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Julian Hart looked like the building had grown him on purpose.

Thirty-first floor. Glass on three sides. A desk that never collected paper because he would not allow it to. He was tall in the way that made doorframes into measurements, lean under the navy wool, hair darker than the mahogany and combed as if the air above his scalp had been given instructions. His eyes were that particular blue that made junior analysts sit up straighter. They did not wander in meetings. They wandered now, and what they wanted was not simple. He wanted competence. He wanted quiet. And, in a place he did not visit in daylight, he wanted to be looked at while he failed at being careful.

The only photograph on the desk was Elise.

She had put it there herself the week after the promotion, slightly crooked, then straightened it with her thumb and laughed at herself. Soft brown hair. The smile she wore when she thought he was not looking. In the picture she was standing in their old kitchen with a mug and a Saturday face. In the new apartment the mugs were still in the wrong cupboard. They had bought the place because the river made her say ours like a vow.

She still believed the office was a sanctum.

It was not.

Vivienne Crowe arrived on a Thursday at eleven forty, which was not an accident.

The door opened on a click of red soles. Not the cheap bright sound of a woman new to height. The measured one. She was dark-haired, a heavy fall of it over one shoulder, and her eyes were the colour of wet slate after rain. The skirt looked modest until she walked. The blouse looked buttoned until she leaned.

“Mr Hart.”

Her hand was cool. One thin gold band on the right ring finger. Not a wedding ring. A reminder that she chose her own symbols.

“Vivienne. I’ll be covering Natalie. If you need something done properly, look at me first.”

Julian’s smile did the professional thing and stopped before his eyes.

“Welcome aboard.”

“Don’t say aboard. This isn’t a ship. It’s a room where people pretend they’re indispensable.” She glanced at the glass. “You’re indispensable. I’m useful. There’s a difference, and I don’t mind it.”

His mouth almost twitched. “Most people start with the coffee order.”

“Most people are decorating. Where do you keep the files Natalie pretended she’d organised?”

He showed her. She listened like someone taking inventory of more than cabinets.

Then she picked up the photograph.

Elise, mid-laugh, slightly out of focus at the edges.

“This is your wife.”

Not a question. She did not ask questions she had already answered.

“Elise.”

Vivienne set the frame down a half-inch off centre. Close enough that he would notice and not be able to say why it bothered him.

“Pretty. Soft. She looks like she waits well.”

“She doesn’t wait. She has her own—”

“Everyone waits.” Vivienne’s wink was small, almost private. “Some of us just look better doing it.”

She left the scent behind her. Jasmine, but not the funeral kind. Warm skin. Money. The sort of perfume that arrived in a room before the woman finished crossing it.

Julian centred the photograph.

He told himself that was the end of it.
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The weeks did what weeks do. They made a habit look like weather.

Elise called at noon and again near six. Her voice was their kitchen and the hook by the door where the new keys still shone. It was the sound of a woman who had packed a life around a man and called it love without irony.

“Will you be home?”

“I’ll try.”

“That’s not a time, Jules.”

“Board pack. The numbers are ugly.”

A pause. He could hear her moving something in the sink. She always tidied when she was trying not to ask the real question.

“I made too much. Again.”

“Eat. Don’t wait.”

“I know.” Softer. “I love you. Come back to me while you’re still mine.”

He said it back. The words were true and thinner than they had been in March.

Across the office Vivienne typed with the tip of her tongue between her teeth. She never looked at him during those calls until he looked first. Then she held the look a second too long, as if the phone were a third person in the room she had already decided to outlast.

Friday of the third week she bent over the desk while he was still saying don’t wait up. The hem rode the tops of black stockings. The line of her ass under the skirt was a problem he could have solved by standing up and walking to the window.

He did not walk to the window.

What held him was not only the body. It was the thought he would not have said to a priest or a lawyer or his wife: if the door opened now, I would not stop. He wanted the wanting to be witnessed. He wanted Elise’s face in the frame and his own hands still moving. The thought made him sick. It also made him hard. He ended the call before the sickness could win.

After Elise hung up, Vivienne spoke without turning.

“She has a nice voice. Hopeful. Hopeful voices are expensive to keep.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what? Notice? I’m paid to notice.” She straightened. One pin had come loose in her hair. She did not fix it.“Trouble in paradise, or just the usual late-capitalist marriage where the husband stays late and the wife reheats kindness?”

“Just work.”

“Mm.” She put her hand on his shoulder.

The shock went down his spine like a dropped glass. He shrugged her off hard enough that her nails scraped wool.

She laughed. Not loud. Crystal.

“There. That’s the first honest thing you’ve done all afternoon.”

Elise knew before she had language for it.

Not the facts. The weather. The way his kisses at the door had become shorter, as if he were signing for a parcel. The way he showered the minute he came in. The way he said meeting with a little too much air under it.

She was not a stupid woman. She had been a support worker before the apartment and the promotion and the version of herself that waited with extra portions. She could read a room that did not want to be read. She could also choose not to, which was its own kind of devotion.

Thursday she packed the good takeaway and the dress he liked and took the lift with a speech in her mouth.

I miss your face when it isn’t tired.

Eat with me.

Come home while the food is still a gesture and not evidence.

The corridor on thirty-one was quiet in the way expensive floors are quiet. Her heels were softer than the ones she would hear in a moment. She almost knocked.

She opened the door instead, because she was still the wife, and wives did not knock on their husband’s office.

The bag hit the marble.

Vivienne was on her knees between Julian’s thighs. His belt open. His cock shining with her mouth. One of Vivienne’s red heels kicked out behind her like a flag. His hand was in her dark hair, not pushing, not quite stopping. His head was tipped back. The sound he made when the door opened was not a word.

The photograph went over the edge a second later. Glass across the floor like ice.

Elise heard her own breath as if it belonged to someone standing further away.

Vivienne did not stop.

She looked at Elise over the length of him, slate eyes bright with something that was not surprise. She took him deeper. Her throat worked. She held Elise’s gaze while Julian’s hips stuttered and he came with a broken noise, shame and heat braided so tight he could not tell them apart. Vivienne swallowed. Then she stayed there an extra three seconds, as if the extra time were the point.

Only then did she rise.

She wiped her mouth with her thumb, slow, and looked at the shine on it before she looked at Elise.

“Hello, Elise,” she said, and put out her hand as if they were being introduced at a Christmas party. “I’m Vivienne. Julian’s new assistant.”

Elise did not take the hand. Her own had become a fist around nothing.

Julian was trying to get his trousers up and failing the geometry of it. “Elise. Christ. I—this isn’t—I didn’t—”

“You did,” Elise said. Her voice came out thin and strangely level. “You are. Don’t start a sentence you can’t finish in front of her. She’ll eat it.”

Vivienne’s mouth tilted.

“She has teeth. Good
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