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The first thing she notices when she wakes up is the familiar sound of the coffee maker and the distant noise of the voices on the radio. For a couple of seconds, she finds it hard to place the sounds. It’s ordinarily quiet when she wakes up. She is always the one who gets out of bed first to start the coffee maker and—as the two of them call it—to heat up the shower. As she begins her usual morning routine, her husband stays typically in bed for a few minutes, warm and cosy under the duvet. But not today. She reaches her hand out to the right and touches the empty spot next to her.

The duvet is folded up, and the soft indention in the mattress feels cool under her hand. Only a slight hint of body heat lingers in the cotton sheets. I’m so stupid, she thinks, as if the coffee maker started itself. Of course, he must have gotten out of bed before her. She usually has no problem getting up in the morning, but today she is tired. Normally she stretches in the shower, but today, maybe because she has the whole bed to herself for a change, she stretches her body out as she lies there. She presses her body against the mattress, tenses her buttocks and moves her arms slowly in a big circle above her head. She paints the sun on her sheets.

At the same time as she exhales slowly, the floorboards next to her creak. Her husband is standing in the doorway. Or, more precisely, his silhouette. For a moment, she wonders if she has forgotten something. Is it her birthday? Is it his birthday? She goes through several possible events in her mind: Is it Christmas, does she have a flight to catch, a doctor’s appointment? Nothing.

“Morning”, he says and steps into the bedroom.

He hands her a cup of fresh coffee — Black, as always.

“Morning”, she replies.

He sits down next to her, on the edge of the bed. He tells her that it’s late but that he didn’t want to wake her up. But she will be a bit late for work.

“You’re not sick, are you?” he asks her, and she shakes her head, takes a sip of her coffee and burns her tongue.

They sit like that for a while, talking about when they will be home from work and what to have for dinner. They make some plans for the week. He asks he again if she is feeling sick, if she’s sure she shouldn’t stay home with him today, he can finish up a bit earlier that afternoon, and they can take a long walk. She laughs and says that her new boss probably wouldn’t like that band and then she gets out of the warm bed to get dressed. He stays seated on the edge of the bed as he watches her pull up her stockings and put on a tight skirt. Then he stands up, takes her cup and walks back into the kitchen.

 

A day like today, a completely normal Thursday in November, she walks through the humid morning with quick steps to her office. She doesn’t have to commute to work as her office is only twenty-five minutes from their home. As she navigates over puddles and piles of wet and rotten leaves, she thinks about the look in her husband’s eyes when he was sitting on the edge of their bed earlier. The faint flame that lit up in his eyes when the fabric of her stockings stretched over her calves, butt and thighs. It lit up like a match.

It had been a long time since she felt real passion for him, and it was hard for her to remember how it had even felt like. Sure, they do it. Sometimes. But most of the times they do it without any real commitment, and it feels forced rather than something they enjoy. She doesn’t dislike him; she just doesn’t feel very much at all. And it makes her feel horrible. He makes her feel guilty—especially at times like earlier that morning—when he had asked her to call in sick and stay home with him for a day. Just one single day, at home together with him.

 

Time flies at the office. Her new boss is ten years younger than her, and he runs their team of twelve people, always eager to show how capable he is. She’s as good at her job as anyone else there. She listens to the radio, chats with colleagues, drinks cheap coffee from the coffee machine and gets the job done. For lunch, she eats home-made sausage stew for the third time this week and looks out the window at the rain that falls, light and youthful like confetti.  It’s still raining when she leaves the office. She is the last one to go home as if she is trying to compensate for being late that morning.

She walks her usual route through the park and enters the old neighbourhood with the wooden houses. Each building has a different business on the ground floor: hairdressers and cafés next to tanning parlours and flower shops. A couple of blocks from her apartment she notices a new neon sign on the corner across the street, next to the bakery from which she gets her bread on the weekends. Three bright red and blinking letters on the brick wall. BAR. That’s it. She squints her eyes to see more details through the rain, but the bar called Bar seems closed, and she continues home.

When she walks through the door, she is soaking wet. Still, the flat with its electric and bright light feel even colder than the rain. She jumps into the shower, turns down the offer of some company in there, and replaces the freezing rain that poured down her head earlier with warm water. They have dinner together, talk a little, and spend the rest of the night watching a new show on TV. She looks at him over the plates, the dinner table and the throw pillows in the sofa. She thinks: Who are you? Although she knows it very well. Who is this person that I live with?

Although they have been together for fifteen years, he feels like a stranger to her. That night when they have gone to bed, she stays awake for a while, thinking about their wedding night. Hands in the dark, lips against lips, her nails digging into his neck, his tongue is exploring her pussy. She had loved every minute of it. They had gone to Italy for their honeymoon. The plan had been to drive through Tuscany and drink wine, visit museums and eat pasta, but all plans had gone out the window to give room for some quality time in bed.

Giggling, they had made love everywhere and all the time. She had never so felt close to another human being before; both in body and in mind. As she lies in their bed now, she can hear him breathing heavily and snoring slightly next to her — a stranger in the dark.

 

Friday goes by just like the day before; the days create grey piles that make it impossible to distinguish them from each other in the darkness of November. She finishes up a project with two of her colleagues. They have been working on the project since that summer, and now they raise their glasses in alcohol-free cider that someone brought. As the others leave early to pick up their kids from school or pick up food, she stays at the office to prepare for the following week. Her boss also leaves earlier, and now she is the only one left.

She is not in a rush to get home, so she takes her time making the copies that she needs for the report of the finished project. Standing there next to the warm copy machine as it’s spitting out copies as if there was no tomorrow, she remembers her old boss. She recalled that they had sex by this copy machine once. Her memories are a bit blurry; it was early on in their affair, and if she remembers it correctly, it was after quite a few drinks at an after-work social. The two of them had walked home together, and without saying it, they decided to stop by the office.

It had been spring, and the air had been full of unexplored emotions. Discrete looks here and there, a hand on a hip, a secretive smile and suddenly he had found the courage to grab her by her waist. She still can’t believe that he had dared to do it like that, in the middle of the street. He was married with two kids, and he had met her husband at the last company party. None of them had ever done anything like that before. But there they were; she was pushed up against the brick wall with his thighs in between her legs, his tongue in her mouth.

His hand had found its way up her back, and he had whispered to her and begged her to come with him to his office. They ended up by the copy machine. She had used it many times since then, but something about today made her remember the smell of ink. Clean, almost like laundry. And she remembered how it felt when he entered her. It’s the most forbidden thing she has ever done. She lets her hand wander over the grey plastic and the buttons of the machine. She wonders if there are any traces left, a handprint or bodily fluid.

She closes her eyes and tries to remember how it had felt like. He had led her to the copy machine. Maybe that was how he had imagined it earlier. If it had been up to her, she had picked his desk, but that was what made it exciting: it wasn’t up to her. She put her whole being in the hands of him and his fantasy. He had been her boss for four years, and he had never shown anything else than a friendly interest in her. Now he was standing there, whispering into her ear that he wanted her, that he had thought about her since they first started working together, that he wanted to have her here and now.

He had unbuttoned her blouse, pulled up her skirt and pulled down his zipper. Her naked thigh pressed against the cold plastic when he bent over her with all his weight. Now, as she was standing by the copy machine years later, her breath became heavy when she thought about the expression on his face when he entered her. The thought of how ecstatic she had felt when he filled her, again and again. The idea of how he had shivered as he climaxed, the anxiety afterwards, what had they done, and the longing to do it again. She puts her copies away in plastic folders and leaves them on her colleague’s desks before she sends her husband a message, telling him that she is heading home.

 

The way the darkness embraces everything this time of year always makes her a bit dreamy. It’s like the day never really starts, as if she is constantly dreaming. Her husband always jokes about how she has her head in the clouds, but she sees it more as some kind of hibernation, she is waiting for something. She meets a lot of people on her way home: dressed up couples on their way to some restaurant, groups of girls heading out in the night. She wants to go with them. She looks at their cleavages, and their heels walk close to the windows of the bars on her way home.

Suddenly she finds herself outside that new bar, the bar that doesn’t have a name. It’s open now. It’s almost empty. A bartender is dressed like an old school waiter, and he is polishing glasses behind the bar. Two men play pool in the back, and an attractive young woman follows the bartender with her eyes with a cocktail glass in her hand. That girl could have been her, many years ago. The thought excites her, and she takes a step towards the door before she remembers that she has already told her husband she is on her way home.

He is probably waiting for her. She clenches her fist in her pocket as she walks home, and she decides that she will come back later. Something exciting is growing in her chest, a silent humming that makes her think about the copy machine and the woman with the cocktail glass. She moistens her lips as she walks. She thinks about how badly she wants someone to touch her.

 

When Monday comes, she is ready. She dresses up, sprays on some perfume paints her eyes dark. She looks at herself in the mirror and sees someone else, someone that she hasn’t been in a long time. How long has it been since someone watched her with desire in their eyes? Is that what she wants to happen? Does she want to meet someone who will tell her that he wants her? She has no idea. She tells herself that she needs to get out a bit, have some alone time. She tells her husband that she is going out with some people from work.

When he asks her why on a Monday, she shrugs her shoulders and says something about the project that they finished the week before. When her colleagues remark how dressed up she is, she tells them that she is going out with her husband. She brings an extra pair of shoes, high heels, and hide them in the big bag she is bringing to work. When the workday is over, she puts them on and walks quickly towards the bar. It’s open, but she can’t make herself go inside. She asks herself what she is doing, what it is that she wants. But she has to feel alive.

Since the old boss moved to another city and their affair had ended, the relationship that they both knew was bound to end sooner or later. She hadn’t felt attractive, more than once or twice. Strong, dangerous. She longs for that feeling, the feeling of playing with fire. It was more than a year ago since the last time she felt that way. Her sex life at home hadn’t taken her there for ages. She needed something new. Something unfamiliar.

 

The bar is dimly lit.  The venue is small and decorated with dark wood, like an old bar. The wall behind the bar is covered in liquor bottles and behind them, mirrors. Just like a Western movie, she thinks. She can hear jazz music, and even if she doesn’t recognise the song, it’s like she has been here before. She walks up to the bartender. He was polishing a glass and was wearing a shirt, a bow tie and suspenders.

“Is this place new?” she asks as if she didn’t know, and he nods.

She can’t decide how old she thinks he is. He could be younger than her, or a lot older. His skin is leathery, and his hair is grey, but he moves with such vigour and precision when he runs the cotton towel along the rim of the glass. It’s clear as crystal. He must have polished it for hours.

“A Martini please”, she says, and once again, he nods at her.

She sits down at the end of the bar and looks around. There are only a few other people in the bar, including the young woman from the night before and the two men around the pool table.  Not until she is served her drink, she notices a figure in the back of the room, a man in a suit who looks out the window. She studies him across the room; he is dressed in a slightly unbuttoned shirt, and his big hand is resting next to a glass. It contains a golden liquid, probably whiskey. Oh my God, I’m ridiculous, she thinks, but she can’t stop starring.

Suddenly, he turns around and looks her straight in the eyes. She quickly turns her head away and takes a sip of her drink. She is so nervous that her sip is a little bit too generous, and it makes her cough. She can feel how she is blushing, and she tries her best not to squirm in her chair as she knows he is watching her. After a while, she finds the courage to look at him again, and when she does, he is looking out the window again, now with a smile on his face.

 

The next morning, she wakes up to the sound of the coffee maker again. This time she stays in bed, waiting for him to bring her coffee and wake her up, but he doesn’t come. After a while, she must get up as she can’t be late for work for the second time this month. She feels strange, a mix of nausea and secretive joy. A tingle has moved into her stomach. It’s spreading down her thighs, and it makes her giggly. She gets dressed and walks out in the kitchen where her husband is reading the paper. They say good morning to each other, and he asks her if she had fun yesterday.

She thanks him for asking and says that yes, she did. She looks away to hide the smile that is playing on her lips and the new-found fire in her eyes. She thinks about the night before. Two drinks, three? Couldn’t it have been four? She didn’t do much. She mostly sat there and looked at people. Looked at the man, that guy in the suit. When she thinks about him, she is filled with a familiar feeling, a feeling that she hasn’t felt for years. It’s both physical and abstract at the same time. She feels attractive. Even if they haven’t talked, he makes her feel that way.

She pours herself a cup of coffee, brings it to her lips and looks at her husband. Something is up with him too. He radiates a strange glow. The fact that she is falling in love with a stranger is probably making her see everything through a pink lens. An ordinary, innocent crush. She won’t go back to that bar, and it’s not good. She loves her husband; she doesn’t want to hurt him. And the man in the suit is just an illusion, a symbol of the problems in her marriage, she knows it.

“Let’s go on a date this week?” Her husband says suddenly and looks up at her from behind the paper.

“A date?” she replies, she can’t hide her surprise.

“Yes, a date. We haven’t been in forever. We can go out for dinner, or I can cook at home and buy some nice wine.”

“Let’s go out”, she says quickly, and for a moment he looks a bit disappointed.

He works from home, and they spend all their time at home, home is boring to her, and he knows it.

“Sure”, he says and puts on a brave smile, then he looks down in his paper again.

She lets her eyes rest on him for a second, and suddenly, he looks young again. It’s the pink lens, she thinks. She was in love with him once. She can’t really remember it, but she is pretty sure that it felt something like this.

 

They go to a restaurant just as she wanted, and she is tired before they even get there. She tries to make herself look pretty, but it doesn’t turn out as good as last time, all she sees in the mirror is her usual self. The same woman who spends all her time at work or home. They eat and talk, as civilised as always. He tries hard to ask her some deep questions, but it only makes it painfully clear how little they know about each other, so they talk about something else. The weather, politics, culture, work. They drink wine, and she looks at him on the other side of the table.

He is not unattractive, her husband. He is just... someone else. Maybe she is the one who has changed. On the way home, he puts his hand on her ass, and she gives him a forced kiss on the neck. They give it a try that night. He remembers what she likes, and technically it’s good, but she isn’t there, and she can tell that he can tell. They both act a bit awkward, a little shy, and they take turns apologising. Afterwards, they fall asleep next to each other, both happy enough. She had promised herself not to go back to the bar, but when Friday comes, she can’t stop herself.

The high heels are still in her bag since last time—maybe she left them there as a reminder of the person she would like to be—and they stare at her when she opens her bag to put down a report that she needs to read through over the weekend. She looks around and asks the colleague next to her if she has some make-up that she can borrow. She does. Rouge and a lipstick.

“Are you going out?” her colleague asks.

She answers that she is going out with her husband and the colleague says something like wow, you guys are really going for it lately. When she leaves the office, she sends a message to her husband telling him that the girl that loaned her the make-up had asked her out for a drink. He replies quickly: Have fun. She was so far into this lie now that she couldn’t go back.

 

The bar is open and as empty as before, with one exception: the man in the suit is now sitting in her spot. She is fully aware that it’s not her spot, but there are so many chairs in there, and it couldn’t be a coincidence that he had picked that one. The fact that he is sitting there makes her nervous and excited at the same. She stands in a door for a while, considering if she should sit down somewhere else. But she decides to be as confident as him. When she walks up on him, she realises that he is actually not sitting on the chair that she thinks of as hers, but on a chair next to it.

He sits there, playing with his glass. He swirls it on the table and makes the ice cube in there dance around. She sits down without looking at him, and without her asking for it, the bartender starts making her drink. She can feel the man’s eyes on her. Her heart races and she feels dizzy. How did I get here, she starts to think, but he interrupts her.

“Am I in your spot?”

“That’s okay”, she says and realises that she has been holding her breath since she walked through the door.

“I assume you meant to?” she adds.

“I did.”

He turns towards her with his glass resting in between his thumb and his index finger. She gets her Martini and takes a sip before she dares to do or say anything else.

“This is new”, she says, and he nods.

“Where did you go before this place opened? Some fancy place in town?”

She looks at him and can see that he is smiling.

“I mostly stayed at home”, he says and sips his drink.

She turns towards him. She thinks that she can see something in him, something that she recognises, but she can’t figure out what. Instead, she looks straight at the handsome man that must be around her age. There is something classy about him, different from her old boss but still familiar. She can’t put her finger on it.

“But I suspect you did the same until recently”, he says, and something tingles in her stomach as if she was about to faint.

“Do you live close by?”

He catches her eye. His gaze is dark and attractive. He doesn’t look away. They are way too close now. She can feel the heat radiating from his body. It’s seeping out of his shirt and his jacket. He leans towards her, entering her world with his dominant presence, takes control over her willpower. She can’t think about anything else than his tantalising eyes and the attraction she feels towards him. He knows it too; she can see it. When he touches her thigh very gently, she feels like she is about to explode. The heat from the palm of his hand wanders along her knee and upwards. Upwards. She must get out.

“Excuse me”, she mumbles and finishes her drink.

She doesn’t turn around to see the man’s reaction. She can only assume he looks surprised.

 

The following morning, she is hungover. She can’t understand why she only had one drink.

“Did you get home late yesterday?” her husband asks her when she stumbles into the kitchen, late for work for the third time in just a couple of weeks.

She mumbles something as a reply. He closes the newspaper and looks at her.

“Hey, are you okay?”

She closes her eyes, shakes her head and sips her coffee.

“Maybe you are working too hard?”

She kisses him on the cheek and ignores his statement. He takes her hand and holds it.

“I had a great time on that date. We should do it again soon?”

No, she wants to say. I don’t want to go to a restaurant. I want to fuck. If she said that, he would laugh at her. On top of that, she is not fantasising about him. So, she says that absolutely, that would be nice. Before she leaves, she asks him if he knows what time she got home the night before.

“Don’t you know that best yourself?” he asks her, and she can’t decide if he sounds entertained or worried.

She says that she lost track of time, and as she ties her shoes, he says from the kitchen:

“All I know is that I was asleep when you got home, and I went to bed at eleven.”

Eleven. Six hours after she left work. How the fuck is that possible? She wonders as she walks down the stairs. How is that possible when I only had one drink? As she remembers it, she left relatively soon after she arrived. Suddenly she feels heavy, warm and tired and she can’t move as fast as she should. She is busy all day with backtracking the hours and minutes of yesterday. Every time she gets close to an explanation, it slips away from her as if she found it hard to hold on to reality. And then she thinks about those eyes. His dark eyes looking for hers, it was something special about them.

They make her think about fire, licking wood; as tempting and playful as dangerous. She should be ashamed. She had promised herself not to have another affair. She could never have imagined that she would meet someone that would inspire her too. Still, she spends the whole day thinking about the man and about how they met in the bar. He had been waiting for her. Not for that other woman, the young and attractive one. He had been waiting for her. A feeling of flattery lingers in her body, she soaks it up, and it makes her feel intoxicated.
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