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Cascading Errors
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Mara:


The spreadsheet is lying to me again.


The cell that sparked it all stares at me now. The cell with the lovely little green border. The error that seems almost sorry. All of the numbers surrounding it act as though nothing's wrong. 

They're all lined up in nice rows and columns, confident and tidy; like they didn't just destroy my entire morning with one small mistake.

I click into the cell. Formula bar. A mess of parentheses and references, a trail that winds through two tabs and back again, as if it's trying to make me feel stupid.

It shouldn't be this difficult. It was never supposed to be this difficult. That's how it's gone lately: things that should take five minutes take an hour; and whenever I finally solve one problem, another area collapses. Like I'm holding the entire thing together with my fingertips and pretending it's not wobbling.

I drink some coffee and instantly regret it. Cold. Bitter. The kind of bitter taste that tells me I've already lost all my comforts for the day...and it's only... I glance down at the bottom-right corner of my computer monitor. 

10:17 a.m.

Just perfect.

The office is brightly lit in the way that feels aggressive. Bright fluorescent lighting that makes everyone look a little sickly if you really examine them. The whir of the air conditioner. Keyboard clicks. In the background, a printer chewing away at someone else's sense of urgency. 

I keep my expression blank, since my expression is something I can control and control is something I buy and sell in silence, in a professional manner, for eight and a half hours each day.

I stick my tongue in the back of my teeth and trace the path of the precedents. Blue arrows shoot out of the cell. I follow them as breadcrumbs. Another tab. Another sheet. Another formula that I thought would be fine, but isn't, and when I correct it, three other fields will update, and now those totals are wrong too.

Cascading errors. That's what they call it, as if calling it something pretty makes it any less infuriating.

Cascading errors!

I'm good at this. I am. I know all the shortcuts. I know all the logic. I know how to track down the first broken piece and get everything behaving again. I know how to do it without anyone hovering over my shoulder wondering why it's taking me so long.

That's the thing about being reliable. No one gives you assistance. They give you more work.

Behind me, laughter erupts from somewhere in the distance, a laugh that sounds too bright, too carefree, as if it belonged to someone who slept well and woke up thinking the day may do them a favor. I don't turn. I don't need to. I've learned what turning does. Turning means participating, and participating means pretending, and I've spent all my pretending for the morning on "How was your day?" and "No worries at all."

I manage to fix the total in the revenue tab to stop the errors from cascading, and I exhale slowly through my nose. One small victory. One fixed cell. One small thing that doesn't spin out of control. My shoulders drop about an inch. I hadn't realised they were up.

Then my phone vibrates against the desk.

The vibration is small, but it's enough. It cuts through the whine of the air conditioner, the keyboard taps, the printer. My body responds before my head does, a slight tightening between my shoulder blades, as if my body already knows what's coming and wants to prepare itself for it.

I don't pick it up immediately. I keep my eyes locked on the screen, keep the cursor moving, as if I can outrun the interruption. As if ignoring it will somehow leave everything unchanged.

My phone vibrates again, softly, insistently.

Fine!

I grab it with the same hand I'd use to click through formulas and pretend I'm calm: steady, efficient, cautious not to tip anything over. When I unlock the screen, a social media notification comes up. A name. A small profile picture. A brief, cheerful summary that makes my stomach twist before I even fully read it.

Her.

Ethan's wife.

Sienna Hart, 28 and smells like Black Opium, sweet and dark and deliberate, the kind of perfume that announces itself before the woman does. Her auburn hair is always perfectly styled, not "just ran a brush through it" perfectly styled, but in a way that implies it wasn't styled at all. 

She's bright in the way people are bright when they're trying to be likeable, smiling as if there's a camera nearby and she doesn't want to be seen looking human. She wants to be friends with me so desperately it oozes out of her, but she doesn't know how to reach for me without putting on a show.

I tap the notification.

The post loads in stages, as if it wants to savor the moment. At first, her face, bright, full of life in that easy, effortless way. The kind of beauty that looks natural even when it's been polished to perfection. She has that glow people always talk about like it's a prize you win for being a woman.

Then the caption shows up. A neatly formatted block of happiness, carefully punctuated, as if joy can be formatted into a form that others can digest.

Some news we've been keeping close 🤍 Baby Ellison is coming in August. Can't wait to meet you. (And yes, I've cried in the grocery store at least three times already.)

And then the picture.

An ultrasound image of a baby held between two sets of hands. Her hands, painted nails, delicate fingers. Ethan's hands, familiar in a way I detest, because my brain still remembers what they looked like reaching for something.

I should have anticipated this. I should have recognised this was bound to happen the same way you know the rain will eventually fall after the clouds gather. But anticipating it doesn't reduce it. Anticipating it doesn't soften it. Anticipating it doesn't prevent it from feeling like a slap in the face when it happens.

The comments start rolling in underneath it, a deluge of hearts, exclamation points and "so excited for you!" and "finally!!!!" as if the universe has been holding its breath for this specific event and every single person is thrilled that it's occurred.

My body responds first.

My stomach plummets like I've stepped on the wrong stair. Heat creeps up my neck and onto my face. My fingers suddenly become clumsy around the phone, as if my hands have made the decision to participate in whatever this is. The office around me blurs for a split second, and all I can hear is the blood pounding in my ears, loud, ridiculous and very much alive.

I keep staring at the picture until the screen dims and I tap it again simply to make it bright, like brightness proves it.

Like I can make this untrue if I see it clearly enough.

A baby.

Ethan is having a baby.

Not with me. 

Not in the life we constructed and destroyed and continued to build upon, piece by piece, through child-custody arrangements and school pickups and pretending our conversations were solely about the children and only the children. His new life has a new center of gravity - a baby that will draw everything in their orbit towards it.

And my kids, our kids, are going to see it. Are going to hear about it. And when they do, their faces will change in that way children's faces change when something exciting appears: wide-open, bright-eyed, trusting. They'll be glad, innocently, without intending to hurt me.

My mind starts racing ahead of me, doing what it usually does when something threatens to unravel: planning.

Will Ethan tell them? Or will she tell them first, with that radiant smile and her "big news" tone? Will they find out at his house, in his kitchen, when I'm not there? Or will it arrive in the car after school from someone else's lips, casually, like gossip, and I'll be the last to realise my life has changed?

I can already imagine the questions.

"Mum, does this mean we're going to have a baby brother or sister?"

"Is the baby going to live with Dad all the time?"

"Are we still going to do the same weekends?"

And the one I dread the most, the one no one will ever state directly, but the air will whisper: "Where do we fit now?"

My throat constricts. I swallow and it doesn't help.

Suddenly, the office feels far too public, as if my screen is somehow transmitting what I'm viewing to everyone around me. I adjust the phone to bring it closer to my body. Reflex. Protect the vulnerable areas. Conceal the wound.

There's a typical reaction that occurs shortly after pain: perform.

Be gracious. Be normal. Be the woman that people can praise for being "so grown-up." Be the ex-wife who can handle it well. Be the mother who only thinks about her children. Be the individual who sends the proper message.

I can already feel my thumbs wanting to write messages, wanting to compose something pleasant and dishonest.

Congratulations!!! I'm so happy for you both!!!

Exclamation marks as bandages. Smileys as stitches. A clean little lie to allow the world to keep spinning without needing to observe the mess that lies below it.

I don't send messages. Not yet. I continue to stare at the post as if my eyes can undo it. As if I can locate a large-enough typo to invalidate the entire thing. The portion of me that repairs spreadsheets wishes there to be a single erroneous cell, a single mistaken reference, a single mistake that I could repair so the entire spreadsheet would recalculate to the world I comprehend.

However, this isn't Excel. 

There is no Undo option.

My thoughts flash, unasked-for, to a baby shower approximately two years ago. Not hers. From school pickup. I recall standing in a living room filled with the scent of vanilla-scented candles, holding a onesie with a cartoon giraffe on it while everyone cheered and laughed. I recall laughing too loudly, a little too loudly, because that's what you do. You mirror the room. You mirror the joy. You don't allow your expression to reveal you.

And then I remember sitting in my vehicle afterwards, with the door closed and the motor turned off, holding the steering wheel with my hands and crying uncontrollably. Crying so violently I couldn't breathe. Crying for such a long period of time my cheeks hurt and my eyes were swollen and I needed to retrieve a tissue from my nose and tell myself to quit because I had to go home and be Mummy.

These are what these instances accomplish. 

These instances inquire whether you'll smile at the knife while it's still lodged in you.

I force my eyelids shut and the office becomes distinct once more. The spreadsheet remains open. The error flags remain. My cursor rests in the formula bar as if it's awaiting me to proceed, as if nothing significant has transpired.

I receive a text from Jade.

I look at her name on the screen and my heart twists. My daughter shouldn't be the one checking on me. She shouldn't be the concerned voice. She's a kid. She should be shielded from this, not recruited to support it.

I select the message.

Mum... did you see it?

My breath catches. Of course she has. Or she's heard. Or she's perceived the shift in the atmosphere that children often do when adults attempt to conceal things and fail.

Another message arrives prior to my response.

Are you okay? I'm worried about how you'll react to the news.

The phrases appear to be straightforward and heartbreaking. Not "What does this signify?" Not "Is it genuine?" Simply: Worried about you. As if I'm the frail object in the space that could shatter.

I take another glance at the spreadsheet – rows and columns of numbers and the logic that works according to its own set of rules when you are patient enough. It brings back memories of the comfort; the assurance; the ability to locate a mistake in an incorrect reference and correct it.

I then take a second glance at Jade’s message as the same feeling that used to automatically come over me when someone asked if I was “fine” comes flooding back.

My fingers go to the keyboard. Not the phone, my office keyboard. The one that looks busy; the one that looks like I am capable of taking care of things. My cursor is blinking in the formula bar – awaiting input from me so I can fix the problem.

The problem is no longer the formula though.

I have become the problem.

I use my still unsteady hands to pick up the phone and begin typing a reply to my daughter, attempting to use words that will not frighten her; words that will not make her feel guilty; words that will continue to allow me to be useful and pleasant and invisible as the world has always preferred.

The truth —what I want to write —is too large for a text.

And I do not know yet how to navigate a life that is about to recalculate itself around a baby that is not mine.
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Steady Hands and Hidden Doors
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If you wanted to know about Luke Reyes you could begin with the manner in which he used his hands. He didn't move quickly, or wildly. He didn't mess around. He worked efficiently, and with purpose. He checked his equipment in the same methodical way he did everything else - like every detail mattered, and that every detail was critical to staying alive when the big stuff fails.

"Reyes," Dax yelled from the bay. "Be honest now. Were you bad today, or did you reorganise your pantry again?"

Some of the guys were glancing in his direction, grinning, and the usual anticipation of a firehouse with nothing going on yet.

Luke didn't look up from his locker. He was adjusting the strap on his SCBA, double-checking it, and closing the latch with a solid click.

"I did not reorganise it," he said. "It was organised."

"Oh my god," Manny yelled loudly enough for the entire kitchen to hear. "He's worse than we thought."

Tori flew past in a sports bra and bunker pants, her hair pulled up high and tight, as if she'd done it a thousand times, because she had. "Don't mock him. There are some men who are born with the heart of a suburban mother."

"I'll out-lift you and alphabetise your eulogy," Luke shot back.

This earned a hearty laugh, even from Noah who was sitting at the table, staring at his phone with the nonchalant confidence of someone who knows that whether the joke hits, he will hit back harder.

Noah looked up at Luke. "If Luke writes eulogies, they'll be colour coded."

Luke pointed his coffee cup at him. "You'd be first on the list."

"A threat," Noah replied dryly. "I feel so loved."

Station Twelve, Bravo shift prides itself on being the type of shift that gives everyone the same amount of silliness. Women, men, paramedics, newbies, old-timers, straight, gay, no sacred cows, no special treatment. From the outside, it looks like an easy form of acceptance.

And mostly it is.

Luke likes them. He trusts them. He would walk through flames with them without hesitation, because he has.

But there are truths that he keeps in a separate locked room deep within himself.

Not because he is ashamed.

Because he doesn't want to be made into a story.

Dax strolled over to Luke, leaning against the engine like he owned it. He was the Station Officer for Bravo shift on paper, and the de facto leader of the group.

"So," he asked, eyes full of mischief. "Any action? Or are you still pretending to be one of the single heroes, like the rest of us, who are pulling college girls with Daddy Issues?"

There was a chorus of catcalls.

Luke took a slow sip of coffee, buying himself time. He'd gotten very good at that - buying himself time with small actions, small jokes.

"I am not pretending to be anything," he said.

Manny leaned back in his chair. "That's not a 'no'."

"That's also not a 'yes'," Luke said.

Tori raised her eyebrows. "Reyes is mysterious. I bet he has a secret girlfriend. Like, a librarian."

"I would never survive a librarian," Luke said. "Librarians are scarier than we are."

There was another round of laughter.

Luke let it wash over him. He played his part. He always does.

Because the uniform provides him an easy role: calm, competent, the guy who stays cool when everything goes sideways. The guy who can talk a homeowner down from freaking out when smoke is licking the eaves. The guy who can enter a chaotic scene and turn it into a checklist.

He has a reputation for being unflappable.

It isn't fake.

It is just incomplete.

"Gear check in five," Dax yelled, slapping his hands together once like a starting gun. "And Reyes, tonight don't scare off the fire bunnies with your...whatever it is you do at the bar. You've got serious boyfriend energy."

Luke opened his mouth, but Noah beat him to it.

"Serious boyfriend energy?" Noah repeated. "He has 'I can put together IKEA furniture without crying' energy."

Manny gasped dramatically. "That is the sexiest thing I have ever heard."

Luke shook his head and smiled, despite himself.

The thing is, if Luke actually went out with them, actually played the same game, he'd have to lie too much. Not about being attracted to anyone. Not about wanting to connect.

About everything that comes with it.

Because off-duty, Luke doesn't go to loud bars and flirt sloppily.

Off-duty, Luke unlocks a black steel door on the south side and walks into his sanctuary, Ember House.

No neon signs. No curious passersby. Just a private venue built on discretion, boundaries, and trust. A place where people find each other through referrals and quiet conversation, a place where consent is not a vibe, it's a process. A place where you don't touch someone until they give you permission, don't assume their role, don't treat desire like a punch line.

Luke built it carefully. Like you build anything that needs to hold weight.

He rents rooms. He hosts workshops. He teaches.

Sometimes he just stands in a corner and watches a newbie learn how to use a safeword without shame.

Sometimes he guides experienced couples into deeper waters, better communication, better negotiation, better aftercare.

And yes, sometimes he plays.

He'd learned early on, back when he believed submitting was weak, and then slowly, physically learned that it takes a tremendous amount of strength to surrender, rather than to take.

The right person, the right dynamic, the right rules: it can feel like peace.

Later, he'd learned to dominate the same way he learned anything valuable: by studying, by listening, by keeping his ego out of the room.

Nowadays he switches, based on the person, the connection, the intent.

But as the owner, his role is larger than his own preference.

His role is to contain the space.

To make the space safe.

To protect people from being harmed.

To protect people from being exposed.

The last point is the most important. Because Luke's biggest fear isn't getting caught. It is getting diminished.

He'd seen what happens when people say "BDSM" and stop listening after the first letter. He'd seen the assumptions fall into place like handcuffs: pervert, predator, broken, slut, attention-seeking.

Or the other type of assumption, the one that is disguised as curiosity:

What are you?

As if a person could be summarised like a menu item.

Luke doesn't want Station Twelve to look at him and think rumour instead of teammate.

He doesn't want to be reduced.

He wants to be competent - the competency he's earned with sweat and smoke - to not be reduced by the rumours of people who don't get what he's built.

And most importantly, Luke doesn't want someone to decide they know him.

Because the truth is, Luke wants partnership.

Not the kind that comes with a fantasy or a label.

The real kind. A partner who sees him fully: the calm voice on a fire ground, and the steady hand in a private room. The man who can bark an order when a ceiling is about to collapse, and the man who can kneel when trust demands it.

A partner who won't flinch at either.

The tones haven't dropped yet. The station sits in that comfortable limbo of joking, stretching, waiting.

Luke completed his gear check, and then did what he always does, walks back into the noise like it can't touch anything important.

Noah slipped past Luke towards the bay, and paused just long enough to ask quietly, "You're coming out with us tonight?"

Luke met Noah's gaze. Noah's expression is lighthearted, but his eyes are piercing - as if he's noticed Luke's careful absences before.

Luke smiled. "I'll give it a shot."

Noah nodded once, as if he'd heard the part Luke hadn't said.

As Noah walked away, Luke breathed in deeply through his nose and returned to the easy version of himself.

On this shift, he was able to be one of the guys. Outside, he was the man who protected other peoples' secrets.

But his own secrets? Those had to remain locked behind a door with no sign.

At least, for now.

The tones dropped five minutes later. The station's overhead speakers crackled, and the dispatcher's voice came through cleanly and flat.

"Station Twelve. Medic Twelve. Engine Twelve. Responding priority. Commercial alarm. Possible smoke in building. Northside. 43rd and Delancey. Store name: Velvet Vice Boutique."

For a half-second, the bay was completely silent.

Then Manny made a sound like he'd been waiting for this exact moment his whole career.

"No way," Manny said, already moving. "Velvet Vice? Tell me that's the store with the mannequin in the window wearing...?"

"Dax cut in sharply. "Twelve, on the road in sixty!"

And they began to move like a single organism.

Luke was in his boots before his brain had processed the address fully.

Velvet Vice. Sex shop. Northside. Not his world, not his building, not his crowd.

Still, close enough to make the air in his lungs feel slightly different.

Close enough to allow the wrong type of curiosity to veer off track.

He slipped his arms into his coat; the familiar weight settled on his shoulders.

Tori's voice cut through the confusion. "This better be a false alarm. I don't want to explain to my mum why my name appears on a call sheet for 'Velvet Vice Boutique’.”

Noah, who was calling in from the medic unit behind them, chimed in via radio. "Too late. I'm texting her."

Tori hissed. "Don't you dare!"

Manny chuckled. "This is destiny. The universe is pushing us to expand our horizons."

Dax shot Manny a look. "Your horizons are a liability."

Luke slid into the engine, strapped himself in, and stilled his face.

He knew the jokes were going to begin soon. He could already envision the teasing they would endure for weeks.

And that alone would've been okay.

However, Luke had lived long enough to recognise that people did not contain jokes neatly.

A phrase here. A question there. A story told around a bar, sharpened into a form that was not recognisable.

The engine bay door slid open. The cold air poured in. The engine lurched forward.

As they turned onto the main road, Dax tapped the console. "Dispatch, Twelve. Confirm: commercial alarm, possible smoke, Velvet Vice Boutique?"

"Yes, affirmative," came the reply. "Reporting party stated they smelled smoke; however, they did not see any fire. Employees evacuated the premises."

Luke gazed out the window as the station receded into the distance.

His body was calm. Always calm.

However, his thoughts were beginning to inventory items.

Sex shop calls included an additional level of noise – both on-site and post-call. If it was nothing, it would become a punchline. If it was something, it would become a story.

Stories were areas where people often became carelessly loose lipped.

They would arrive, secure the building, disable the alarm, and leave. Simple.

However, Luke's life rarely remained simple after kink ventured into proximity.

Even though Velvet Vice was not his world, not his clientele, nor his street, it was the same language.

Privacy. Boundaries. Consent. A world that demanded respect and was ridiculed instead.

The siren on the engine began to wail, rise, and fall as they navigated through traffic.

Manny leaned forward between the two driver's seats and grinned. "Reyes, have you ever been in there?"

Luke did not react. He did not glance away. He maintained a calm tone.

"No," Luke said. "Have you?"

Manny grinned wider. "I am a public servant. I will go anywhere the public requires me to go."

Tori snickered. "He means he purchased handcuffs once and still considers that a defining personality trait."

Noah chimed in from the medic unit behind them via radio. "If Manny purchased handcuffs, I bet they're pink and covered in glitter."

Manny gasped dramatically. "They are tasteful."

Luke allowed them to continue with the banter.

The trick was to permit the jokes to occur in another location.

To allow their curiosity to burn out due to Manny's boisterous confidence.

Keep your name out of it.

The engine slowed as they approached Delancey.

Velvet Vice Boutique rested between a closed nail salon and a payday loan establishment, with the exception of a small neon sign blinking in pink lettering.

Employees huddled near the curb in a small group, their jackets pulled tightly, their faces tense and embarrassed in a particular way that people exhibited when their place of work was associated with a stigma.

Luke recognised it immediately. Not the embarrassment. The fear beneath the embarrassment. Fear of a fire. Yes. But also fear of being ridiculed. Of being treated as if they deserved to be ridiculed.

He'd witnessed that fear in the new clients of Ember House many times more than he could recall.

Same building. Different fear.

Dax killed the siren as they arrived. "Alright," he said, returning to the serious tone he assumed.

"Tori, take the rear with Manny, inspect utilities. Reyes, with me, investigate the electrical panel. Noah, you're the medical backup, keep an eye on the staff."

"Yes, Captain," Luke said.

He exited the vehicle. The air carried a slight scent of burned plastic possibly, or someone's overheated display light.

The employees observed them approaching with cautious expressions. A woman with a manager's identification badge lifted her hand. "It's probably nothing," she said hastily. "The alarm just went off. Then we smelled something."

Dax nodded calmly. "You did the right thing by clearing the building. Were there any customers remaining inside?"

"No," she said. "We cleared everyone."

Luke directed his attention to the door, and then the window line. He wasn't examining the merchandise. He wasn't searching for signs of fire.

He was reviewing the smoke path. He was checking heat shimmer. He was monitoring anything unusual.

His role remained the same regardless of which type of building it was.

However, he perceived the staff relaxing slightly since they could sense he wasn't there to create issues.

Dax nodded toward the entrance. "Alright. We'll check it."

Luke followed him in.

Inside, the lighting was low-key, and tinted red. The shelves lined the walls. The air carried a faint scent of synthetic vanilla.

Luke's chest remained calm. He'd been in more private settings than this. Ember House was quieter, cleaner, and constructed for private use rather than for retail.

However, the comparisons existed.

An area created for desire.

A world that others ridiculed.

A space that required respect to maintain safety.

They proceeded through the front area, checking for smoke. Luke scanned the ceiling corners, the vents, and the electrical wires with his flashlight. Dax proceeded toward the panel located in the rear.

Behind them, Manny's voice echoed loudly and enthusiastically.

"Oh my God, Tori! Look at this thing! It's like a medieval torture device."

"Put it down," Tori commanded harshly. "Put it down right now before you get us banned from every building we enter again."

Luke maintained a neutral expression. Not because he couldn't comprehend Manny's humour. However, because he comprehended the price of that humour.

The manner in which laughter can evolve into permission, permission to assume, to ridicule, to diminish.

He focused instead. A hum. A whine from an electrical source.

Dax kneeled at the panel, opened it, and frowned. "Do you smell that?" he asked.

Luke moved closer. There it was. Hot wiring. Not a raging fire. Just a warning.

"Yeah," Luke said.

Dax activated his radio. "Twelve to Dispatch. We believe we have an electrical problem, possible overheating at the panel. No visible fire at this point. Requesting utility response. We'll continue to investigate."

"Yes, affirmative," dispatch replied.

Luke reviewed the conduit lines. He'd seen fires initiate in this manner, quietly and covertly behind walls until it was no longer quiet or covert.

Dax glanced at Luke. "Good catch."

Luke nodded once. "Perhaps we should thermal scan the wall adjacent to the heating system."

Dax flashed a quick grin, proud. "That's why I keep you, Reyes."

Luke experienced the familiar sensation of contentment develop within his stomach. The clean kind. The kind unrelated to secrets.

He excelled at this.

He counted for this.

And yet, as they worked, Manny's jokes continued to bounce off the walls of Velvet Vice.

Luke permitted them to.

He maintained a calm tone.

He maintained steady hands.

However, internally, something quiet tensed.

Since the distance between Velvet Vice and Ember House was not measured in miles. It was merely a couple of thoughtless inquiries.

A few thoughtless assumptions.

A couple of whispered comments at a bar.

And Luke had established his life upon preventing precisely that.

He examined the ceiling with his flashlight once more.

Then down the hallway.

Within the dim red lighting, he spotted a small sign near the back door:

CONSENT IS ALWAYS REQUIRED.

It was intended as a clever retail tagline.

However, for Luke it struck a deeper note, he had the same type of sign in Ember House.

To Luke it represented a reminder. A warning. A promise.

He took a deep breath, tightened his grip on the flashlight, and continued.

Since the call would conclude. The jokes would continue.

And Luke would return to the station sporting the same serene facial expression he consistently sported.

No one would realise what the sign had done to him.

No one would realise how close the parallel had come.

No one would know, unless the world decided it was time.
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Chapter Three
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Quarterly Review
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Mara:

I don’t do front-of-house. 

Not because I can’t, I am far better than most of my coworkers at it. Front-of-house is smiling until your molars ache. It’s letting people ramble on for hours while pretending it’s a tour (not a stall). It’s reading the room and managing the temperature and nodding at the right times and keeping your frustration hidden behind your teeth like a bad habit.

I’m the back-of-the house. 

I’m the person that gets called when the “front-of-house” version doesn’t work anymore. When someone’s paperwork is a mess and we need to figure out how to get past it. When a client is angry and the only way to move forward is by telling the truth and making a plan. When an employee made promises they shouldn’t have and now someone needs to turn reality into the promised fantasy. 

That someone is generally me.

When I came into the office at 8:44am, early as usual, I logged onto my computer and saw the first new e-mail of the day. The e-mail was dated 7:18am and the subject line was COVERAGE URGENT. 

I stared at it for a few minutes. 

My eyes were starting to cross and getting strained, like I was hypnotised. I knew what the subject line would mean, even before I opened the e-mail.

Mara, Kayla is out today. It’s a mental health day. I need you to take care of her appointments. There are two reviews, one quarterly and three first time appointments. Please don’t reschedule them! D 

I read the e-mail twice because my brain wouldn’t believe the key sentence that mattered to me. I needed to take care of her appointments.

Kayla! Kayla was 23 years old and allergic to being accountable. She had a new excuse every week for why she couldn’t do the most basic aspects of her job, and she always presented those excuses with the sincerity of someone who believed that saying the right things made those things automatically true.

Mental Health Day. I was sceptical of mental health. I was sceptical of Kayla.

I didn’t respond to the e-mail. I didn’t argue with it. I didn’t ask why this was my problem. I simply put the coffee down, opened the shared calendar and began adjusting my day as if I wasn’t already going to be behind schedule on three separate cleanup projects.

At 8:55, I was in Conference Room B with my laptop, a yellow legal pad and the type of neutral expression that discourages conversation.

The first review was a couple in their late 50s who had a retirement plan and were afraid of change. All they wanted was to hear that nothing would fall apart if they did nothing.

I told them the truth in a way that didn’t hurt them. We went over their numbers. We talked about the holes in their financial picture. We set two easy-to-do items and established a follow-up.

They left feeling better.

At 9:45, the second appointment was a small business owner who talked in rapid-fire bursts, like his thoughts were competing to get out of his headfirst. His file was disorganised, which made sense since Kayla’s file notes were always disorganised.

However, the solutions were all simple. I asked the right questions. I kept him on task. I summarised, clarified and sent him off with a list that would ensure that the next steps would be difficult to screw up.

Routine. Almost boring.

By 10:22, I had finished dealing with two and a half hours’ worth of someone else’s responsibilities and no one had bled.

Then I opened the 10:30 file. Quarterly Review. Client: Reyes, Lucas. I looked at the name. It didn’t mean anything to me, but something about it made my brain hesitate, as if it were waiting for some memory to pop up. Maybe it was the straightforwardness of it. Reyes. Lucas.

No dramatic middle initial. No corporate title tacked onto the front of the notes. Just a person. I clicked on the records. Clean. Organised. Current. Documents neatly attached in order, as if he respected the process.

For once Kayla’s notes were brief: Polite. Prepared. Prefers Clarity. That last one nearly caused me to crack a smile. Don’t we all?

At 10:28, I smoothed my hair back and adjusted the collar of my blouse as if anyone could tell that I had spent all morning doing someone else’s job.

At 10:30, there was a tap. Not the half-tap/half-pull of someone who assumes the room belongs to them. A tap that waited for permission.

“Come in,” I said.

He entered slowly and deliberately, the confident air of someone accustomed to entering rooms where others are already in control. Lucas Reyes. He wasn’t what I expected, although I hadn’t realised I had expectations.

Late thirties possibly. Broad shoulders without looking like he worked out every day. Calm face. Short dark hair. Intentionally uneven stubble. His eyes scanned the room quickly, exits, chair, me, the table, and then settled on me. He smiled slightly.

A flash of recognition. So fleeting that I almost missed it. Not anger. Not disappointment. Realignment. Like he was recalculating his expectations, and instead of Kayla he got...something else.

“Hello,” he said. “Luke Reyes. I’m here for the quarterly.”

His voice was solid. Warm around the edges.

“Hello, Lucas,” I said, from habit and the practiced greeting fell into place. He held up a hand to interrupt me, then corrected himself, “Luke. Only certain people call me Lucas, my mum.... the priest.”

Not unkind. Not snappy. Simply direct and plain. When he lowered his hand, he gave me a look that invited me to continue, giving me polite permission to continue. I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat.

“I’m Mara Ellison. I’m covering Kayla’s appointments today.”

We shook hands over the boardroom table and then sat down.

“I hope I’m not wasting your time,” I continued, because front-of-house Mara knew how to ease a change without apologising for it.

“It’s fine,” he replied with a cheerful grin. “I hope I have everything he need.” He laid a folder on the table. Neat. Labelled. Tabbed.

What caught me wasn’t the folder itself. What caught me was the way his hands moved. Not fidgety. Not showy. Smooth. As if he trusted his hands.

My body seemed to wake up suddenly and I felt a ridiculous awareness in my chest, like my body had been asleep all morning and someone had yanked the cord on my alarm clock. I loathed it immediately.

“Thank you,” I said, voice steady. This was my job; maintaining equilibrium was part of the job.

“Okay,” he said. 

“Let’s start with your objectives for the next quarter. Have there been any changes?”

He sat the same way he had earlier, deliberately, contained. He didn't sprawl. His phone lay flat on the table, face down, as if making a personal vow.

"No big changes," he said. "But I'd like to find out where I'm losing money. I've got a line item that's fluctuating, and I don't know what pattern I'm seeing."

This wasn't an accusation. This was a problem he wanted to solve with us.

I opened the file, brought up the reports on my laptop and tilted the screen so he could see. Many clients liked to be involved without really wanting to be. He didn't.

Luke leaned in. He actually looked.

When I pointed to the numbers, he followed my finger. When I stopped, he didn't fill the space with conversation. He waited as though he trusted the work to explain itself.

I found myself explaining more than I normally would. It wasn't because he wouldn't understand, but because he expected precision.

"That one," I said, pointing to the column, "has variables. The spike occurs in March and June. Last year it coincided with quarterly maintenance and a one-time vendor adjustment. Do you want to continue using that vendor?"

He furrowed his brow thoughtfully. "No. They're reliable but reliability doesn't equal loyalty."

Reliability isn't loyalty. I wrote it down before I could stop myself. He saw me writing it and there was no smugness in his reaction. He seemed pleased and surprised that his words were worth remembering.

I could feel the flush rising to my cheeks, and I quickly refocused my eyes back on the screen. "Alright. Well, we can look for alternatives and renegotiate contract terms. Also, that fee you are paying is unnecessary if you adjust the payment schedule."

"Show me," he said, two simple words, a request, not a demand. Again, my chest felt alive. I hate that.

It wasn't that he was physically attractive. There are plenty of people who are attractive. What was throwing me was that he listened as though I was a person and not merely an object that existed between him and the desired outcome. It was a small, silly thing to focus on. Even more absurdly, to react to it. And yet, there it was.

We worked through the rest of numbers. He asked clean questions and I provided clear answers. When I made a point, he didn't nod to give the appearance that he understood, he asked for clarification. When he disagreed, he explained instead of ramming his opinion down my throat.

When I went to reach for the pen, my fingers grazed the edge of his folder. He slid it slightly, a gentle courtesy to allow me room. A small act of consideration, but human, nonetheless. Not sensual. Simply considerate.

We shifted our focus to the financial flow behind Ember House, the casual staff payments, client billing methods, and the patchwork of memberships and per-visit fees. Luke explained each aspect patiently, revealing a system pieced together over time, functional yet prone to complications. I listened carefully, then offered my perspective. 

"Streamlining these could make a huge difference," I said, laying out ideas on standardised schedules, automated invoicing, even a digital membership platform to ease administrative load. His gaze held a flicker of relief, and something earned, hope. 

"That makes sense," he said quietly. "Less time wrestling numbers means more time for everything else." The exchange wasn’t flashy, but it marked a turning point, a shared commitment to making this delicate operation run smoother, together.

There was one loose end I had not tugged at fully, which was his un-loyal vendor. He casually dismissed the idea of replacing them; however, Luke ran his business with a quiet complexity. He maintained the mechanical aspects of his business closely; contracts, particular needs, the favours and concessions that rarely surfaced on a balance sheet. That discretion was not a form of secrecy so much as control: he preferred to know who controlled the means by which items were procured.

I prodded at that edge. "Tell me more about the Ashfield Services" I said, as I typed their company name into a search engine. "What are they actually providing? Are they managing logistics, supplies, or a combination of both? Sometimes a line item will mask a number of bundled services."

He blinked as though the question allowed him to enter a space, he generally kept private. As he spoke, they appeared on the screen in front of me, a vendor profile popped up in the right panel. 

Ashfield Services, a small business. Local. Nine employees listed. Specialty: Medical facilities and research laboratories. I blinked at the screen. Medical facilities. Research labs.

"They are our cleaners. They've been flexible on short notice." Luke said.

"How?" I asked. Details mattered. Flexibility could either mean that the vendor charges a premium for expediency, or it could mean that the vendor has bent terms due to necessity. In either case, flexibility affects the cost. Clearly, cleaners should be a scheduled function; e.g., daily, weekly, after hours etc.

He pondered the question. "They'll do emergency work for us without the usual advance notice. We call them in for last-minute jobs sometimes at odd hours that most companies won't take."

And there it was: the human aspect of provision, the price of being the one who answers at 2 a.m. "That explains the spikes," I said. "You're paying for access."

He nodded. "Yes. However, I wonder if we're paying too much for availability and not enough for results."

I was perplexed. He'd stated that they were reliable, but reliability doesn't translate to loyalty. How is a cleaning service disloyal? Additionally, they weren't the type of cleaning company that you hire to clean a storefront or a normal office building. They were specialised. Extremely specialised.

At that moment, I realised I didn't recall finding out from his file what his business did? What his business was? I was so accustomed to getting into the work that it often didn't seem important to identify that detail. But now I was curious.

I pressed further, gently. "If you want, we can find alternative cleaners for you. Many of our clients use cleaners. In fact, we also use cleaners here! What does your business do specifically?"

Luke did not immediately answer. Not because he hadn't heard me. Because he had heard me perfectly.

His gaze dropped to the table, to the edge of his folder, and he did something so small I nearly missed it. He placed his thumb along the paper as if he was pinning it in place. A small quiet anchor. Then he looked back up at me.

"My company rents private space" he said.

The words were straightforward, almost dull on purpose. "Small events. Some training. It's... not a publicly exposed thing. Discretion counts."

Discretion.

The same word that caught in my mind when I read the vendor profile. I kept my face neutral, because I am good at that. "Alright," I said professionally. Efficiently. Like my heart hadn't skipped a beat, like my brain wasn't already attempting to connect private rentals with medical facilities and research labs.

Luke's expression remained calm, but there was a layer of caution beneath it now, a door pulled mostly shut. "In terms of the records," he continued, smoothly redirecting, "the cleaners come in when we need to turn around quickly. It's not weekly. It's... as needed."

As needed. Another smooth phrase you can bury an entire life inside. I nodded, pen moving. "So then we can map the spikes to your booking calendar," I said. "If we associate cost with actual utilisation, you'll see if you're paying for availability or effectiveness."

He relaxed a bit in his seat, as if the fact that I chose to address the numbers rather than pry was a sort of permission. "Exactly," he said. I typed a note into the action list, and the logical side of me tied every loose end into clean lines. 

Action item: Request vendor scope and alternative quotes. 

Action item: Restructure payment milestones. 

Action item: Verify triggers for expedited cleaning.

Action item: Streamline client billing and staff pay. 

Luke watched me for a second, and the expression wasn't flirting. It was something more unnerving. Attention. Like he knew I'd identified the boundary and wasn't going to push it, yet. "I appreciate this," he said quietly.

Again, I didn't raise my eyes quickly enough to conceal how much it touched me. "Of course," I said, because that is what I say. Useful. Pleasing. Controlled.

He gathered his folder, those efficient, practical hands folding everything away as though disorganisation was simply something you refused to engage in.

"At the end of the day," he said, politely again, "I can send you whatever documents you may need to meet compliance requirements."

Documents.

The word fell upon me like a promise and a warning at the same time. "That would be helpful," I managed. He nodded once, satisfied with the line he had drawn, then rose from the chair.

"Have a nice day, Mara."

The click of the door behind him was overly loud.

I gazed at the empty chair, then returned to the screen and the vendor name still sitting in the corner of the margin like an indictment. ASHFIELD SERVICES. 

Private Rentals. 

Discretion-based Cleaners. 

Emergency Work at odd hours that most won't take. 

I took a slow breath through my nose and forced my cursor to the next line item. Because I am not interested. I am not curious. I am not the kind of woman who allows a client's careful reticence to become a puzzle for her to solve. And yet, somehow, my fingers hovered above the keyboard, as though my body had failed to receive the message. As if some portion of me had already determined that whatever Luke Reyes was not telling me was the most awake I’d felt all day.
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Luke Submits
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Warning: This Chapter contains sexual content of a consensual nature depicting teenage minors.

Luke 

I think about her because I have to. I don't think about her because I want to. I think about her because my mind is a weather system, and she is a low-pressure system that still hangs in my bones, a cold front rolling in, filling the air with metal, pulling on threads I pretend are nothing.

Every time it starts the same way. A sound in the hall. The frame of a door slightly open. The burning sensation of being seen. Not the sexy type. The human type. The type that makes you want to disappear into yourself.

Then my memory gets the better of me; it tilts, blurs at the edges, and slides into a scene I cannot stop replaying.

Back when he was 16.

Luke had a practiced confidence, polished manners, a ready smile, and a helpful nature. He was helpful to people with moving furniture and volunteered himself to help so no one would ask what he wanted. 

It was supposed to be an easy family vacation. He knew many of the families who came to the lake and therefore many of his friends were available. 

But he had taken the same sense of awkward, coming-of-age loneliness with him in his luggage like a shirt he was unwilling to throw away.

Late morning he came back from swimming, while everybody else was lounging on their lawns or small jetties. Jet-skis and small boats were everywhere, and the air pulsed with the engines of the outboards and the intermittent shouts of someone being pulled behind a boat.

His best friend's house was practically a second home on the lake, and that is probably why he didn't lock the bathroom door.

He figured he had time. He figured he was alone. 

There were so many girls in bikinis soaking up the sun, riding shotgun and looking for riders, or skiing across the water, and Luke was completely crazy.

He got organised, picking up a few squares of ripped toilet paper off the roll, placing a towel on the floor for his knees, and then dropping his board shorts and boxers to the floor, kneeling and beginning to stroke his partially erect penis. Pre-cum was dripping from him, making his hand slide smoothly up and down his erection as it grew.

The door moved, just barely, just enough, and Luke's body responded before his brain could process. Heat poured into his face. His stomach dropped. What was once a private masturbation session was now an accusation as soon as someone witnessed it.

He jumped to his feet, fumbling to get dressed and cover both himself and his dignity at the same time, which was impossible.

And standing in the doorway was her.

His best friend's older sister. Renai.

Renai was 17, almost 18, but she seemed like a different species. She had that weighty presence that some people carry, as if they've already been hurt in ways that showed them how to remain calm.

Renai did not gasp. She did not laugh. She did not make a sound initially. She simply blinked as if viewing a painting she did not expect to see, and then quietly, almost apathetically, she reached back and closed the door.

Luke's heart was pounding so loudly he could feel it in his throat.

"Oh.... man," Luke started.

"Don't," she said calmly.

The single word was not sharp. It was steady.

Luke remained frozen with mortification, his hands awkwardly grasping for something to hold onto, his breathing too loud. He expected to feel ashamed. He expected the sound of his own life breaking into two pieces, before this, and after she told everyone.

However, Renai's gaze lacked cruelty. Instead, it contained curiosity. And, interwoven through it, the faintest glimmer of recognition, as if she recalled being 16 and lonely, and wanting too much.

"I didn't mean to.... " Luke continued to apologise his way back into invisibility.

"You didn't do anything wrong," she said.

The sentence struck him harder than any insult possibly could. It was not what he expected.

Renai leaned back against the door, her arms hanging loosely by her sides. Renai did not stare at him with disgust. Renai looked at him like he was...real.

"Are you okay?" she asked, as if he had fallen and she had caught him.

Luke laughed once, quickly, and without a relationship between the sound and his face. "No. I'm not okay. I'm... I'm sorry. I thought......"

"I know what you thought." Her voice was softening, almost amused, not at him, but at the situation. "I'm not here to embarrass you, Luke."

He swallowed. He felt 18 different instincts firing simultaneously: flee, fight, beg, hide, joke. None of those things occurred. He simply stood there holding a towel in front of himself, with his underwear and pants still around his ankles, feeling seen in a way that made him want to cry.

Renai's eyes rose to his face and stayed there. "I won't tell anyone,” She added.

Luke breathed out shakily. "Thank you."

Renai smiled, a slight, complex smile. "You're welcome."

There was a pause. Something changed during that pause. Not a flip of a switch. Not a movie moment. A slow drift of possibility.

Renai examined him with that same unnerving calm. "May I ask you something?"

"Yes," Luke replied.

"Why are you acting like you have done something bad?"

He didn't have a good reason. He'd learned to. He'd learned it was easier to. The world likes to treat young males as either monsters for wanting or pathetic for needing.

He shrugged. "You know."

Renai's gaze didn't waver. "I do know."

And then, like she was walking carefully over a line she could see and he couldn't, she said, "If you want me to go, I will go."

Luke opened his mouth. Nothing came out. He didn't want her to go.

That was the sick, honest truth. He wanted the moment to be
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