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Dirty Little Secret

by Isla St. Claire




The Fallout

The champagne flute shattered against the patio stones, and Sasha watched the golden liquid seep into the grout like a slow-motion heart attack.
“Are you serious right now?” she heard herself say, but her voice sounded distant, like it belonged to someone else. Someone whose dress wasn't sticking to her spine with cold sweat, whose ring finger wasn't throbbing under the weight of a diamond she'd worn for exactly six hours.
Mark stood in the doorway of her own apartment, his bow tie undone, a slick of another woman's lipstick at the corner of his mouth. The woman in question had already fled through the kitchen, taking Sasha's favorite bottle of Tito's with her. The audacity stung almost as much as the betrayal.
“Sash, come on. Let's not do this here.” Mark ran a hand through his hair, the gesture so practiced she wondered if he'd rehearsed it. How long had he been planning to wreck her in front of sixty of their closest friends and colleagues?
“Not do this here?” She laughed, and it came out hollow. “You just tongued your assistant in my mother's heirloom crystal punch bowl. Where exactly would you like to do this?”
A murmur rippled through the crowd gathered on her terrace. She'd invited everyone—her publishing colleagues, Mark's law firm partners, her college roommates, her aunt from Connecticut. The fairy lights she'd spent three hours stringing up twinkled mockingly overhead, illuminating faces frozen in various degrees of horror and fascination.
The worst part? She wasn't even crying. Her eyes felt like two dry sponges, desiccated and useless. She'd cried at the end of *Marley & Me* for God's sake, but when her own engagement imploded with the subtlety of a fireworks factory fire, her tear ducts had apparently unionized and walked off the job.
“Sasha.” Mark stepped toward her, and she stepped back. Her heels hit the edge of the patio, grinding against the stone. “We can talk about this. It was a mistake. A stupid mistake.”
“Was it a mistake when you told me you loved me? Was that a mistake too?” The words came out sharp, but her hands were shaking. She pressed them flat against her thighs to still them.
“No. God, no.” He looked genuinely pained now, but she'd seen him look genuinely pained during a fantasy football loss, so she wasn't sure how much stock to put in that. “I do love you. I just—I get scared. You know I get scared.”
“Of what, Mark? Of committing to the woman you asked to marry you?” Her voice cracked on the last word, and she hated herself for it. She was a senior editor at one of the most prestigious publishing houses in New York. She'd negotiated seven-figure advances and survived a layoff that took out half her department. She was not the kind of woman who cracked.
“Of being enough.” He said it softly, and for a moment—just a moment—she almost felt sorry for him. Almost.
The sliding glass door opened, and she felt him before she saw him. She'd always felt Leo before she saw him, like her skin knew when he was near, a low-frequency hum that settled into her bones.
“Sasha.” His voice cut through the noise, low and steady. “I have your bag. Let's go.”
She turned. Leo stood in the doorway, her overnight bag slung over one shoulder, his jaw tight enough to crack granite. He was still in his work clothes—dark jeans, a henley that stretched across his shoulders, boots he'd probably worn to the construction site that morning. He hadn't gone home to change. He'd come straight from work to her engagement party, and now he was rescuing her from the wreckage of it.
He'd always been rescuing her. The thought made something in her chest ache.
“I'm not leaving,” she said, and the words felt like a lie even as they left her mouth. “This is my apartment. My party.”
“Sasha.” Leo said her name again, softer this time, and she felt the fight drain out of her like someone had pulled a plug. “You don't have to stay here. You don't have to be the one who cleans this up.”
She looked at Mark, who was watching the exchange with an expression she couldn't read. Jealousy? Relief? She didn't know anymore. She wasn't sure she ever had.
“Go,” Mark said, and there it was—the relief. Clear as glass. “We'll talk tomorrow.”
Something in her chest cracked open, and the tears that had been hiding finally spilled over. Not dramatic sobs, just a slow, silent leak that traced hot paths down her cheeks.
Leo crossed the patio in three long strides, his hand finding the small of her back. His palm was warm and calloused, grounding her in a way that made her want to both collapse into him and run as far as she could in the opposite direction.
“I've got you,” he murmured, low enough that only she could hear. “I've got you, Sash.”
She let him guide her through the apartment, past the curious stares and the whispered condolences and the half-eaten passed hors d'oeuvres that someone had thoughtfully arranged on silver trays. Her living room looked like a bomb had gone off in a Pottery Barn catalog, and she couldn't bring herself to care.
The elevator doors slid shut, sealing them into a small, mirrored box. She looked at her reflection and barely recognized herself. The woman staring back had smeared mascara and a dress that cost more than her first month's rent and a ring on her finger that suddenly felt like a shackle.
“I want to take it off,” she said, her voice flat.
Leo looked at her, really looked at her, and something flickered in his eyes. “Then take it off.”
She fumbled with the clasp, her fingers clumsy and useless. The diamond caught the fluorescent light, winking at her like it knew a secret she didn't. She couldn't get it undone. She couldn't do anything right.
“Here.” Leo's hands covered hers, gentle and sure. “Let me.”
His fingers worked the clasp with practiced ease, and the necklace slid free, pooling in his palm like a fallen star. He looked at it for a moment, his expression unreadable, then tucked it into his pocket.
“I'll give it back when you want it,” he said. “If you want it.”
“I don't.” The words came out before she could think, but they felt true. “I don't want any of it.”
The elevator doors opened onto the lobby, and Leo's truck was double-parked out front, hazards flashing. He'd driven like a bat out of hell to get here, she realized. He'd probably broken every traffic law between Brooklyn and Midtown.
“Where are we going?” she asked as he opened the passenger door for her.
“Away.” He waited until she was settled, then closed the door and jogged around to the driver's side. The engine rumbled to life, and he pulled into traffic without looking back. “I've got a cabin in the Catskills. Remember?”
She remembered. She remembered the summer after senior year when they'd driven upstate with a case of beer and no plan, sleeping in his truck because they couldn't afford a hotel. She remembered the way the stars looked from the porch, thick and bright like someone had spilled glitter across black velvet. She remembered Leo's shoulder pressed against hers, warm and solid, and the way she'd almost—almost—said something she couldn't take back.
“You're taking me to your secret cabin?” She tried to smile, but her face felt wrong, like she'd forgotten how the muscles worked. “That's very serial killer of you.”
“I've been called worse.” He glanced at her, and there it was—that familiar glint in his eyes, the one that had been there since they were seven years old and he'd pushed her on the swings at recess. “Besides, you're the one who told me I should buy property. Said it was a good investment.”
“I'm pretty sure I was talking about a 401(k).”
“Details.”
She leaned her head against the cold glass of the window, watching the city blur past. The buildings got shorter, the streets got wider, and the weight in her chest got heavier with every mile.
“He was never going to marry me,” she said, the realization hitting her like a physical blow. “He was never going to show up.”
Leo's hands tightened on the steering wheel. “He showed up. He just showed up with his tongue down someone else's throat.”
A laugh escaped her, surprised and jagged. “There it is. The Leo I know.”
“I'm not going to sugarcoat it, Sash.” His voice was hard, but his eyes were soft when he looked at her. “He's an asshole. He's always been an asshole. I told you that when you started dating him.”
“You tell me that about everyone I date.”
“Because you have terrible taste in men.” He said it like a fact, like the sky was blue and water was wet and Sasha Bennett couldn't pick a decent partner to save her life.
She should have been offended. She should have defended her choices, made excuses, explained that Mark was different, that he understood her, that he made her feel safe. But she was too tired. Too empty. And she knew, in the marrow-deep way she knew Leo's laugh and Leo's temper and Leo's stubborn, infuriating loyalty, that he was right.
“I do,” she agreed, and the admission felt like a door closing behind her. “I really, really do.”
They drove in silence for a while, the city giving way to suburbs, then to trees. The sun had set, and the world outside was a wash of deep blues and blacks, punctuated by the occasional headlight of an oncoming car. The radio played low, some indie station Leo had programmed years ago, and the familiar chords of a song she didn't recognize wrapped around her like a blanket.
“I'm sorry you had to see that,” she said finally. “You probably had better things to do tonight.”
“Nothing better than watching your best friend's heart get ripped out in front of a crowd.” His voice was dry, but she could hear the edge underneath. “Really. Top of my bucket list.”
“Leo.”
“What? I'm not going to pretend I enjoyed it.” He flexed his hands on the wheel, and she noticed the white of his knuckles. “But I'd rather be there for the aftermath than anywhere else in the world.”
The words settled into the space between them, heavy with something neither of them was ready to name. Sasha looked away, out the window at the dark shapes of trees rushing past.
“You always show up,” she said, so quietly she wasn't sure he'd hear.
“Always,” he said, and the word was a promise.
The cabin was exactly as she remembered it—small and rustic, built of logs that had weathered to a warm, honeyed brown. It sat at the end of a dirt road that Leo navigated like he'd driven it a thousand times, which he probably had. A porch wrapped around the front, furnished with two Adirondack chairs that faced the lake.
She couldn't see the lake in the dark, but she could smell it—that particular scent of freshwater and pine and something green and growing. It hit her like a memory, and for a moment, she was eighteen again, reckless and hopeful and so full of wanting she thought she might burst.
“I haven't been here since college,” she said, stepping out of the truck. Her heels sank into the soft ground, and she wobbled.
Leo was at her side in an instant, his hand catching her elbow. “You're going to break an ankle in those.”
“I'm going to burn these shoes,” she said, and she wasn't entirely joking. “And the dress. And the ring.”
“The ring's in my pocket.”
“Then I'll burn your pocket.”
He laughed
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