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I can tell you quite frankly: even when we were having the most intellectual conversations and I honestly thought and believed everything I said, I still wanted all the time, all the time, to pick you up and kiss you on the lips.

—Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Cancer Ward

Power is not evil. Power is games of strategy … For example, let us take sexual or amorous relationships: to wield power over the other in a sort of open-ended strategic game where the situation may be reversed is not evil; it’s a part of love, of passion and sexual pleasure. And let us take, as another example, something that has been rightly criticized—the pedagogical institution. I see nothing wrong in the practice of a person who, knowing more than others in a specific game of truth, tells those others what to do, teaches them, and transmits knowledge and techniques to them.

—Michel Foucault, “The Ethics of the Concern for Self as a Practice of Freedom,” in Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth
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Leverage

“Get dressed,” Jackie announces, leaning against her open bedroom door. “We’re going out.”

Lili glances at the time on her computer screen.

Catching the look, her roommate groans. “Come on, it’s barely nine. We haven’t seen you in days, it’s never fun without you.”

Lili fidgets with her septum piercing, calculating hours of productive work left tonight. “Kerr wants this draft soon.”

It hurts to refuse. She wants to go out; she so badly wants the familiar freedom and exhilaration of a night out: summer in the city, the rasp of mezcal, cigarette smoke on crowded sidewalks, shared laughter with her friends, relief of responsibility lifted for a few hours. She wants to step away from work, set aside her phone that she keeps checking—still no response. She’d like to take a deep inhale, push aside the restless burn of ambition and insufficiency that eats at her as she writes, the tension of striving. But she’s so close—one more good look, then it’d be done: a full first draft of her thesis, ready for her adviser’s review. The ground will be steady underneath her for a moment.

Jackie doesn’t let up. “Come on,” she insists. She’s still wearing makeup from work today, a lookbook shoot. Her bright red hair is freshly washed, and she looks beautiful. Behind her, Lili can hear their friend Amina talking on the phone, the clack of her heels in their tiny Williamsburg kitchen. “We can go out, drink, dance, and have you back by midnight—”

Lili snorts, toying with her phone. “When have you ever gotten home by midnight?”

“Look who’s talking—”

“One hour,” Amina implores, joining in. There is dried oil paint on her hands, burnt burgundy; Lili wonders what painting she was working on today. “One hour, please. Consider this an intervention—Jesus, we miss you!”

“Tell her I’m dying,” says a distant male voice, insistent on Amina’s phone. “Tell her it’s terminal.”

Lili rolls her eyes. It’s James: one of her best friends since undergrad, and Amina’s boyfriend. “Jamie, you want me to go out in FiDi,” she retorts, loud enough that he can hear. “It’s almost June, it’ll be crawling with finance interns.”

“You’re telling me? I’m going to be here at the office all night, bloody babysitting them. Did you hear about that Goldman analyst who died from sheer overwork? That’s going to be me, unless I get an hour’s respite with alcohol and pretty girls—”

“Watch yourself,” Amina warns him.

“Isn’t this your socialist praxis?” Jackie teases Lili. “Rejecting labor’s dominance over leisure?”

Lili laughs, shaking her head. “Go, have fun. Next week, I promise.”

Amina sighs. “Fine,” she says, pressing a quick kiss to Lili’s forehead. “But I’m going to drink enough for both of us.”

“What if I meet my husband tonight?” Jackie demands. “What if I meet him, and you aren’t there to see it?”

Lili suppresses a smile. “I say this with affection, but I highly doubt that.”

Her phone buzzes. With overwhelming relief, she grabs it; but it’s only a notification from their group chat with the rest of their friends. Her heart sinks.

In the hall, she hears Jackie chattering, grabbing keys as Amina checks Uber prices.

Gnawing on a hangnail, Lili taps open the text message she sent to her foster parents that morning.

(10:37 a.m.) Hi, hope all’s well! If it’s alright with you, I was thinking I could come home to Marin to visit for a week or so this summer?

Nothing else. No response.

A hot lick of shame rises up her throat. She rarely texts them; she tries so hard not to be a burden.

She glances across her room: stacks of books, dog-eared; her small suitcase peeking out of her closet, in anticipation of maybe visiting home, for the first time in years; disassembled thesis drafts on her desk, cold coffee mugs; her half-full laundry basket, overalls dirty from her morning shift at the urban farm by the East River; the plants overspilling on her windowsill, remnants of incense; the frantic sticky note slapped to her calendar, reminding her to withdraw savings—dwindling life insurance from her parents, carefully rationed money she’s loath to ever use—for rent, her own money running dry before her teaching assistantship starts again in the fall.

Their apartment door screeches open. Jackie laughs at something Amina says.

Lili feels a sudden, clear snap of pain: how easily her foster parents forget her presence, how quickly her friends move past her absence.

If she isn’t needed, at least she can feel wanted, tonight.

Lili slaps her computer shut. “Wait!” she shouts. “Fuck it, I’m coming.”

“No, yeah, my favorite movie is The Wolf of Wall Street, it’s such a blunt, unflinching portrayal—Scorsese really just looks into the American soul, you know?”

Wincing, Lili drains her drink.

If she has to start her Friday night listening to second-year analysts mansplain derivatives and trading options, she’s within her rights to fleece them of outrageously expensive cocktails and consider it retributive justice for the subprime mortgage crisis and credit discrimination on behalf of the proletariat.

The bar is bustling with its usual type. Company-branded Patagonia vests, vodka sodas, too-shiny Hublots, and “I’ve got a table at Tao later, you should come with.”

While Amina stalled their Uber back at the apartment, Lili had slipped into a tiny black dress, all loose silk, that she’d found thrift shopping last month, tucked away her septum piercing, and slid her feet into strappy heels. You can’t wear combat boots, Jackie protested. You’ll terrify the poor boys.

Now, her friends are somewhere in the packed crowd. She’d come over to the bar to get another drink, predictably finding men more than willing to pay for it.

“—it’s really an art, shorting stocks. Balancing the right intel with the right leverage.” It’s the blond guy of the group of analysts clustered around her. Charlie? Christopher?

“Wow,” Lili says. She scrunches up her nose. “But, like, how does that even work? Can you ‘long’ a stock, too?” Adds a giggle for emphasis: silly girl, empty head, no master’s degree in economics in sight. It’s easy, almost embarrassingly so. Stroking their egos, biting her lip when they explain a particularly difficult-to-grasp concept.

“Actually, yeah. It’s tricky to understand,” one of the taller ones cuts in—John? Josh? “Essentially, if I borrow apples from you at a dollar, then I sell them to Matt—”

As he regales her with an explanation she’d use for kindergartners, she glances at the time on her phone. A little longer, until James returns to work. Then they can flee this finance crowd and meet the rest of their friends.

She’d like to get fucked tonight, she thinks, looking over the bar.

She’d like to be forced hard into her body and out of her mind. She’d like to struggle, pinned down until the relentless buzz of her thoughts is smothered away: the unanswered text, her thesis work, the horizon past graduation next year inching closer, uncertainty and instability rushing in again, as always. She wants it all to stop for a moment; she wants silence that gives her breathing room. But she knows she’ll likely only be disappointed by what she finds tonight.

When the boy hasn’t spoken for a beat, Lili screws up her face into a practiced pout of confusion. “But how do you know the stock price is going to go down?”

Behind her, a dark huff of laughter. She frowns, looking sharply over her shoulder.

“Is there an issue?” she asks the man standing at the bar behind her.

Fuck.

He’s—gorgeous.

Tall, broad shouldered, and lithe, with thick black hair and patrician features: high cheekbones and an elegant, straight nose. Strong jaw, close-cropped beard, and lips tugged into the hint of a smile, with intelligent, dark eyes. He’s wearing a black suit, no tie, shirt collar crisp and starched against his neck. The first few buttons of his shirt are undone.

“The ‘explain short selling to me’ bit is played out, no?”

British. Clear, educated syllables. A hint of warmth, roughness polished underneath.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Lili snaps.

It’s a busy bar, but the man gestures at the bartender—a gleam of cuff links—who’s over in a second. “It was overused in my day, but I’m glad to see it’s still proving profitable. Cognac, over ice,” he tells the bartender.

“Right, if you’re done,” she says, turning back to the analysts and finding them gone. They’ve slunk into the crowd. One of them shoots a furtive look at—not her, but the man beside her.

She frowns.

Another low laugh. The ice in his drink clinks against the glass. It makes her stomach tense.

“Probably for the best. I didn’t think you wanted to go home with someone living in a flex space in Murray Hill, anyway. Let me buy you a drink.”

“One drink,” she says, willing stern warning into her voice. Unsure if it’s directed at herself or him. “Are you going to try and explain shorting to me?”

He grins, teeth gleaming in the dim light.

“Only if you ask nicely.”

It is not one drink.

Because Aleksandr—that’s his name, voice lowering to a deeper register for a moment, with harsher, richer tones under the Oxbridge polish; continental, Eastern, gilded icons—doesn’t look aghast or uncomfortable when she starts to tear into how EBITDA allows unviable venture-funded companies to continue exploiting the working class by promising the ever-retreating prospect of long-term growth potential to all-white Sand Hill Road boardrooms, or rails into how private equity firms are glorified corporate raiders cannibalizing America in partnership with management consultants, or eviscerates the disgusting hypocrisy of hedge funds handling the pensions of teachers and firefighters.

Rather, he smiles, an expression that flirts with a smirk—and yes, it veers condescending, but she supposes he is older, although she isn’t sure by how much; perhaps a decade, maybe more—and he gives as good as he gets. He pushes her about her vehemence around the negative impacts of multinationals’ investment in developing nations—“Christ, we don’t say third world anymore,” she says. “It’s not the Cold War. What are you, forty?”—and whether instability is actually inherent in the Harrod-Domar model—“Of course, you love neoclassical economics,” she grumbles, “you probably think the market will regulate itself, too”—and if the neoliberalization of foreign aid can really be blamed for creating power vacuums in the Middle East.

As the heavy warmth of her drinks starts to flood through her, Lili takes out her phone and demands his time and location of birth—January 3, 1977; 1:43 a.m.; Leningrad, frozen canals, mandarin rinds in the snow, empty squares, snowflakes on eyelashes, skeleton staff at the hospital, days off for the new year. When she pulls up his birth chart, he doesn’t laugh derisively or ask, You don’t really believe in that shit, do you?

Instead, he leans forward, listening as she taps through the houses of his chart.

“Capricorn, that checks out. But Jesus, Aries rising, really?”

“What do you mean, Aries? You just said Capricorn.”

“Everyone has multiple signs, obviously. Keep up.”

“Alright, what’s next?”

“So, your moon—Scorpio. Oh. That’s unfortunate.”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean, that’s not even touching the other houses—”

The weight of his attention is intoxicating. He listens intently, countering her arguments, raising an eyebrow when she overreaches her points. Somehow luxuriant in the way he never interrupts her.

Once or twice, Lili catches him glancing at her mouth, brief enough that she could miss it. She finds herself wishing that he’d linger there longer. The bar is packed, and her body is angled towards him. Close enough to taste his cologne, a mixture of cold nights and warm amber that mingles with the delicate burn of alcohol on her tongue, as she looks at his mouth, white teeth, as he’s saying something about economic neocolonialism, and—

“Would you like to come home with me?” His voice cuts under the din around them.

Lili grins before she can help it. She sends a quick text to her friends. He has a black car idling outside.

He doesn’t touch her in the car, like she expects. It’s a little absurd. She’s coming home with him, isn’t she? One night, easy sex: Maybe she could even get him to be a little rough with her. As she tries to pay attention to his thoughts on von Mises and restricted government interventions, her fingers tense with the restrained need to touch him—to crawl over the seats and straddle him, imagining the scratch of his beard against her palms.

But when his driver stops in Tribeca, car gliding to a halt on a dark, quiet street, she’s caught off guard. Frowning, she looks up at the building—cast-iron facade, one of the stunning old buildings converted from factories or warehouses—momentarily distracted from fogged thoughts of sex. This isn’t where she’d have thought a man like him would live: downtown; a nondescript entrance that could easily be mistaken for the staff door of one of the ground-floor art galleries; dim, narrow foyer sleek with discretion; a doorman with the look of hired security.

In the elevator—five floors; he hits the third—she leans against the opposite wall from him, liquor-sharp and bold. “Not enough cash on hand to buy the penthouse?” she teases.

“No, the rest of the building is social housing.”

She glares at him. “Hilarious.”

He grins. “You wouldn’t believe the tax breaks.”

The elevator slides open with a soft, sedate ding that drips wealth.

“This is actually your place?”

“Yes.”

Lili steps forward and spins slowly, taking in the loft. The ceilings, the tall windows, the view of narrow Tribeca streets at night. Across the room, a huge painting dominates a wall: beige canvas with gouges of dark color, terse scrawls, undercut with reds, oranges, white, blues. The ordered chaos veers into graffiti, violent like Twombly’s Leda and the Swan or The Fall of Hyperion.

“Is that surprising?” he asks.

“I guess. Thought you’d be more of the 81st and Fifth type. You know, like, runs around the reservoir, bespoke Brioni, lunch at San Pietro—”

“Vivid.”

“Hush, I was painting a picture,” she says, pointing an accusatory finger at him. A smile tugs at his lips. “House in Bridgehampton, kids at Dalton—”

“I’m not married.”

Lili doesn’t know why that twists her stomach.

“Do you have anything to drink?” she asks. Suddenly nervous, she turns around, looking for a bar cart—too fast, her balance fails, expensive rug and restored wooden floors rushing up.

Arms steady her. A hand comes to rest where her neck meets her shoulder.

“You don’t need another drink, sweetheart.”

A shiver sinks into the base of her spine. Stern and soothing, his voice runs over her scalp, somehow both reassuring and dangerous. It makes her lean into him, and his grip around her neck shifts, thumb brushing over her windpipe.

Lili’s eyes widen.

Aleksandr lifts an eyebrow. “No?” he murmurs, breath against her lips.

She surges forward, kissing him so hard she stumbles.

Wrenching her dress off her shoulders—a sudden intake of breath that’s not her own, vaguely remembering that she isn’t wearing a bra—frantic fingers unbuttoning his shirt—shoes discarded, somewhere—a too-big bed, sheets that are too soft—her nails scraping across his scalp, and the way he almost growls, pushing her against the mattress—her underwear down her thighs, dangling off her ankle, too impatient to kick them off—and the heat of his mouth at the hollow of her throat, hot and demanding at her breasts—a drag of his palm up her inner thigh; a trace of cold, and she realizes he’s wearing a ring just before he slides two fingers inside of her, a sudden stretch that should hurt but goes easily because she’s wet, so fucking wet—and he doesn’t relent, pinning her to the bed—she scrambles for his belt buckle, feels him hard through his trousers, and—

Suddenly, his weight is gone. Air and emptiness rush around her, destabilizing.

“Get on your knees.”

Fast, without full thinking—without considering saying no—she does as he says. She barely finds her hands and knees before he’s behind her, heat pushing inside of her without warning.

“Oh—” Lili drops to her elbows. Stretched and full, her breath comes in short bursts, white-knuckled grip straining the sheets. It’s close to the wrong side of too much.

“Shh,” he murmurs, placing a hand on the back of her neck. He strokes the notches of her vertebrae, the delicate bones of her spine. It’s a soothing touch entirely disconnected from how he starts to fuck her: slow shifts of his hips, coaxing her to sink deeper into the sheets, relax just a bit further—before he thrusts hard into her again, and she shudders.

“We need to break you in,” he says. The moan he forces out of her then is near animal. Her mind washes clean of thought. Just her body, full of feeling and him, fucking her into his bed like she doesn’t deserve to walk, like he wants to suffocate her in his sheets.

And this—this is what she’s after. The bleach of sex, tears and mascara on the pillow, these sounds of her begging—because that’s what she’s doing, she realizes, under his hands heavy on her body—she’s begging him for more with barely coherent words.

She’s always craved rough sex, but this is something else. The astounding wash of surprise—no one has ever known to fuck her like this—is flooded fast by the relief of letting go. Fears, failure, lack, everything out of her hands, finally out of her control for a few moments. She starts to feel herself slip away; it feels like the release she’s always imagined and never truly tasted.

Bruising grip, brutal pace: He forces breaths out of her, breaking into gasps. She can’t see straight—can’t think straight; seams of her thoughts coming apart, and she wants more. Pressure builds, heat inside her, and Lili reaches down, fingers between the sheets and her skin—

Her arm gets snatched away, twisted behind the small of her back.

“You don’t come until I fucking tell you to,” Aleksandr orders.

The thought makes her desolate, and she groans through her teeth. “No, please, please—”

He grabs her hair in a fist. Wrenching her upright, he pulls her flush against him, her head against his shoulder. “You don’t tell me no,” he breathes in her ear. “You take what I give you.”

Heat surges through her; his words provoke the type of desire she’s often held back, bitten down, buried away. His hand finds her neck, then. The muscles of her throat constrict under his hold as she swallows, struggles to breathe.

Lili lays her palm over his grip, and squeezes his wrist.

Take more, she thinks.

Please, just take more.

“Harder,” she whispers, hoarse. “Please, harder.”

A groan against her hair. His hold tightens around her throat. The rhythm of his hips grows deeper, and she feels like nothing in his arms. This new angle hits depth inside of her that makes her hips tighten, pressure at the base of her spine growing hotter—harder, darker, something that feels shattering and all-encompassing like pain but tastes sweet like pleasure.

Black spots flicker across her vision. She can taste silence at the edge of her mind—there, finally.

“Take it, sweetheart—there you go, come on, just like that—”

Lili doesn’t realize she’s whimpering, helpless gasps stuck in her throat, until she registers his low words.

She lets out a sound of frustration, her body still holding onto her mind. More, she wants him to push her more; she doesn’t want a decision here, she wants the exhaustion of her choices, responsibility gone.

Lili pushes back against him. Starts to struggle for it: for a clean, dark moment of nothing; for an inhale that won’t come.

And he picks up on it. Her hunger. Nobody ever picks up on it.

A heavy hand presses her back down against the sheets. His grip doesn’t loosen around her throat. It fucking hurts, the still-building force of his hips against hers, and the push of that pain mixed up with the release of her pleasure makes her mind fall open and silent.

The pressure on her throat, the restriction of her breath, his thumb on her pulse point: Her world narrows to these things, and her grasp in the sheets spasms, sweat-soaked. It doesn’t feel like she was anything before he forced her through this, near crying—before this overwhelming crush, when he’s as deep inside of her as he can go, hand wrapped around her throat—and the terrifying freedom in the thought that he could push further still—adjust his hold, pure weight on her windpipe—that he could clean everything away until she’s nothing but a dwindling breath—

The silence collapses in on her. A spectacular bloom of heat that drains her of herself.

As her vision fades, she wonders if he’ll let go in time.

Light creeps in.

An unfamiliar room, soft sheets.

Pushing onto her elbows, she winces at the soreness in her hips, in her throat. Blinking against the shift of morning, trying to make sense of her surroundings.

A salmon-colored newspaper is tucked under a breakfast tray across the room. Fresh orange juice, black coffee. Steam wafting.

Movement in the bed beside her. A broad shape snags in her periphery: tangled sheets, back turned to her, expanse of skin, sleep-mussed dark hair—

Oh, fuck.

Silently, Lili slips out of the bed. She snatches her dress and shoes, downs a glass of water from the frankly offensively extravagant kitchen, and steals out of the loft.

She calls an emergency meeting at Domino Park.

“What do you know about him?”

James takes a long, luxuriant sip of his iced coffee. “Well, he used to work with my father, back at Goldman,” he starts. “Started out in London. Then went over to BlackRiver after some succession disputes, which I don’t think my father ever really forgave him for. Told him that BlackRiver wouldn’t amount to anything, and look how that turned out—world’s largest shadow bank, biggest asset manager globally, all that. Anyway, worked out of the Hong Kong offices for a while. No, wait, maybe Shanghai? Either way, led their APAC expansion, massive M&A activity, got tapped to integrate the whole operation across EMEA, too, before coming back here to headquarters during the recession. Somehow got the Fed to contract out full management of the bailout, all toxic assets, to BlackRiver—closed doors, literally no competitive bidding, my dad was furious. And yeah, now, he heads up the entire thing. He’s a fucking genius at managing risk, built up some crazy AUM for the firm—”

“English, Jamie,” Jackie interrupts.

“He’s a big deal,” he concludes. “Aleksandr Petrov. Huge, honestly.”

“He’s Russian?” Jackie asks.

“Yeah, but like barely. I mean, the Fed wouldn’t work with BlackRiver so often if he wasn’t in the clear. There was a whole hullabaloo in the Journal about his background a few months ago, when the war in Ukraine broke out, but it turns out he’d renounced his citizenship in the nineties, severed ties when he left as a teenager. It’s not well publicized—my dad was muttering about it, probably bitter about the political capital—but he’s also done a fair amount for the relief effort. Kyiv engaged BlackRiver for setting up a reconstruction bank post-conflict, that sort of thing.”

“Did he leave before or after the collapse?” Lili asks.

“Before, I think.”

“Why’d he leave?”

James shrugs. “Not sure. Old world order crumbling, dawn of a new age, the moral righteousness of capitalism prevailing? If you’re so curious, I know some investor relations folks, I’m sure they keep a file on him.”

“No,” she says, too fast. “No, that’s fine.”

Amina grins, lying in the grass. “Was the sex that good?”

Lili glares at her.

She supposes it’s stupid, really. Thinking she could let all of it—Get on your knees, his grip on her throat—just fade away. That astounding rush of letting go, the relief of that silence.

After docking her Citi Bike on Mercer, she’s racing down Spring towards the go-see address Jackie texted her, imploring Lili to bring her the heels she’d forgotten at home—(9:34 a.m.) please lili im begging you (9:34 a.m.) since it’s already on your way? (9:34 a.m.) please i’ll take the compost out for a week i PROMISE—before she goes uptown to campus. Dodging tourists spilling off Broadway, she clutches the tote with Jackie’s shoes, already late.

“Lili.”

A familiar voice. Like autumn, like wealth: a complicated warmth of old libraries, low laughter, heavy cuff links—

“Oh. Hi.”

In a banquette by the open window at Balthazar, it’s him.

“Please, join me,” Aleksandr says, folding his newspaper. He sets it down on the table beside a half-empty cup of coffee. His stare, clear and appraising, makes her flush.

Lili hovers in the street. She really shouldn’t.

Aleksandr inclines his head towards the empty seat across from him.

Five minutes. She’ll stay for five minutes.

She ducks into the restaurant.

It’s too lavish and intense for breakfast—rich red leather seating, faded saffron walls, tarnished mirrors, high tin ceilings—but breakfast is what’s being ferried out around them, eggs Benedict and Bloody Marys, as she slides into the banquette.

“People actually eat here?” she asks. She musters a laugh, trying to diffuse whatever this is. The thread of something frantic thrums inside her.

The hint of a smile at his lips tugs into a smirk. “Evidently. Coffee? Food?”

“Oh, no, I’m—”

“Another black coffee,” Aleksandr orders from the waiter who’s appeared. “The omelet, French toast, eggs en cocotte. Both of the eggs Benedict, too, and whatever pastries are freshest.”

The waiter departs, and Aleksandr looks back at her.

“So, Lili.” His tongue holds her name. “Do you usually run away after fucking?”

The obscenity in his accent—formal, clipped tones with the undercut of Russian roughness, his history she’s discovered in the days since that night, reluctant Google searches that end with her slamming her computer shut—is ungodly.

The waiter returns with her coffee. Aleksandr doesn’t look away, his faint smile unfaltering.

There are bruises on her hips, still. Shadows at her throat. She’d run her fingers over the marks just that morning, disappointed they were fading.

Lili grips the hot cup of coffee. “Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asks. “It’s the middle of the week.”

Aleksandr raises an eyebrow. “They can get by without me for a few hours.”

That mix of condescension and amusement should infuriate her. Instead, she wants to lie down and abdicate all agency; be forced to let go again, like she did that night.

She swallows, forcefully. “You know, your entire industry is evil,” Lili says, words clumsy. She’s acutely aware of the fact that she doesn’t look like she did that night. Her nose piercing is restored, dirt under her nails from extra work shifts she picked up over the last week at the farm, messy bun, short skirt with combat boots. She grasps for intellectual contention to exert distance, to push him back. “Helping the disgustingly rich get richer. All you do is entrench systems of oppression and inequality to benefit elites. Billionaires shouldn’t even exist.”

“Is that so?” he says. His arm rests on the back of the banquette, shoulders broad under the cut of his suit. Commanding space, it’s like he’s the center of this entire godforsaken restaurant. “What about you? What do you do?”

“I’m a radical anarchist freegan tarot card reader with a strong communist bent,” she deadpans. She tries not to stare at his fingers—his mouth—as he takes a drink of coffee; tries to smother all her want. “Eat the rich, all of that, you know.”

“I’d think the anarchism and communism incompatible,” he muses.

Lili freezes.

“But I’m not clear on what the youth are espousing these days,” he concedes. “We were still passing around The German Ideology when I was an undergrad. Probably passé now.”

“Where’d you go to school?” she asks, before she can help herself.

“England. Then Boston.” He adjusts his sleeve, checking the fit of his cuff links in a habitual movement.

Lili digs her nails into her palm.

“You didn’t answer,” he says. “What do you actually do?”

“Oh. Right. Um, grad school.”

“Studying what?”

“Economics,” she mutters.

Aleksandr grins, like he’s caught her. “And you needed a primer on shorting stocks from second-year analysts? Where are you studying?”

“Columbia.”

“Impressive.”

She instinctively tenses, but it doesn’t sound mocking at all. It sounds like he’s praising her.

Take it, sweetheart—there you go, come on, just like that—

She takes a hot swallow of coffee.

“What do you plan to do after that?” he asks. “You’re friends with Greene’s boy. Investment banking?”

“Hardly,” Lili retorts, bristling at him knowing anything about her, even if it’s just her friendship with James. She wonders what else he might have found out. “I’d like to actually do some good in the world—UNHCR, the Development Program, ECOSOC. Maybe dismantle the hegemony of Western capitalism as a sleeper agent within the World Bank or IMF. Undo some of the damage you’re doing.”

“What a saint.”

That is mocking. She frowns—about to retort—when her phone buzzes.

“Shit.” Jackie. “I have to go; I’m late for a friend—”

Aleksandr stands as she gets up, elegant where she scrambles.

“Um,” she says, looking up at him. “So, I guess—bye—”

He plucks her phone out of her hand. He taps in a phone number, and then his own phone buzzes in his suit’s breast pocket. He takes it out, and smiles, before handing her phone back.

“Goodbye, Miss Marwan.”

When Lili’s halfway down the street, she looks back over her shoulder. His newspaper is up again, but he’s looking at her over it.

Aleksandr smirks, and she flushes.
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Supply and Demand

It’s only being friendly, Lili tells herself, after she spies the new cover of The Economist on the newsstand when jogging up the subway steps, snorts, and texts a picture to him.

(9:37 a.m.) really?

Her phone buzzes with his response when she’s deep in the Butler library stacks on campus, looking for the Löwith text that Kerr, her adviser, had told her to read.

(10:03 a.m.) I think it turned out rather well.

(10:07 a.m.) they called you the blackwater of finance

(10:10 a.m.) Dramatic.

(10:12 a.m.) they call into question your relationships with treasury officials

(10:12 a.m.) and your influence on EESA in ’08

(10:13 a.m.) and how the hell china is letting you launch the onshore mutual fund

(10:15 a.m.) I didn’t realize you were interested in a career in journalism.

“What are you smiling at?” Amina whispers across their shared table; she’s making a rare appearance on campus today. Although she’s taking it half as seriously—more focused on her art career than school—Amina also needs to make headway on her own graduate thesis: Latin American studies, the evolution of power, protest, and progressivism in Vargas Llosa’s work as a reflection of broader ideological polarization and disappointments of democracy within the region.

“Just something on Twitter,” Lili replies, setting her phone face down.

As the day goes on, she tells herself to stop texting him. It’s just that not many people get the hilarity that is Chomsky calling Rawls a personal friend, then proceeding to eviscerate his entire theory of justice, or the ridiculous choke hold that Rumsfeld’s offhand construct of knowns and unknowns still has on poli-sci undergrads—(7:07 p.m.) I’m just saying, what about unknown knowns (7:13 p.m.) Lili, you’re entirely missing the point. Each time her phone buzzes, she forces back her fast smile.

There are so many reasons she shouldn’t see him again.

He’s older than her. Much older—forty-five to her almost twenty-three. As Amina disappears into the stacks, long black hair gleaming in the library sunlight, Lili sneaks another look at his birth chart, still saved on her phone: January 3, 1977. A birth chart full of red flags.

He represents everything she finds reprehensible. His entire industry propagates Western hegemony, exploiting people for profit, letting the world burn as long as the S&P 500 ticks up.

Fuck, he could be a libertarian. A wholly unironic libertarian, with dog-eared copies of The Fountainhead. Brings up the state of nature in casual conversation, abhors the welfare state that kept her from falling through the cracks after her parents died.

Or worse, he could be a conservative. God, what if he’s a neocon? Aggressive globalization, the American empire, honest-to-God, earnest quoting of Huntington and Fukuyama—fuck, Hobbes. So much Hobbes. Trillions into the military, a Leviathan twisting into every corner of the world, force and fraud as virtues in any war that drives the global spread of liberal democracies and free-market capitalism.

He was a functioning, coherent adult during 9/11, older than she is now. Christ, BlackRiver even has an ownership stake in Halliburton; has a stake in almost every major listed company globally. She’s written entire papers attacking circular ownership in asset management, with BlackRiver one of the worst offenders.

As they keep texting, she grasps for reasons to stay away, create safe distance from the memory of that night with him. It’s just—it’s like her mind dissolved. Fell open, and fell silent.

She knows nothing good can come of someone meeting a need that deeply.

But Lili does stupid things sometimes.

It’s a messy blur at The Flower Shop later that week: Friday night, her birthday. Clamor and spilt drinks, salt under her nails, stickiness of lime juice smeared across the back of her hand. A bright, buoyant buzz of alcohol grabs Lili strong and early, blurring the night into grins, loud music, spontaneous hugs. Inside the packed bar—wood-paneled walls, kitschy floral seats, atrocious art and tchotchkes from the seventies—everyone crowds into one booth: their closest friends from undergrad, a bunch of Jackie’s modeling crew, Amina’s downtown art, publishing, and fashion friends, currently paying their dues at Gagosian, FSG, and Helmut Lang, Jamie’s old college roommates just off their restaurant shifts, smelling like browned butter and fresh thyme from prepping dinner service. Someone kicks off a bar-wide rendition of “Happy Birthday,” and Lili flushes, embarrassed and delighted. Cheers of “happy birthday,” and where did Amina get a kazoo? Jackie drops shots onto the table, hollow clatter of glass, bright orange-red nails, and it’s good tequila, now. Gathering clutter of cocktails, crumpled napkins, dying batteries on phones, and Lili shimmies out of the booth, unsteady feet, dark and noisy, babble of conversations, the glint of the tiny nazar bracelet, golden on her wrist, that Amina just gave her as a birthday gift, from her own grandparents in Iran. Squeezing into the tiny bathroom with her friends, Lili takes a strong gulp of her drink, and taps through her contacts: Finance Guy, Don’t Text. Music thuds through the walls as Jackie narrates some recent dating app story, trying to fluff her red curls in the mirror, while Amina checks the sharp line of her eyeliner.

She only needs to get him out of her system. That’s all. The thought of it will fester, otherwise—

A text alert buzzes in her foster family group chat.

Jane Remnick (11:47 p.m.) Hi Lili. Sorry, it isn’t a good time to have you visit. Busy with work.

Lili stares at the text. The laughter of her friends feels distant.

A simple response, no recognition of her birthday.

She clutches the cold sink.

It hits her, like a blow: how much she’d wanted them to say yes; how badly she’d been wanting to revisit places she’d once called home and see if they still felt warm to her. Not just Marin, but San Francisco—places with her parents, memories of her childhood.

She looks in the grimy mirror. She sees the features of her parents, caught between her own face and fading memories of them: her mother’s brown eyes, her father’s cheekbones; and her own building fear, as she’d neared another birthday, that every step she takes further into the rest of her life is another step away from them. That one day, it will be too distant to recall: mornings in their small kitchen, the give of orange peel under her mother’s thumb, how she’d sleepily hidden in her mother’s warm black hair, listening to her delighted laugh on the phone with relatives back home in Beirut, while her father cooked breakfast: runny eggs in fresh shakshuka, the growing San Francisco sunlight, fog breaking.

Worlds away, now.

Lili grips the sink tighter.

You’re supposed to be here, she thinks. You’re supposed to be here.

She feels close to bursting with pain.

If she just holds on tighter—if she just tries harder—they’ll stay with her—the loss won’t be complete—

Then, fast, desperate anger rears: You couldn’t have texted me sooner? she thinks. The collapse of hope feels worse—sickening, now—after having teetered on edge for days, waiting for Jane’s response; in its place, violence snaps sudden and heated. She wants it all gone: the harsh overwhelm of shame—how her eagerness pushes them away, her insufficiency not enough to merit real attention—the burning stupidity of having yearned for this, for having even hoped—

“Alright, birthday girl?” Amina affectionately knocks her shoulder.

Lili looks up, startled. She catches Jackie’s glance in the mirror, watching her.

She has outrun this grief before; she will do it again. She’ll swallow it whole, before it can swallow her.

Lili flashes a bright, hard grin. “Yes, all good.” She throws back the rest of her drink. The rush of alcohol feels strong, and possible. “Come on, let’s dance!”

Back in the bar, she keeps drinking, until she feels buoyant, until it’s difficult to think.

Heavier music, more dancing, unfamiliar cocktails—James hands her something with whiskey; Lili makes a face but drinks—salt still sore on her lips from more shots, licking a streak of salt shaken along Amina’s collarbone, giggling when Amina kisses her full on the mouth, the burn of alcohol and acid hit of lime. “Not again,” James mutters, “I’m never allowed to kiss other people.” “Jesus Christ, I’ll kiss you, you sad idiot!” slurs one of his best friends Hassan, making his boyfriend Tommy burst out laughing, his drink spraying, and Jackie shrieks as it hits her—then Amina has a Negroni that Lili wants some of, cold press of glass, laughter in her ear—and Hassan sees friends of friends, an uproar of welcome, blurred introductions, new faces. She keeps drinking until there is only the ground under her feet, the bodies of her friends around her, the night unspooling full and desirable, the exhilarating focus of breathing, one breath after the other, the immediacy of only what’s in front of her.

Spilling out onto the street hours later, heat and cigarette smoke are thick in the noisy air. The pavement is packed with people, alive and dark and gleaming: red stream of traffic lights, clatter of heels over sidewalk cellar doors, angry entreatment of car horns in traffic, the acrid rasp of spliff from smokers on the curb.

As her friends discuss where to head next, Lili sways, humming along to music; an arm steadies her, James laughing. She grins; she feels warm and glowing, after-hours brightness. Caught in it, wanting more, she spins, whirling out into the street.

Thoughts cluster in the back of her mind, an insistent heavy presence, anxiety that feels temporarily sourceless, but she doesn’t want to listen, not now—horns honk, and someone pulls her back; Jamie scolds her through laughter, telling her to stop being stupid. “Jesus, don’t call her stupid,” admonishes Jackie, “it’s her birthday!” Giggling, Lili wraps her arms around Jamie, spinning them together in circles.

It’s late. There are enough of them that Ubers are a headache, but no one wants to take the train back to Brooklyn or uptown. West Village, crash at Jamie’s place? Amina’s apartment on Broome is closer, but too small, and Jamie’s fridge is always stocked with LaCroix and neat boxes of prepared food from Citarella, and Jackie’s saying something about breakfast in the Village tomorrow.

Lili doesn’t realize she’s ended up in Tribeca instead, until she’s stumbling into the foyer of his building. The shine of One World Trade looms above the cast-iron lofts. She giggles as she ducks past his doorman. The elevator dings. “You can go on up, Miss Marwan.” Damn it, she thinks, he saw her; she whispers a thank you, vision spinning dangerously.

It’s dark in the loft.

Quiet, she should be quiet—take her shoes off, minimize the noise. Lili starts trying to undo the laces of her boots while still walking. The walls spin dangerously.

A lamp flicks on, low light spreading over the floor. “Lili?”

Perfect, what she was after. Abandoning her struggle with her shoes, she rushes over, throwing her arms around him. The black cotton of his shirt is thin, warm with sleep. Of course, even his pajamas are black; imagine if he wore, like, a university shirt. She starts to giggle.

“Lili, what are you—”

“Shhh,” she hushes him aggressively. “You’ll wake everyone up!”

Aleksandr sighs, his hands coming to rest on the back of her head.

“I don’t have neighbors,” he says.

But she’s not interested in that anymore, looking up at him, because he’s handsome, insultingly so—his expression is vaguely disarmed, like he’s just woken up: half-mussed hair, the slight part in his lips. Lili can’t remember what she doesn’t like about him because, suddenly, she’s seized by the sense of how much she likes him: likes how he looks, likes how tall he is, likes his body against hers, likes the reassuring weight of his hands on her—and that’s why she came here, she recalls clear and sharp, and didn’t follow her friends to the West Village. Lili runs her hands up his chest—if she’s quick about it, he won’t even know she was here: it’s dark, late night, sex, and she can leave fast—she reaches up, trying to pull him down to kiss her, she really wants him to kiss her—

Heaviness—gravity?—no, hands on her waist hold her down.

“Are you drunk?”

She shrugs, swaying to music from the bar still playing in her head. “Maybe a little?”

He frowns. Oh, she didn’t want to disappoint him. “How much have you had?”

She grins, running her hands over his chest. “Who’s to say?”

The material of his shirt really is thin; she could just slip her hands—

“Lili.”

She pouts, but pauses in her weak wrestle with his shirt and concentrates, trying to tabulate. “I mean, not much? Tequila at home—not good tequila, either … then Jamie got us another round of actually good tequila when we got out, Lower East Side, and he was paying—or Hassan? Whatever, I wasn’t going to say no, obviously—then rum and Cokes, but I don’t support Coca-Cola, their unethical practices? Crazy. And Jackie got margaritas, but all the salt made me thirsty, so I drank some more—Jan knew the bartender, too, had an open tab—he works in, like, spirits distribution, so he knows everyone, like a giant cartel—so I got this huge mezcal Negroni, absolutely fucked—ugh, then Tommy made me try a Manhattan, what his dad drinks, all those old Upper East Side guys—oh! And Hassan found Jell-O shots, but then Amina—brilliant, she’s brilliant, we actually first met partying downtown freshman year, she was an NYU kid—met in, like, the bathroom line, she’s my soulmate—anyway, she had the idea of body shots—”

“Jesus,” he mutters, running a hand over his face. She frowns, grabbing his wrist; she likes his face, wants to see his face.

“Oh, no,” she giggles, swinging their clasped hands together. “Unhappy Aleksandr. I didn’t do too many—I mean, I didn’t do any, except off Amina—it was more other people doing them off me.”

“Are you joking?”

“Well, I’m actually really quite funny. People think I’m all serious, but I’ve got a great sense of humor!” Displeasure is clear on his face, even through her haze. She doesn’t know why; she is funny, people just don’t immediately see it—she’s funny, and also a genius, because if he’s unhappy, she knows exactly how to address it: her dress, she should take her dress off—

He grabs her wrists, which is rude. She tries to squirm out of his grip.

“Lili—Lili, stop—” He squints down at her face. “Do you have glitter on you?”

The struggle with her dress forgotten, she throws her arms up in celebration. “Yes! It’s my birthday! I turned twenty-three!”

His long stare makes her wonder if she’s counting time a bit slowly.

“Jesus Christ,” he mutters, almost to himself. “Twenty-three? Alright, come on.”

Motion, he’s walking her backwards, and Lili clings to him, keeping her balance. “I know, I know—I’m a Gemini. But I think Geminis get a bad rap? Not Gemini men, obviously, they’re psychotic. But I think my Leo rising balances it out, plus Sag moon? Don’t tell anyone about my Venus in Capricorn, though, that’s a secret—”

White-blue light spills into the kitchen, making her eyes hurt. She buries her face against his chest, but it’s just the fridge. Against her cheek, his shirt smells good, the fresh, clean scent of a recent shower, slept-in bedsheets, and crisp night air.

“Do you want water, or tea … milk or something—”

“What is that?” she yells.

Aleksandr nearly drops a carton of milk. “What is what? Jesus Christ—”

“Is that dairy?”

“Yes?”

She grabs the carton from his hand. The milk sloshes in its cold, sweating container. “This is murder! Murder and rape, the dairy industry is a slaughter industry! Calves get torn from their mothers the day they’re born, how can you support that? Cows are raped for this, it’s violence—there’s literally blood and pus in milk, it’s horrible for you, horrible for the planet—”

The carton’s taken out of her hands, placed back in the fridge. “Got it, no dairy.”

“No, no, no,” Lili says, shutting the fridge with all her weight. “No. Come on, let’s find Oreos.”

“What?”

“Do you have Oreos?”

“Oreos?”

“Oreos!” Honestly.

“No, I do not have Oreos. I might have some bread in the freezer.”

Lili points an accusatory finger at him. “You’re trying to make me like you.”

“I’m trying to keep you from drowning in a pool of your own vomit.”

She cranes her head back, grasping at his forearms to stay steady as she looks up at him. “You’re very tall,” she observes.

“Yes.”

“How tall are you?”

“This is important information at this hour?”

Lili pokes him in the stomach.

“One hundred and ninety-four centimeters, I think,” he says.

She scrunches her nose. “I have no idea what that means. This is America, adapt.”

Everything surges around her, and she realizes she’s been swaying. Arms hold her steady.

Again, that sigh. “Okay, no food. Let’s get you to bed.”

Yes, good, Lili thinks, as he leads them down the hall. In his bedroom—was the bed really that big last time?—she kicks off her heavy-soled boots. Dropping onto the bed, she decides to throw one boot in the corner; after a moment’s consideration, she flings the other back out into the hall.

“I think we should have sex,” she announces.

She has no idea why he looks like he’s trying not to laugh. She said nothing funny.

“Tempting, but no.”

Lili tries to get up, affronted, but he sets her back down. “Stay,” he says, stern. She falls back, spreading her arms like a snow angel. The cool silk sheets slip like water against her flushed skin.

She hears the sound of a bath being run; then arms are lifting her off the bed.

“Come on—up, Lili—”

“Are we fucking now?”

The world reorients, her feet finding the ground. Lili looks around, confused. They’re in the en suite; he wants to fuck in here? The counter’s the right height, she supposes. Not one to complain, she starts to pull her dress over her head.

The door closes. She spins around, alone in the bathroom.

“Hey!” she shouts after the shut door. “Where are you going?”

“Just take a bath.” His voice is weary, veering on patronizing.

“No, we’re supposed to be fucking,” she informs the closed door.

“I’m not letting you sleep in my bed when you’ve been on the Lower East Side.”

“I don’t want to sleep!”

“Bath, Lili. Now.”

She scowls, but the steam from the running water is enticing. She does feel too hot and dirty.

After she wrestles her dress off, she looks around. She opens a few of his drawers—finds Sensodyne, mouthwash, well-organized anonymous toiletries, ridiculous fancy soap with a clean scent of bitter orange and juniper—before leaving her underwear in the drawer where he keeps his beard trimmer.

It’s a black mesh thong, almost entirely see-through. It’s her birthday, after all. She smirks, proud of herself, and piles her tangled hair on top of her head in the semblance of a bun.

“The water is too cold,” she complains, stepping into the bath.

“Good.” His reply is vaguely muffled by the door. “You could do with sobering up.”

“I’m shivering.” The water is actually pleasantly warm, but he might come in if he thinks she’s in danger of pneumonia.

“I’m strangely unmoved.”

Lili slides down the side of the tub in one big motion, trying to stretch her toes to reach the other end. Water sloshes over the edge, spilling onto the marble floor. “Oops,” she giggles.

“Are you alright?”

Looking for soap, she catches sight of black bottles with red lettering. “This is your soap? Why can’t you have three-in-one like a regular man?” she demands.

Behind the door, he mutters, “I’m going back to bed.”

Humming, she scrubs herself clean, delighted by the slip of bubbles. The warmth and late hour bring a comforting daze over her. A robe is laid over the nearby stool, obnoxious restored driftwood shit. It’s too big for her, but Lili pulls it on when she gets out of the bath, stifling a yawn.

“I could have had sex with so many people tonight,” she informs him as she clambers into bed, still trying her luck. “So many women and men—multiple, interchanging. But instead, I came here, and you won’t even do your whole daddy dom thing.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know,” she yawns, snuggling into the sheets.

The low light clicks off. If she nestles into his side, it’s because of his body heat. “Go to sleep, Lili.”

“You know, I don’t think I will,” she says, fighting back another yawn.

There’s something amiss; in the back of her mind, this little twist of anxiety, a faint itch of uncertainty, but she’s too tired to examine it.

Then a hand is in her hair, with a calm, heavy pattern of touch. Lili leans into it, soothed. Drifting, the lurch of alcohol makes her balance, even lying down, spin every so often, and then she’s asleep.

It’s a good dream.

No, it’s an absurdly good dream.

Light peeks in, sleep disturbed. Lili tries to burrow away; she doesn’t want to wake up. Would rather stay drifting on this pleasure, grasp after this indistinct dream. But as she comes to—consciousness slowly resolving—the pleasure doesn’t recede.

“What—oh.”

She gasps, realizing where she is; realizing what’s happening—the sheets much softer than her own bed, and the pleasure between her legs adamantly not a dream. The robe she fell asleep in is undone, pulled off her shoulders, and his mouth—

“Stay still.” Jesus, the brush of his breath against her. His low voice thrums through her, tongue moving slow and deep. Lili squeezes her eyes shut, trying to push away the insistent, building intensity. Barely awake, already halfway to something, it’s disorienting and overwhelming.

“Aleksa—”

She shouldn’t be here. Why is she here? The morning light—still soft, dawn—slips through the tall windows—his loft, Tribeca, her legs thrown over his shoulders.

Fuck. Okay, she can do this. She can just—

He does something with his tongue that makes her legs tremble. “Oh, my God,” she moans. “We—we shouldn’t—” Her voice breaks on a gasp.

Aleksandr laughs, hot against her. “Should I stop?”

“No! No—” His tongue flattens against her, making her back arch with a moan. “Jesus—there, right—”

Her thighs start to shake. Desperate for this pressure to release, she drags her nails through his hair, her toes curling against his shoulder blades as he moves faster against her, and she’s drowning, she’s drowning—

She shatters with no breath left in her throat.

It’s like dark sunshine pours through her; like her skin bursts with glowing pleasure, wrenched from her before full thoughts or clear words.

Chest panting, Lili tries to catch her breath, attempting to recover through the aftershocks of what might be the best head of her life. Blurring and white, her vision falters and resolves. Everything starts to wash back: last night, Jane’s text, getting belligerently drunk, stumbling over here.

Oh, Jesus.

She’s fucked up.

She’s fucked up so badly.

It’s difficult, though, to conceptualize the extent of how badly she’s fucked up—the magnitude of this stupid thing she’s done, coming here again, sleeping over—when Aleksandr’s hands and mouth are moving down her body, kissing her hip, the inside of her thigh.

“We need to have rules,” she gasps out, as his tongue traces the line of her calf.

“Rules.” His breath is warm against her bare skin.

“Rules, yes—boundaries, understandings. We can’t just—”

I can’t just come here. I can’t just sleep over.

Aleksandr pulls away. He considers her for a moment.

He grins. “No, I don’t think so.”

In one swift move, he grabs her ankle, and pulls her down the bed towards him, bracing himself over her. He crowds out the light, he’s not wearing a shirt, and his lips gleam—with her, she thinks, dazed.

“Do you like running away, sweetheart?” he murmurs, nose brushing hers: not quite a kiss.

“No?” Lili says, disoriented, faint hum of residual alcohol making her burn a little looser. The urge to kiss him and the urge to struggle confuse her.

“You seem to,” he says, tracing her mouth with his finger. A gesture that should be romantic and soft, but feels—looks—decisively not.

Instead, sharpness edges into her breath.

It looks like he’s carving up property.

She should leave; she should leave now.

Leaning closer, Aleksandr’s mouth glances over hers. There’s a slip of space between them. Teasing her, daring her. Before she can think any further, Lili strains up towards him, body betraying her.

It’s absurd how fast all she cares about is him: how fast she grabs his shoulders, pulling his mouth to hers; how fast he crowds her, pushing her against the bed, and how it feels like relief, like a desperately deep inhale, as he kisses her back.

God, this—this is what she wanted: this sore need uncovered, this bruise hit again. As last night’s memories—gripping the cold sink, thud of music, It isn’t a good time to have you visit—reassert themselves, she kisses him harder. He meets her intensity, grasping her face, a hunger deepening into starvation. He’s an obscenely good kisser, and kissing him feels like a need growing, not a want satisfied—and that isn’t—that can’t—

“Rough,” she gasps, against his mouth. “I—I want it rough—like, like last time—”

He snatches her wrists, pinning them against the bed.

“Impatient,” he taunts. “Any other requests?”

Lili scowls, straining against his grip. “I didn’t come here to talk,” she snaps. “You have one job—”

He does not like that.

“One job?” he murmurs, humor gone.

A hard exhale—her own—as his free hand moves between her thighs, still warm and wet. “Tell me what my job is,” he says, brushing his nose over the line of her neck, as his fingers start to rub circles against her: slow but not gentle, forcing friction through the slip of how wet she is. Frustration flares; she wants him to hold her down and fuck her; she wants to get this over with, and never have to examine why she wants it.

“Just so you know,” she grits out, “just because I’m fucking you doesn’t mean I like you.”

“We’re fucking now? Ah, is that my job then, little one?”

“Screw you, I don’t even like you—ah—” He found a particular point of friction.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” She can hear the satisfaction in his voice.

“This is a one-time thing,” she gasps. “Just—one time.”

Against her neck, she feels his grin. “Oh, Lili,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to her skin, a hot open-mouthed kiss that she wasn’t expecting. “Whatever you say.”

The world surges, and she’s lying on her stomach suddenly.

“What—” She looks over her shoulder, about to protest; she should be outraged by how he moves her around like some doll—

“Lift your hips for me, sweetheart.” He grabs the pillow by her head.

Lili does as he says, letting him slide it underneath her.

He straddles her legs, and she’s effectively trapped. His hands coast over her back, before tugging her hips towards him, hiking them up the pillow. She feels him, heavy and hot against her, and she grasps the sheets, bracing herself.

A glance of fingers run down her spine, a dangerously light touch.

“Did anyone else touch you, Lili?”

“What?” Why is he asking questions now?

“Last night.”

A memory snippet, her own voice: I could have had sex with so many people tonight. So many—

“Fuck,” she mutters.

His fingers slide into her hair. Not pulling, not yet. He slowly starts to push into her.

“I asked you a question. Did you let other people touch you like this?”

There’s too much cold flint in his voice. Lili forces a laugh to diffuse it. “Just my friends.”

In her hair, his hand tightens into a fist.

“I’m not your friend, Lili.”

He thrusts into her. White sears her vision, grip seizing in the sheets. “Jesus Christ—”

“Open up,” Aleksandr demands. “Isn’t this what you came here for?”

As he pulls out of her, she shakes with the release of pressure. It’s not a respite. As she relaxes, he pushes into her again, harder. Lili’s choked groan is shoved into the mattress with the force of him, the sudden saturation of rough ecstasy building.

Tears blister in her eyes. “You—you can’t just—”

He slams into her like she’s worthless. The stretch of it sears—and he’s still not fully inside her—and it can’t be good, how much this is—how overtaken she feels—and yet, how much she wants exactly this: the dark-throated bliss of losing her control, of having no choice.

“I can do whatever I want,” he says. “Especially to you.”

She moans: clear, specific, sharp—the want of this; some fucked-up absolution of the burden of her own agency, just for a moment.

“There,” she gasps. “Right there—”

“Yeah?”

Lili nods so insistently she feels like a child in class with an answer. She squeezes her eyes shut as that blinding threat of oblivion grows louder, drowning her out. “That, that—please … I want that—”

She gasps—high, sudden—as his hips finally meet hers, as he fully buries himself in her.

Somehow, he’s fucking her deeper—harder—than before. Every time he moves, forcing her to accommodate him, it’s agonizing, a hot tide of pleasure, caught up with pain, and the exact type of overwhelm she wants so much that its need feels lodged in her throat, daily.

She feels ragged, the stitches of herself coming loose. This roughness grounds her in her own body, where she can—here, under him—want with indecency, without shame; she’s always been too much, or not enough, a dichotomy that makes her skin crawl.

Deeper. She wants him deeper, until she can’t think about anything but him. Erase me, is what she wants to say; keep taking until she’s nothing. Desperate, she pushes her hips back against him.

“Christ,” he groans, “has no one ever fucked you properly before?”

She moans, and he knows.

“Come on, sweetheart,” he says, as her body starts to tremble, a scald of vicious heat unraveling inside her, “show me how much you can take.”

“It hurts,” she pleads, but it’s both protest and entreaty. Hurt me more.

“I know,” he says. The praise jars with his grip in her hair, wrapping around the back of her neck. “I know, but you’re doing so well.” He tugs, and her chest arches off the bed. Changed angle, she sees white, but still, there’s more she wants—

Aleksandr grabs her throat. Relief washes over her.

It’s immense, this perfect annihilation. She doesn’t want the burden of deciding when to breathe. She wants to fall, and not know if she’ll be caught; she wants to be fucked out of her mind, and she wants to blame it on last night’s alcohol still in her system, this desire for him—him—to push her there—him, not anyone else—

Resistance seizes back into her struggling breath. Lili lets out a sob of frustration.

Aleksandr feels it.

“Let go, Lili,” he orders. He squeezes her throat until her vision falters; and there, in her periphery, a choking sense of incoherence and intensity.

She’s allowed to feel this sometimes, she thinks.

She’s allowed to feel something like freedom.

There’s an ache inside her that he hits again and again. It unfurls emotion, tangled skeins, heavy waters. Dark things too deep to dredge, but she wants them exorcised; she needs them gone, their weight—invisible, monumental, pressing down on her, so fiercely ignored—torn away. She wants them strangled, her own breath taken, pushed to the edge where everything leaves her, falls away, just leaves her alone—

The chill of silence. Little air left in her lungs, and her vision goes black.

A resounding nothingness envelops her. As she disappears, she’s distantly aware of the shift of her body with movement, force, impact, the rush of liquid heat in her belly, that he’s still fucking her, that this perhaps brushes up against too far, but the blessed silence grows, and she lets her eyes close.

“You have a few gray hairs, you know,” she says.

Aleksandr hums something noncommittal. He continues reading the newspaper, his hand still stroking a pattern on her hip through the sheets. The scent of coffee mingles with newsprint.

Stay, he’d murmured afterwards, as if she was capable of moving. The sound of her own breath, coming back. Her hands in tight fists, twisted in ruined sheets. Trying to settle back into a sense of herself, reluctantly. The clink of a cup—waft of coffee—on the nightstand as he’d settled back beside her.

Lili reaches up now, brushing her fingers over the strands at his temple. “Right here,” she says, determined to prove her point.

He sighs, setting down the newspaper. He looks at her, her head resting on his thigh. “I work in finance. It’s a stressful job.”

He’s irritated. She can see him trying to hide it, and she tries not to smile.

Lili continues to brush her fingers over his temples. She feels sore and well used, but also easy and open. Like the hardness she keeps up in her daily life can melt away for a bit. Outside the loft, real life will rush back into place; she wants to linger in this ease a little longer.

“I like it.”

He snaps his newspaper back up. “I’ll deal with it later,” he mutters.

She sits up fast, grinning. “Do you dye your hair?”

“I’m not partaking in this conversation,” he says, getting out of bed. Determined, Lili wraps the sheet around herself, following him into the bathroom.

“I can help!”

“Absolutely not.”

“I used to dye my hair with pink streaks, you know—wasn’t great, since my hair is black—”

“Of course, you did.”

She hears the shower turn on. As she hobbles into the bathroom, Aleksandr catches her wince in the mirror. The grin he gives her is rude.

“Come on,” he says, undoing the drawstring of his pants. Kicking them off, he steps into the shower. After a moment’s hesitation, Lili drops the sheet and follows him in, letting the glass door fall shut behind her.

It’s incredible, the hot water: hard pressure, steam. Standing under one of the waterfall showerheads, Aleksandr scrubs his hands over his face, running through his hair before looking at her.

“Come here,” he says. Lili does as he says, expecting—something, but not how he angles her into the water, letting it soak her hair.

“Your hair’s a mess,” Aleksandr explains.

Uncertain, Lili watches him, as he starts washing her hair. He runs his fingers through the thick fall of it, lathering shampoo into her scalp; telling her when to close her eyes, tilting her head back. She feels like a child being taken care of. She’s not sure what to do with that.

Once her hair’s clean, his hands continue roaming.

She keeps watching him, fragile vulnerability slipping under her skin as he washes the rest of her. Their playful, lighthearted mood steadily drains away. His gaze shifts to something intent, serious. Slipping over her wet body, his palms mold against the slope of her waist, the gentle run of his fingers over her ribs.

Some blood on her thighs mingles with his spend. His hand moves between her legs, carefully.

Her breath catches. Need flickers again, like a flame she thought was gutted.

She leans into his hand on her. “Please,” Lili whispers, voice almost lost in the rush of water.

A frown mars the focus of his possessive gaze. “Sweetheart, I don’t think you can—”

Lili grasps his wrist. “Please, I—”

His fingers move over her, and it hurts, it really does. Stinging pain makes her bite back a hiss, but it doesn’t come anywhere close to dampening the neediness brewing inside of her.

Aleksandr’s fingers still. He looks down at her, expression inscrutable, and Lili freezes.

This was it—she was too much. She is too much. Hot embarrassment floods her, and she braces for it: the rejection, the shameful sear of insufficiency.

Instead, he kisses her.

Much softer than before: that first night, this morning. His fingers curl into the hair behind her ear, holding her face. Lips soft against hers, his tongue presses into her, opening her mouth, gentle.

Something stutters in Lili. Breaks a little, cracks open.

But then he’s grasping her hips. He lifts her up against the wall, the chill of wet marble against her back. “Take a breath,” he says, and she nods.

He was right. It is too much, too soon, as he slides back inside of her, thick and hard. But Lili makes herself take it, enduring the swell of pain, the protest of her body. She wants to drive away the softness fermenting under her skin.

But instead of pushing her, forcing her: There’s the slip of his skin against hers, her gasps rising higher each time he thrusts into her—the slide of her wet skin against the cold wall, the fall of his breath against her neck—the stroke of his thumb along the line of her jaw, the way his mouth moves against her throat. These lingering kisses, heat and steam, a severe gentleness.

Her chest tightens. Not physical, no, it’s in her chest but deeper: the way he touches her, the glance of his gaze, that possessiveness and softness inexplicably mingling—

No. It’s something instead of nothing, and she doesn’t want it. She wants suffering, but of his making, not her own.

If she touches that—pain, but a lucid, fathomless pain, not the pain at his hands, but the pain inside of her—she’ll never get out. She’ll fall into the cracks of herself.

She tightens her arms around him. “Don’t be gentle,” she whispers. “Please—I can take more.”

“Lili, we just—”

“Don’t be gentle with me,” she pleads, frustrated.

Anger flashes in his eyes.

Good, she thinks. Good.

“Lili,” he repeats, hard teeth. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

Finally, the threat of roughness. Make me struggle, she wants to beg. Fuck away this pain. Make her feel the hurt in her body, not the hurt in her head.

But instead of tightening his grip on her, thrusting into her harder—fucking her—Aleksandr keeps moving slowly, maddeningly. This visceral, terrifying gentleness, a fullness that hurts in a different way than before. The presence of him with her, looking at her, now.

It terrifies her; she wants to cauterize herself, not reveal herself. She wants him to be
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