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Prologue
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In the early 1930s, when the country learned how to live without certainty, there was a room beneath a speakeasy that did not pretend to be anything else.

It was hidden below the floorboards of a narrow building where laughter was loud enough to disguise what lay underneath it. Aboveground, men drank illegally and told themselves they were free. Below, other men learned what freedom actually cost.

The Obsidian Room was not marked by a sign.

You did not ask for it.

You were noticed.

The men who were allowed down the stairs were not reckless ones. They were not the loud, the careless, or the curious. They were men who carried their lives like weight—bankers and laborers, fathers and husbands, men whose authority in the daylight hours left them brittle by nightfall.

Men who had learned to endure.

The Room was built for them.

It existed in a time when restraint was demanded and honesty was dangerous. When Prohibition dressed hypocrisy as virtue. When the Depression hollowed men out slowly, asking them to be strong even as everything familiar collapsed around them.

And when men who desired other men had no language for it that did not threaten their survival.

Some of the men who entered the Obsidian Room believed they were there only for discipline. For structure. For the relief that came with surrender after a lifetime of control. They told themselves it was physical, mechanical, contained.

Many were wrong.

The Room had a way of stripping away explanations.

In the quiet belowground, in the deliberate rituals of submission and command, men began to recognize something they had long mistaken for restlessness or strain. The steadiness they felt in another man’s presence. The way being seen—truly seen—by a man quieted them more completely than anything they had known.

Some discovered desire they had never named.

Others found confirmation of what they had always suspected but never dared to touch.

And some—without looking for it, without expecting it—found love.

Not the kind spoken aloud in those days. Not the kind announced or defended. But the kind built through trust, through structure, through choosing one man again and again in a world that allowed no such choice.

The Obsidian Room did not set out to make men different.

It revealed them.

Inside, submission was not humiliation. It was consent given with intention. Control was not cruelty. It was care made visible. What happened there was not indulgence, but alignment—between body and mind, between desire and truth.

Men left the Room changed in ways that could not always be explained to those waiting aboveground. Some returned to their families steadier, kinder, more present. Others carried with them the quiet knowledge that their hearts had already chosen differently, even if their lives could not yet follow.

The Obsidian Room survived Prohibition because it was never about the liquor. It survived the Depression because it understood scarcity—not of money, but of mercy. And it endured because it offered something the world refused to give freely:

A place where men could discover who they were allowed to want.

Like the stone it was named for, the Room was formed under heat and pressure—dark, enduring, and sharp-edged. It did not promise safety. It did not promise ease.

It promised truth.

And for those who would one day descend its stairs—carefully, deliberately—it would become the place where desire stopped hiding, and love, when it came, did so quietly.

Without announcement.
Without permission.
But undeniably.

1931

Chicago, Illinois

The world was already breaking.
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The Husband No One Saw

[image: ]


I stand at my teller window and stare at the stack of ledgers that seems to grow every time I blink. Numbers swim in neat ink across the page, marching in perfectly obedient rows—more obedient than I’ll ever admit I want to be. My neck aches from keeping my chin lifted in the proper, respectable angle expected of a bank clerk in the heart of Chicago. My supervisor’s voice still lingers in my ear, sharp as a razor.

“Mercer, double-check your sums. Clients are watching.”

Clients are always watching.
My boss is always watching.
My wife is watching too, though she pretends not to.
I rub the side of my thumb along the edge of a ledger until it burns, just enough sensation to cut through the fog of the day. No one notices. They never do. I am good at being invisible when it suits me.

The clock above the vault clicks toward five, each second a small hammer tapping inside my chest. The other clerks chat with soft laughter as they close their windows, the sort of easy joy men are supposed to feel when the workday ends. I try to mimic it. I smile where appropriate. I nod. I offer a polite remark about the weather.

Inside, my thoughts curl tight, like a fist I never unclench.

By the time I step outside, the street smells of coal smoke and damp wool coats. The wind bites, slipping under my collar like a reprimand. I pull my arms close and begin the walk home, the one path I’ve traveled so many times that my feet know the way without me thinking. Past the bakery where the owner sings to his bread. Past the shoe shop with the half-lit sign. Past a narrow doorway beneath a broken streetlamp—a doorway I’ve ignored every day without realizing it.

Tonight, something shifts.

A man approaches that doorway, glancing quickly up and down the street before knocking in a pattern—two quick taps, a pause, then one more. The door opens only a sliver. No music spills out, no voices, just a faint breath of warm air and the softest hint of movement somewhere beyond. Then the door snaps shut again, swallowing whatever life pulsed behind it.

But the glimpse lodges in me like a thorn I can’t pull free.

I keep walking.
I have a wife and two children waiting.
Responsibilities.
Routine.
A life that looks good from the outside.
When I reach the front steps of our narrow townhouse, my shoulders are already tight again.

The door opens before I even get a chance to open it.

“Henry,” my wife, Evelyn, says softly. “You’re late.”

“I stayed to finish the balance sheets.” It’s the truth, mostly. I always stay late. It’s easier than coming home early and feeling the quiet press in around me.

She steps aside to let me in. The house smells like stew—thin, mostly potatoes—and the faint sweetness of the soap she buys in small slivers to make it last longer. The Depression hasn’t hit us as brutally as some families, but we feel it. Everyone does.

The children are already seated at the table. My daughter looks up with a bright smile, the kind that always twists my heart because I don’t deserve softness. My son barely glances up from the wooden horse he’s carving with a butter knife.

I hang my coat on the hook and sit, folding my hands in my lap. I always fold them.
It keeps them from shaking.
“Long day?” Evelyn asks, handing me a ladle of stew. Her eyes flicker over me, searching, always searching. “You look pale.”

“Just tired,” I say. “That’s all.”

Her gaze lingers, but she lets it go. She has learned not to pry, and I have learned how to be a man who keeps his troubles locked behind his teeth.

We eat quietly, the clatter of spoons echoing in the small kitchen. My son asks a question about school; my daughter tells me she learned to braid her doll’s hair. Evelyn watches me too closely, as if waiting for me to crack open and spill something important.

She doesn’t know there is nothing inside me worth spilling.

After dinner, she places a hand on my arm. A light touch, barely there, yet it makes a spark skitter across my skin.

“You tremble more these days,” she murmurs. “Is it the bank? Are they letting people go already?”

I swallow. “No. Not yet.”
Not the truth she means. Not the truth I can give her.
She squeezes my arm gently before pulling away to tend to the dishes. I stand there for a moment, watching the curve of her shoulders, knowing she deserves a better man than the hollow one I’ve become. A better husband. A man who feels what he’s supposed to feel.

But duty has never been enough to fill the space inside me.
Only pressure.
Only the right kind of pain.
Only surrender.
The thought flashes through my mind before I can stop it, and shame follows right behind, staining the moment.

I retreat to the small sitting room and pretend to read the newspaper. My hands shake again, and I curl them into fists.

But my mind drifts—not to the bank, not to Evelyn, not even to the children.
Back to the doorway beneath the broken streetlamp.
Back to the man who slipped inside.
Back to that brief crack of warm air and the soft sense of movement, like something hidden was breathing.
I shouldn’t be thinking about it.
I shouldn’t be imagining what’s behind that door.
But the memory settles into my chest like a weight.
Evelyn turns from the sink. “Are you heading to bed?”

“No,” I hear myself say before thinking. “I need a walk.”

“At this hour?” Concern wrinkles her brow.

“I just... need some air.”
And maybe something else—something I’ve never allowed myself to name.
She nods slowly. “Don’t stay out too long. It’s cold.”

I step out before she can ask anything else.

The streets are quieter now, lamplight pooling in golden puddles along the sidewalk. My breath ghosts white in front of me as I walk, hands in my pockets, heart thudding far too fast. I tell myself I’ll just go to the corner. That I’ll turn back. That I’m not the kind of man who seeks out trouble.

But my feet already know where they’re going.

Back toward the doorway.

Back toward the thing that pulled at me like a hand closing around my ribs.

When I turn the corner, a man knocks in that same coded rhythm. The door cracks open again. Warm light spills briefly across the sidewalk before the doorman shuts it to a sliver.

I stop across the street, pulse hammering.

I should go home.
I should.
I don’t move.
The doorman lifts his head, eyes locking on mine as though he’s been waiting for me.

“You coming in,” he calls quietly, “or staring all night?”

My breath clogs in my throat.

A murmured voice from inside says something I can’t make out—too soft, but enough to shift the doorman’s expression. Not mocking.

Knowing.

He nudges the door wider.
“Come on. Looks like someone wants to meet you.”
My skin prickles. My lungs forget how to work.

I step forward.
One foot, then the next.
Drawn like a man pulled by a rope wrapped around his ribs.
I reach the door.

The doorman steps aside.

Just before I cross the threshold, I hear—not sound exactly, but a presence—the faintest echo of movement somewhere deep below. A hum in the bones of the building. A secret breathing in the dark.

Whatever it is, it calls to something inside me I’ve never dared acknowledge.

My knees nearly buckle.

The doorman smiles.
“Welcome to the night, mister. Hope you’re ready for it.”
I’m not.
I know I’m not.
But I step inside anyway.

And for the first time in years,
I feel alive.
***
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THE DOOR CLOSES BEHIND me with a sound that feels heavier than it should.

Not loud. Not sharp. Just final.

The street disappears the moment it shuts, the cold air replaced by warmth and the faint smell of liquor masked with citrus peel. I stand there for a heartbeat too long, hands hovering uselessly at my sides, unsure whether to remove my coat or keep it on like armor.

The man who let me in—broad shoulders, rolled sleeves, eyes too observant to belong to someone doing nothing illegal—studies me without speaking.

“You know the rules?” he asks.

I swallow. “No.”

That earns me a pause. Then a slow nod. “Then listen carefully.”

He gestures toward a narrow hallway that slopes downward, not steep enough to be a staircase yet, but unmistakably leading below street level. The walls are brick, painted dark, the lamps spaced just far enough apart to leave pockets of shadow between them.

“No names,” he says. “No questions you don’t want answered. You see something, you didn’t see it. You hear something, you didn’t hear it. You touch no one unless invited. You leave when told.”

I nod too quickly.

“If the police come,” he adds calmly, “you follow instructions. You don’t panic. Panic gets people hurt.”

My mouth goes dry. “Yes.”

He watches me another moment, then steps aside. “Down you go.”

Down the stairs, there is a hallway that opens into a room that feels larger than it should be, ceilings low but expansive, like the building learned how to hold its breath. The sound hits me first—not music spilling or blaring, but contained. Jazz pressed into the walls. Piano and bass murmuring instead of shouting. Conversation kept deliberately soft.

Every detail feels intentional.

Men sit at small tables, coats draped carefully, hats removed and placed beside glasses. Some talk in pairs. Others sit alone, nursing drinks and watching without appearing to. No one stares openly, yet I feel seen from every direction.

The bar runs along the far wall, bottles arranged neatly behind it, labels half-scraped away. The bartender moves with efficiency, never rushing, never wasting a motion.

I hover near the edge of the bar, suddenly aware of my posture, my hands, the way I’m standing like someone waiting to be told what to do.

A familiar feeling.
One I pretend I’ve never had.
“First time?”

The bartender’s voice is low, neutral. Not unkind.

“Yes,” I say.

He pours without asking what I want. Slides a glass toward me. “Drink slow. Watch more than you talk.”

I obey immediately.

The liquor burns, sharp and grounding. I welcome it.

I take in the room properly now. This isn’t a place for laughter spilling over. It’s a place for control. Even the men who smile do so carefully, like they’re aware of being observed by something more powerful than themselves.

I notice it then—the pattern.

Certain men don’t move unless signaled. Some lower their voices instinctively when others pass. A few stand when a particular figure crosses the room, their bodies responding before thought catches up.

Hierarchy.

My pulse quickens.

A door sits at the back of the speakeasy, darker than the rest of the room, almost easy to miss. No sign. No handle. Just a smooth surface that absorbs light instead of reflecting it.

Men glance toward it the way churchgoers glance at the altar.

I know, with a certainty that unnerves me, that whatever I felt outside—the pull, the pressure, the quiet ache—that door is its source.

The bartender notices my gaze.

“That’s not for everyone,” He says quietly.

“What is it?”

He dries a glass slowly, as though choosing his words matters. “It’s a room beneath the room. Not for drinking. Not for talking. Men go down there because the world won’t let them be what they are anywhere else.”

I don’t look away.

“There are rules,” he continues. “You don’t speak unless spoken to. You don’t touch unless instructed. You don’t lie about who you are, because that’s when things go wrong.”

My pulse stutters.

“It isn’t a place for pretending,” he says. “And it isn’t a place you leave unchanged.”

“And if someone breaks the rules?” I ask.

His gaze sharpens, just slightly. “Then they don’t come back.”

Time passes strangely here. Minutes stretch. Conversations ebb and flow. I start to relax, just a fraction, enough to feel the tension I’ve been carrying for years settle into something heavier, more concentrated.

That’s when the room changes.

Not abruptly. Subtly.

A man enters from the back hallway—not through the dark door, but from somewhere adjacent. He isn’t loud. Doesn’t command attention with words. But bodies adjust around him as if responding to gravity.

He’s well dressed, older than most here, posture immaculate. He surveys the room without hurry, eyes sharp, deliberate.

When his gaze passes over me, I feel it like a physical thing.

My breath stutters.

He doesn’t stop. Doesn’t acknowledge me. And yet something in my chest tightens painfully, as if I’ve failed a test I didn’t know I was taking.

The bartender leans closer. “That’s someone you don’t approach,” he murmurs.

I nod. My throat won’t cooperate enough to speak.

The man disappears behind the dark door.

The room exhales.

A few men shift. One rubs his hands together. Another straightens his jacket with shaking fingers.

“What happens in there?” I ask quietly.

The bartender considers me. “Relief,” he says finally. “For those who know how to ask for it.”

My hand trembles around the glass.

I think of my folded hands at the dinner table.
Of the pressure behind my eyes at work.
Of the constant vigilance it takes to be Henry Mercer—husband, father, clerk, provider.
And I think, not for the first time, of what it would feel like to stop holding everything up.

“I should go,” I say.

The bartender doesn’t move. “You could.”

I don’t.

The dark door opens again.

A man emerges, coat half buttoned, face pale but calm, like someone who’s just been underwater and learned how to breathe differently. He doesn’t look ashamed. He doesn’t look afraid.

He looks... steady.

My chest aches with something sharp and unfamiliar.

The bartender watches me watch him. “Careful,” he says quietly. “Some doors don’t close once you step through.”

I nod.

But my eyes are already back on the dark door.

And somewhere deep in my body, beneath habit and duty and fear, something answers.

***
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THE DOOR CLOSES BEHIND me, and the night releases its hold like it never wanted me in the first place.

Cold air hits my face as I step back onto the street, sharper now, sobering. The broken streetlamp flickers once and steadies. From the outside, the storefront is nothing again—dark, silent, ordinary. No glow. No movement. No sign that anything beneath it ever existed at all.

I stand there longer than I should, coat collar turned up, heart still moving too fast for the quiet street.

Nothing about me has changed.
And yet everything feels wrong.
I walk home slower than before, my steps uneven, as though my body is recalibrating to gravity. The city looks the same, but I don’t. Every sound feels too loud. Every thought too close.

At the front steps of the townhouse, I hesitate.

This door is familiar.
Safe.
Predictable.
I open it anyway.

“Henry?”

Evelyn’s voice drifts from the kitchen, soft but alert. She’s still awake. Of course she is.

“In here,” she adds.

I hang my coat, smoothing the sleeves without realizing I’m doing it, then step into the kitchen. The lamp above the table casts a warm circle of light. The dishes are stacked neatly beside the sink. She’s seated now, hands folded around a mug gone cold.

“You didn’t say where you were going,” she says, not accusing. Just tired.

“I walked,” I reply. “I needed to clear my head.”

She studies me. Not my face exactly—my posture. My stillness. “Did it help?”

I open my mouth, then close it.

“I think so,” I say finally.

It’s not a lie. Not entirely.

She nods, but her eyes don’t soften. “You’re different tonight.”

The words land heavier than she intends.

“I’m just tired,” I say again, because it’s the answer I know how to give.

She reaches for my hand across the table. Her touch is familiar, gentle, full of years and shared routines. It should steady me.

Instead, my body reacts strangely—too aware, too present, as though I’ve forgotten how to exist inside this version of myself.

“You’re shaking,” she says quietly.

I pull my hand back before I mean to.

“Sorry,” I murmur. “It’s cold.”

She watches me a moment longer, then looks down at her mug. “You’ve been pulling away,” she says. “I don’t know when it started. I just know it’s there.”

I sit. Fold my hands in my lap. Keep my voice even. “There’s a lot on my mind.”

“There’s always been a lot on your mind,” she replies. “This feels... different.”

I have no answer for that.

The house creaks softly around us, settling. Upstairs, one of the children says something in their sleep. The sound tugs at something deep in my chest—love, guilt, obligation—all knotted together until I can’t separate one from the other.

“I worry about you,” Evelyn says. “About us.”

“So do I,” I say, and this time it’s true enough to hurt.

She reaches for me again, slower now, tentative. Her hand rests on my forearm. I force myself not to pull away.

“You don’t have to carry everything alone,” she says.

I nod, because it’s what she needs to see.

But I don’t tell her that for the first time in years, I’ve glimpsed a place where carrying everything wasn’t required at all.

We sit like that for a few minutes longer, suspended in something fragile and unspoken. Eventually she stands, rinses her mug, and touches my shoulder as she passes.

“Come to bed when you’re ready,” she says.

I wait until I hear her footsteps on the stairs before I let my breath out.

I get up and walk to the sitting room, which feels too small. I pace once, then stop. I pick up the newspaper and set it down again without opening it.

My mind drifts—unbidden, relentless.

To the quiet hallway.
To the controlled voices.
To the dark door that swallowed a man and returned him steadier than before.
I replay the bartender’s words in my head.

You don’t leave unchanged.

I sit in the chair and press my palms flat against my thighs, grounding myself in the familiar fabric, the familiar room. This is my life. This is what I’ve built. This is what I’m supposed to want.

And yet.

The thought arrives fully formed, undeniable:

I need to go back.

Not tonight.
Not now.
But soon.

I stand and turn off the lamp, plunging the room into darkness. As I climb the stairs, every step feels deliberate, measured, like following an unspoken rule.

In bed, Evelyn shifts closer in her sleep, her warmth steady and real. I lie awake beside her, staring at the ceiling, listening to my own breathing.

For the first time, the silence doesn’t feel empty.

It feels expectant.

And somewhere beneath the city, a door waits.

***
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I DON’T MEAN TO GO back so soon.

I tell myself this as I button my coat the next evening, fingers moving with the same careful precision I use at the bank. Evelyn is upstairs, settling the children. The house hums with its familiar nighttime rhythms—floorboards creaking, pipes sighing, the low murmur of a life that expects me to remain exactly as I am.

I pause at the mirror by the door.

I look the same.
Henry Mercer. Bank clerk. Husband. Father.
But something inside me is already leaning forward.

The walk feels shorter this time. My feet know where they’re going before I allow myself to admit it. I don’t rush. I don’t hesitate either. I move with the quiet resolve of someone returning to a place that has already marked him.

The storefront looks exactly as it did before—unremarkable, dark, forgettable. That, I realize, is part of its brilliance.

I knock.

The door opens just enough for the doorman to see my face. His eyes flicker with recognition.

“You came back,” he says.

I nod.

He steps aside without another word.

Beneath the building, inside `the speakeasy is the same controlled murmur of sound and shadow. The bartender looks up the moment I enter, his gaze sharpening in a way that tells me he remembers me too.

He pours a drink and sets it on the bar before I ask.

“Rule number one,” he says quietly, not looking at me. “No one comes down here twice by accident.” He looks at the dark door.

I wrap my fingers around the glass, steadying myself. “What does that mean?”

“It means you felt something the first time.” He finally meets my eyes. “And you didn’t run from it.”

I swallow.

“That door,” I say, keeping my voice low. “The room behind it.”

He studies me for a long moment. Not my face—my posture. The way I’m standing. The way I’m holding the glass like it might tell me what to do next.

“Rule number two,” he says. “If you’re interested in that room, you need to know why.”

I wait.

“Not out loud,” he adds. “To yourself.”

My pulse kicks harder.

“Men come down here for all sorts of reasons,” he continues. “Curiosity. Loneliness. Desire. Some of them think it’s about who they want.” His mouth curves faintly. “They’re usually wrong.”

“What is it about then?” I ask.

He leans closer, lowering his voice. “It’s about what you’re willing to give up.”

The words settle into me slowly, like weight.

“You don’t go down there to take,” he says. “You go down there to yield. Control. Choice. Pride. Whatever you’ve been clenching so hard it’s hollowed you out.”

My grip tightens on the glass.

“And if someone isn’t ready?” I ask.

“Then the room won’t open for them.” He straightens. “Rule number three.”

I glance toward the dark door at the back of the speakeasy. It looks no different than before. Still closed. Still waiting.

A man passes me on his way out, eyes down, expression calm in a way that feels earned. He doesn’t look ashamed. He doesn’t look triumphant either.

He looks... lighter.

I turn back to the bartender. “Do you decide who goes in?”

“No,” he says. “The room does.”

I finish my drink slowly, deliberately.

I don’t ask to go through the door.
I don’t need to.
As I step back into the night later, the cold doesn’t bite as sharply. The city feels less heavy, as though it’s shifted around me without permission.

I know now that whatever is behind that door isn’t about who I want.

It’s about who I am when I stop pretending.

And I know—just as surely as I know my own name—that I will return.

***
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THE BANK SMELLS THE same as it always does—ink, paper, polished wood, and the faint metallic tang of coins handled too often by nervous hands. Morning light filters through the tall windows, pale and unremarkable. The kind of light that insists nothing ever changes.

I take my place at the teller window and arrange my ledgers with care.

Henry Mercer.
Bank clerk.
Respectable.
The words settle over me like a coat I’ve worn so long I forget how heavy it is.

“Mercer.”

Mr. Walcott’s voice snaps through the quiet hum of the floor. “You’re on the main window today. Fewer mistakes.”

“Yes, sir.”

I nod. I always nod.

The first few hours pass in a blur of routine—withdrawals, deposits, hushed questions about savings that no longer feel secure. Men grip their hats too tightly. Women whisper numbers as though the walls might be listening. Everyone is afraid of something they can’t see yet.

I understand that feeling better than I did yesterday.

It’s late morning when he steps up to my window.

At first, I don’t recognize him. He’s dressed plainly, a dark coat, gloves folded neatly in one hand. His hair is combed back with precision. The kind of man who blends into crowds. The kind of man I would have passed without a second glance a week ago.

He slides a deposit slip toward me.

And then he looks up.

The recognition hits me like a hand closing around my ribs.

It’s him.

Not the man I watched disappear behind the dark door—but the man who came out.

I see him clearly now in the harsh daylight. The same straight posture. The same deliberate stillness. His eyes meet mine for just a fraction of a second too long.

Something passes between us.

Not surprise.
Not fear.
Understanding.

My pulse stumbles.

I force my gaze down to the paper in front of me, my hands suddenly too aware of themselves. I count the bills once. Twice. A third time, because my fingers won’t obey the rhythm they’ve followed for years.

His name is written neatly on the slip. Ordinary. Respectable. The sort of name that belongs on legal documents and engraved plaques.

He clears his throat softly.

“Is there a problem?” he asks.

“No,” I say too quickly. Then I correct myself. “No, sir.”

I risk another glance.

His expression hasn’t changed, but his eyes are sharper now. Not accusing. Measuring.

He knows.

Not who I am—but where I’ve been.

I stamp the slip and slide it back to him, my hand brushing the counter just short of his. The smallest distance. The most deliberate restraint.

Our eyes meet again.

This time, the look lingers.

It isn’t sexual.
It isn’t friendly.
It’s something quieter. Something heavier.

You were there.
So was I.
The bank disappears around us for half a heartbeat.

Then he gives a barely perceptible nod—so slight anyone watching would miss it—and takes his receipt.

“Thank you,” he says.

“Of course,” I reply.

He turns and walks away.

I remain frozen at the window long after he’s gone, my chest tight, my breath shallow. My hands are folded now without me realizing when I did it.

I always fold them.

But this time, it feels different.

Because now I know.

Whatever exists beneath the city isn’t confined to one place.

It’s hidden inside men.

The rest of the day unfolds like a dream I’m walking through half-awake. Faces blur together. Conversations pass through me without leaving an imprint. Every man who approaches my window feels like a question.

Were you there?
Do you know?
Are you holding the same secret I am?
At one point, I catch my reflection in the glass separating me from the customers. My posture is straighter. My expression calmer. Something in me has shifted, settling into place without asking permission.

“Mercer.”

Walcott again. “You’re quiet today.”

“I’m focused,” I say.

He grunts approval and moves on.

Focused.

Yes.

On the way home, I find myself studying the men I pass. The tilt of their shoulders. The way some avoid eye contact while others hold it just a second longer than necessary. The careful neutrality of faces trained to reveal nothing.

How many of them have stood where I stood?
How many have knelt where I haven’t yet?
The thought makes my breath catch.

At home, Evelyn notices the change immediately.

“You seem... calmer,” she says over dinner. “Did something good happen at work?”

I consider lying.

Instead, I say, “I had an ordinary day.”

She smiles faintly. “Those are rare lately.”

Later, as I lie in bed beside her, the image of the man at the bank returns unbidden. Not his face exactly—but the way his eyes held mine. The silent acknowledgment. The shared restraint.

The knowledge that daylight does not erase what happens in the dark.

I understand now why the bartender asked why.

Because once you see it—once you recognize the signs—you can never unsee them.

Tomorrow, I will walk back to that storefront.

Not because I’m curious.

Because I’m already part of it.

The place below remembers me.

***
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I RETURN THE NEXT NIGHT with less hesitation.

That fact unsettles me more than the act itself.

The city feels unchanged as I walk—same damp air, same tired storefronts, same men moving through their lives with their heads down. But I move differently now. My steps are measured. Intentional. As if I’m following a set of instructions I was never given aloud.

The door beneath the broken streetlamp opens for me without a knock this time.

The doorman glances at my face, then steps aside.

Inside, the speakeasy receives me like it remembers.

The bartender looks up as I take my place at the bar. He doesn’t ask what I want. He doesn’t slide a glass toward me either. He simply studies me, eyes sharp and thoughtful.

“You saw someone you recognized today,” he says.

It isn’t a question.

My pulse jumps. “Yes.”

He nods once. “That happens.”

I say nothing. I’ve learned silence is safer here.

“You understand what that means?” he continues.

“That what happens here doesn’t stay here,” I say carefully.

A corner of his mouth lifts. Not a smile. Approval.

“Rule number four,” he says. “Once you recognize it, you’re responsible for it.”

“For what?” I ask.

“For how you carry yourself.” His gaze flicks briefly over my posture. “For what you notice. For what you don’t say.”

My shoulders settle without my permission.

He notices.

“You’re learning,” he says.

The room hums around us—quiet conversation, the soft clink of glasses, the restrained energy of men who know they are being observed by something beyond the visible. I feel it now too, that sense of being measured, weighed, quietly sorted.

Not judged.

Assessed.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” I admit.

The bartender’s eyes soften just a fraction. “That’s usually a good sign.”

A man passes behind me, close enough that I feel the warmth of his coat brush my shoulder. He doesn’t touch me. Doesn’t speak. But his presence leaves a mark all the same, like a shadow lingering after someone steps into the light.

I turn slightly, unsettled.

“Rule number five,” the bartender says. “You don’t seek attention. If you belong here, attention will find you.”

I swallow.

“What if it doesn’t?” I ask.

“Then you go home,” he replies simply. “And nothing happens.”

The words shouldn’t feel like a challenge.

They do.

The dark door at the back of the room remains closed. It always does. But tonight I sense movement beyond it—not sound, not sight, but awareness. Like a current shifting beneath still water.

Someone is there.

Someone who decides things.

The bartender follows my gaze. “You don’t look at that door unless you’re prepared to be seen.”

I look away immediately.

“That’s fine,” he says. “Most men take longer.”

“How long?” I ask.

He considers me again. “As long as it takes for you to stop asking what you’ll get out of it.”

My breath catches.

“And what do they get?” I press, quietly.

He leans closer, lowering his voice. “Relief. Structure. Consequence.” He pauses. “And sometimes, peace.”

A man emerges from the back hallway—not through the door, but near it. He doesn’t look at me, but the room adjusts around him all the same. Chairs shift. Voices soften. Bodies straighten.

Authority moves without announcing itself.

I feel it settle in my bones.

The bartender straightens. “Drink,” he says. “Then you should go.”

Disappointment flares sharper than I expect.

I finish the glass slowly, deliberately. When I set it down, my hand doesn’t shake.

“That’s another thing,” he adds as I pull on my coat. “Rule number six.”

I pause.

“You don’t come here to be brave,” he says. “You come here to be honest.”

I nod.

Outside, the night feels different again—not colder, not warmer, just more precise. Like the world has edges I didn’t know were there.

I don’t walk straight home.

I take the long way, letting the city settle around me, letting the weight of what I’ve learned press into my chest.

I understand something now.

This isn’t about desire.
It isn’t about curiosity.
It isn’t even about the men.
It’s about surrendering the illusion that I am in control of myself at all.

When I finally turn toward home, I know this much with certainty:

Someone inside that place has already noticed me.

And the next time I return,
I won’t be allowed to pretend otherwise.
***
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THE NEXT NIGHT, THE room changes before anyone speaks to me.

I don’t notice it all at once. It’s not a sound or a movement I can point to. It’s the way the air tightens, the way conversations soften around the edges, the way my body responds before my mind catches up.

I feel it in my spine first.

I’ve just stepped fully inside when the bartender lifts his head and meets my eyes. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t nod. He simply holds my gaze longer than before.

Then he says, quietly, “Coat off.”

The words hit me harder than they should.

I hesitate only a fraction of a second before slipping my coat from my shoulders. I fold it carefully over my arm, suddenly aware of how deliberate the motion feels. How watched.

The bartender gestures toward the bar. I take my place, standing instead of sitting without quite knowing why.

“You came back again,” he says.

“Yes.”

Not sir. Not explanation. Just yes.

He studies me the way men study horses before a purchase. Not for beauty. For temperament.

“Why?” he asks.

The question isn’t casual. It isn’t friendly. It lands squarely in my chest and stays there.

I open my mouth. Close it.

I could lie. I’ve lied all my life with ease. But something about the way he’s watching me makes that feel impossible.

“I don’t know,” I say finally.

The bartender’s expression doesn’t change. “That’s not an answer,” he says. “But it’s honest.”

He reaches beneath the bar and sets something on the counter between us. Not a drink.

A folded cloth.

Dark. Clean. Ordinary.

My pulse spikes.

“You know what that’s for?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“Good,” he says. “That means you haven’t been pretending.”

He leans in slightly, lowering his voice. “Someone noticed you.”

My breath stutters. “Who?”

“That’s not your concern.” His gaze flicks briefly past me, toward the back of the room. “Not yet.”

I follow his glance before I can stop myself.

The door isn’t open.

But I feel it.

The same pressure as before. Stronger now. More precise. Like a hand settling at the base of my neck without touching.

“You’re standing differently,” the bartender continues. “You noticed a man from here in public today and didn’t panic. You came back without being told. You listened when rules were given and didn’t ask how to break them.”

I swallow.

“Those things matter,” he says.

I force myself to speak. “What happens now?”

The bartender considers me carefully. “Now you find out whether you’re here to watch... or to participate.”

My mouth goes dry.

“I don’t—”

He lifts a hand, stopping me. “You don’t explain yourself. That’s another rule.”

He takes the folded cloth and presses it into my palm.

“Hold that.”

I do.

The weight of it is insignificant. The meaning is not.

“You will not speak unless spoken to,” he says. “You will not move unless told. You will not touch anyone unless instructed. If you feel the urge to run, you stay still instead.”

My chest tightens.

“If you are addressed,” he continues, “you answer honestly. Not politely. Not cleverly. Honestly.”

I nod.

“Look at me,” he says.

I raise my eyes.

“For the next few minutes,” he says quietly, “you don’t belong to yourself.”

Something inside me gives way at that.

Not fear.

Relief.

The room grows quieter. Chairs scrape softly as men shift. Someone moves behind me. I feel their presence before I see them.
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