially unlocked. 
Daniel rolled the pen faster, a metronome keeping time with his quickening thoughts. The familiar weight of the rare Montblanc, a gift from Lauren on their fifth anniversary, had once felt like an affirmation. Now it felt like an artifact from another life, before the silence between them had grown so dense he sometimes imagined it having physical properties, like fog or smoke or something you could drown in.
The blue glow of Lauren's laptop screen pulsed gently in the darkening room. Daniel looked away, then back, his eyes drawn to it like a tongue probing a sore tooth. He shouldn't. He knew he shouldn't. Privacy was the thin membrane that still held their marriage together, the polite fiction that they were still the same people who had once shared everything.
"Just checking if she needs anything before she gets back," he murmured to the empty room, as if the books might judge him. Kafka stared sternly from a framed photo on the wall, his severe eyes following Daniel as he scooted his chair closer to the laptop.
The email program was already open. New messages lined the top of her inbox, most flagged with the red exclamation points Lauren used to denote work priorities. But one unread email caught his eye, not from her usual corporate correspondents. The subject line read: "custom memoir – Forger."
Daniel's finger hovered over the trackpad. The last rays of sunset abandoned the room, leaving him in the blue-white glow of the screen. His heart thudded against his ribs like something trying to escape. One click. Just one click and he could close it if it was nothing.
The email opened, expanding across the screen with a terrible intimacy.
*Dear Ms. Lopez,*
*Thank you for your inquiries regarding our specialized memoir services. As discussed, The Forger specializes in custom narrative experiences that blend fiction with targeted emotional authenticity.*
*Your request for a personalized cuckold memoir has been accepted. The Forger is particularly interested in your case, noting the rich potential for authentic emotional responses from the subject. The psychological profile you've provided offers excellent material for crafting scenarios of tailored humiliation that will resonate with specific intellectual insecurities.*
*We require the additional personal details requested in our previous correspondence to ensure maximum verisimilitude. Remember, the most effective narratives are those where the subject cannot distinguish between the author's imagination and their own suppressed desires.*
*Our fee structure remains as outlined. Payment in cash, delivered to the usual location.*
*The manuscript's first chapter will be ready for your review by Friday.*
*Regards,*
*Admin*
Daniel's mouth went desert-dry. The taste of copper flooded his tongue as if he'd bitten it, though he hadn't. His hands trembled, no longer capable of their practiced pen-twirling. The Montblanc rolled across the desk and came to rest against a stack of editing projects he'd been neglecting.
"Psychological profile," he whispered, the words falling like stones in the quiet room. "Tailored humiliation."
The academic part of his brain, the part that had once written a well-received paper on meta-textual frameworks in modern fiction, tried to assert control, to analyze this as if it were just another manuscript crossing his desk. But his body betrayed him: the quickened pulse, the cold sweat beading at his hairline, the sudden tightness in his groin that confused and disgusted him in equal measure.
Lauren had been distant for months now. Working late. Weekend meetings. The sharp, bright laugh into her phone that cut off abruptly whenever he entered a room. He'd attributed it to the promotion, to the stress of managing a new team. He'd tried to be understanding. Supportive.
And all the while, she'd been, what? Commissioning some stranger to write pornographic stories about him being humiliated? Providing intimate details about his insecurities, his habits, his...desires? The thought made his stomach lurch.
He stared at the phrase "maximum verisimilitude" until the words blurred. In his academic life, he might have admired the precision of the language, the clinical approach to emotional violation. Now it felt like a scalpel sliding beneath his skin.
A key scraped in the front door lock.
"Fuck," Daniel hissed, fumbling with the touchpad. He closed the email, then the program, his fingers clumsy with panic. The screen returned to Lauren's desktop wallpaper, a sunset over water, someplace they'd never been together.
He grabbed his Montblanc and resumed twirling it, forcing his breathing to slow, arranging his features into what he hoped was casual concentration. He pulled a manuscript from the nearest pile, flipping to a random page just as Lauren's footsteps approached the study.
"Working late?" she asked from the doorway, her voice neutral, almost disinterested.
Daniel looked up, struggling to see her clearly in the dim room. Her silhouette was familiar yet somehow not, had her posture always been that confident, that remote?
"Just finishing up," he managed, proud that his voice didn't crack. "Losing the light, though."
Lauren stepped into the room, reaching for her laptop. Her perfume intensified as she moved, that sharp jasmine sharpening further, like a knife being honed. "I forgot this earlier. You didn't mess with it, did you?"
"Of course not," Daniel lied, the words bitter on his tongue. "Why would I?"
She slipped the computer into her bag without answering. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, that distinctive triple pulse that he'd grown to dread. She checked it quickly, her face illuminated by the screen, revealing a flash of something, anticipation? amusement?, before she silenced it.
"I need to take this," she said, already turning away. "Don't wait up."
Daniel watched her leave, still twirling his pen, the motion now frantic, unconscious. The sound of the front door closing echoed through their house like the period at the end of a sentence. Final. Definitive.
In the sudden silence, Daniel realized he was gripping the Montblanc so tightly that his knuckles had gone white. He set it down carefully beside the manuscript he wasn't actually reading.
"Subject," he whispered to himself, testing the word. "Not husband. Not Daniel. Subject."
Outside, night had fallen completely. Daniel didn't turn on the lights.

      ***Daniel hadn't planned to follow Lauren. The decision crystallized only as her taillight disappeared around the corner, leaving him alone in their darkened house with the phantom taste of that email still bitter on his tongue. He grabbed his coat and the Montblanc, he couldn't say why, except that its weight in his pocket felt like the only solid thing in his suddenly vaporous life, and stepped into the rain. Headlights swept across him as he hunched his shoulders against the downpour, keeping Lauren's red sedan just visible through the refracting droplets on his glasses. Each step felt like a boundary crossed, another line between the man he thought he was and the desperate creature he was becoming.
The rain plastered his thinning hair to his skull, rivulets finding their way inside his collar despite his hunched posture. Lauren's car turned left at the intersection, heading downtown rather than toward her office. Daniel quickened his pace, nearly slipping on the slick pavement. He'd never followed anyone before, never had reason to, and the awkwardness of it made him acutely self-conscious. Was he too close? Too obvious? What exactly did stalking your own wife look like to passing strangers?
When Lauren parked in a public lot six blocks later, Daniel ducked behind a newspaper vending machine, his heart hammering against his ribs. He watched her step out, umbrella unfurling like a black flower above her head. She'd changed clothes before leaving the house, he realized, the conservative blouse and slacks from earlier replaced by something clinging and dark beneath her open coat. The sight sent a complicated twist of emotion through his gut, desire and betrayal tangled together like copulating snakes.
He trailed her through the rain-slicked streets, ducking behind storefronts whenever she paused or seemed about to turn. His glasses fogged in the damp evening air, forcing him to wipe them repeatedly with his sodden handkerchief, each time leaving them more smeared than before. The world took on a blurred, dream-like quality through the smudged lenses, street lights bleeding into halos, pedestrians becoming impressionistic smears of color and movement.
Lauren cut through an alley that opened onto a side street in a part of town Daniel rarely visited, a liminal neighborhood caught between gentrification and decay. She stopped at a narrow storefront with a flickering neon coffee cup in the window. Café Nowhere, read the faded sign. How fitting, Daniel thought, as he watched her disappear inside.
He counted to sixty before approaching, peering through the steamed window. The café was half-empty, its interior a study in institutional despair: flickering fluorescent lighting that gave every surface a sickly pallor, scratched Formica tables, the bitter miasma of over-roasted espresso cutting through the underlying funk of mildew and disinfectant. Lauren sat at a corner table, her back to the wall, checking her watch.
Daniel entered, the bell above the door announcing his intrusion with a discordant jingle. He chose a table in the opposite corner, partially shielded by an artificial plant with dust-coated leaves. A laminated menu stuck to his sleeve as he lifted it, using it to obscure his face while keeping Lauren in his sightline.
"Coffee. Black," he muttered to the approaching server, not looking up.
Lauren checked her phone, then the door, her posture alert as a hunting cat's. She didn't notice Daniel, didn't look in his direction at all. The sense of invisibility was both a relief and a fresh wound. Had he always been so easy to overlook?
The bell jingled again. A man entered, shaking water from a frayed overcoat the color of week-old cigarette ash. Daniel's first impression was of weathered imprecision, everything about the newcomer seemed worn down, from his scuffed shoes to his gaunt face with its network of fine lines. When he removed his hat, Daniel saw thinning gray hair combed carefully over a balding crown.
The man's gaze swept the café, lingered for a fraction of a second on Daniel, then fixed on Lauren. His thin lips curved in what might have been a smile on a different face. On his, it looked like a wound reopening.
Lauren stood to greet him, not with the professional handshake she used at networking events, but with a strange, hesitant intimacy, not quite an embrace, but something more charged than mere acquaintance. The man gestured to the chair across from her, and they sat, knees nearly touching beneath the small table.
Daniel's coffee arrived, black and scorching in a chipped mug that stuck unpleasantly to the table's surface. He sipped it without tasting, his attention fixed on the pair across the room. There was something disturbing about the man, something Daniel couldn't place but that nagged at his consciousness like a word on the tip of his tongue. Had he met him before? Edited his work? The man had a literary look about him, that particular shabbiness of the once-promising writer now reduced to hackwork.
The Forger. It had to be him.
Daniel strained to hear their conversation, but the café's ambient noise, the hiss of the espresso machine, canned jazz wheezing from hidden speakers, the percussive tapping of rain against the windows, formed an effective barrier. He was reduced to studying their body language: Lauren leaning forward, animated in a way she never was at home anymore; the man listening with unnerving stillness, occasionally nodding or making brief comments that made Lauren laugh, that sharp, bright sound that had once been for Daniel alone.
At one point, Lauren slid a manila envelope across the table. The man opened it, removed what looked like photographs, studied them with clinical detachment before returning them to the envelope and tucking it into his coat. Money changed hands, Daniel couldn't see how much, but the transaction had the furtive efficiency of long practice.
Lauren excused herself, standing with a slight squeeze to the man's forearm before heading toward the restroom at the back of the café. The man watched her go, then, with a deliberation that sent ice water through Daniel's veins, turned his head and looked directly at him.
Recognition blazed in the stranger's eyes, not surprise but a terrible confirmation. The Forger's gaze dropped to where Daniel's hand rested on the table, to the Montblanc pen he'd unconsciously removed from his pocket and was now twirling between his fingers.
The man's lips curled into that same wound-like smile. "He'll read it," he murmured, his voice carrying with uncanny precision through the café noise. "He always does."
Daniel jerked as if slapped, his arm knocking against his coffee cup. Hot liquid cascaded across the table, splashing onto his lap. He yelped, jumping up as the scalding coffee soaked through his pants.
The commotion drew Lauren's attention as she emerged from the restroom. She froze, her eyes widening as they locked with Daniel's across the café. For one suspended moment, they stared at each other, Lauren's expression shifting from shock to something harder, colder, more calculated, while Daniel stood dripping and burned, exposed in every possible sense.
The Forger watched them both, his face a mask of weary satisfaction, as if witnessing the inevitable collision of two objects whose trajectories he had long ago plotted.

      ***The drive home unspooled in excruciating silence. Lauren's knuckles gleamed white against the steering wheel while Daniel sat rigid beside her, coffee stains drying on his pants in stiff, cooling patches that reeked of shame and burned sugar. The windshield wipers kept metronomic time, swish, swish, swish, marking the seconds of their mutual pretense that there might be some explanation, some version of events that could return them to the people they'd been yesterday. The Forger's words echoed in Daniel's head with each pass of the wipers: He'll read it. He always does. As if the man knew him. As if Daniel were a character whose actions could be predicted, whose humiliations could be scripted in advance.
They entered their house like strangers, Lauren tossing her keys into the ceramic bowl by the door, a wedding gift from her mother, with practiced nonchalance. Daniel watched her movements, searching for tells, for the micro-expressions that might betray her. His editor's eye, trained to spot inconsistencies in text, now desperately sought them in his wife.
"So," Daniel began, measuring each word like a pharmacist weighing dangerous compounds—"are we going to discuss what happened at Café Nowhere?"
Lauren shrugged out
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