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THE HOTWIFE COLLECTION


Every book in this collection is a standalone story, told by the husband, and each one goes somewhere different with the hotwife and cuckold lifestyles.

'Cold Feet', Book One. Everyone agrees Josh and Ellie are the perfect couple, so when he proposes, her yes should be a formality. Instead she comes home with a condition, one last taste of her single years before the ring goes on, with the exes she never quite got out of her system.

'All Inclusive', Book Two. On the flight out to two weeks in Jamaica, Millie finally tells Ryan the one thing she's kept back in five years together. She wants to try a black man, just once before they settle down, and she wants Ryan there while she does it.

'Short Changed', Book Three. After a blowjob that should have ended like any other, Lucy fetches a ruler from the drawer and finds out what four and a half inches actually means. Her oldest friend Dawn knows exactly what she's been going without, and after that there's no closing the drawer again.

'Safe Keeping', Book Four. Tracy's first husband walks out of prison and into the little seaside B&B she runs with Phil, after the money she helped him hide. Keeping him sweet falls to Tracy, and what Phil hears through those thin walls at night does something to him that shame doesn't cover.

'Open House', Book Five. Stu and Jade are two months behind on the rent, and instead of a final notice the swinging landlords next door bring round an invitation. There's just one rule for new couples. The wife joins in from her first visit, and the husband watches until they decide he's ready.

'Licking Wounds', Book Six. A husband gambles the couple's savings into a debt to the wrong men, and his wife finds out on the night they come round to collect. She pays it down the only way they'll accept, and afterwards she makes him clean up what the money cost her, and somewhere along the way she finds out she likes giving the orders.
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The ring had been in my jacket since Gatwick and I'd checked it was still there about forty times. I checked it again at the top of the Pincio, with the whole of Rome laid out gold in front of us and the sun going down behind the dome of St Peter's, because my hands needed a job.

I'd built the whole trip round this one hour. Online it said you were supposed to do it up here, at golden hour, with the city going pink underneath you, so I'd dragged her up four flights of steps and past a bloke selling roses and the queue for the little tourist train, because the light only does that once a day and I wasn't going to waste it. I'd practised the words that morning in the hotel bathroom while she was in the shower, feeling like a prat. My mate Lewis had called me soft in the head, then patiently spent a whole Saturday helping me choose the ring.

"Would you look at that," Ellie said, up at the parapet with her phone out. "Josh. Come and look."

I came and looked at her instead of Rome.

She'd worn the green dress, the one that tied at the neck and left her back bare down to the small of it, and she had her hair up off her neck in the heat with bits coming loose round her face. Ellie's small. Short, I mean, barely up to my chin, and small everywhere except her chest. Big tits for a girl her size, high and full and real, barely held by the tie of the dress. A waist you could nearly get your hands round and then hips and an arse that came back out again, the dress tight over it when she leaned on the wall. Long dark hair she'd had lightened at the ends for the trip. A wide mouth she painted red when we went anywhere. Big brown eyes that went to slits when she laughed, and she laughed loud, loud enough to turn heads in a restaurant. Two Italian lads by the railing had already clocked her and were slyly pretending they hadn't. She was twenty-two and out of my league and I'd been carrying a ring up a hill in Rome to try and keep her.

"Rome," I said, like an idiot.

"I know." She leaned back into me, the bare of her shoulders against my shirt, and for a second everything was exactly the way I'd pictured it on the plane. "Best thing you've ever done, bringing me here."

That was my window. I'd read that you're meant to get down before your nerve goes.

"Hang on," I said. "I've got a stone in my shoe."

"You're such an old man." She didn't even turn round. She stayed where she was, framing the dome on her screen. I got down on one knee behind her on the gravel and slid the box out of my pocket. A woman with a pushchair saw me before Ellie did and put a hand over her mouth.

"El," I said, and she turned.

She looked at me down there on the ground, and the first thing on her face was that she thought I'd fallen. Then she saw the box.

"Josh," she said. Quiet, and wrong somehow, nothing like I'd played it in my head all week.

"Ellie. Will you marry me?"

A little crowd had gone quiet around us, phones coming up, an American voice somewhere going oh my God, oh my God. Somebody actually started filming. I knelt there with my heart pounding, and watched my girl not answer. Her hand was up at her mouth, her eyes wet, moving over the crowd and back to me and never once landing.

"Say yes, love," a man called out, laughing, and a few of them clapped him.

"Yes," Ellie said.

She said it to them more than to me. I was up and had her in my arms before I'd properly heard it. The terrace clapped, a proper round of it, and somebody whooped. I got the ring onto her finger with both our hands shaking. White gold, one stone, four months of saving. She let me put it on. She was crying, and I thought it was the good kind.

"I love you," I said into her hair.

"I love you too," she said, with a fistful of my shirt. Then she put her mouth right at my ear so only I got it. "Don't be angry with me. We need to go somewhere and talk. Now. Please."
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We found a bar down off the piazza, a narrow one with the bottles racked up the wall to the ceiling, and I got us two glasses of something red without reading what it was. My hands still weren't right. Ellie sat across the little marble table with the ring catching the light every time she moved her hand, and she kept moving her hand.

"You're scaring me," I said. "Just tell me. You said yes."

"I said yes so I didn't have you kneeling on the floor in front of forty people with your face going." She reached over and took my hand, both of hers round it, and I left it there. "That was real, the yes. I meant it. God, don't look like that. I do want to marry you. That's not the bit I need to say."

"Then what's the bit."

She let go of my hand and picked up her wine and put it down without drinking it, and then she started talking fast, all the words running into each other, something she did whenever she'd cornered herself.

"I'm twenty-two, Josh, and you're the only serious one I've ever had. You know that," she said, her thumb going over the new ring. "Eighteen months and you're already asking me forever, and I love you, I honestly do, but forever is a long time and I keep doing the maths on it in my head. It's not the marrying-you bit that scares me, I swear it isn't. I'd marry you tomorrow if..."

"El."

"...if it wasn't for this one thing, and I don't know how to say it without you hating me, so."

"So you've got cold feet."

She held my eye then, properly, and her face went hard, something I couldn't read.

"It's not cold feet," she said. "Josh. It's the opposite of cold feet."

"That doesn't mean anything."

"Cold feet is you're scared. I'm not scared of you." She turned the glass by its stem, a quarter turn, and back. "I'm the other thing. I've been with you since I was twenty and before you there was barely anyone that counted, and if I marry you now then that's it, that's the list, done. One bloke for the rest of my life." Her hand opened flat on the tabletop. "And there's this thing in me that just wants more of it first. Wants to have lived. I can't sign up to forever with that still sitting in me, because it won't go, it'll just sit there, and one day it'll come out sideways and I'll ruin us. I know myself."

I sat there. Under the table my knee had started going.

"You want to sleep with other people," I said.

"Before," she said quickly. "Before we're married. I want to get it out of my system. Get it done, properly, so there's nothing left in there, and then I'm yours, all the way, no looking, no wondering, forever, and I mean that." She was very still now. "That's what the yes was. That's all of it. You marry me knowing that first, or you don't."

Fucking hell. I didn't say it. For half a second I saw it anyway, some bloke I'd never met with his hands on her, on my Ellie, and my stomach turned right over. I picked up my glass and slowly drank half of it, and it was too warm, and I didn't care.

"Say something," she said.

"I've told everyone," I said, and it came out smaller than I wanted. "My mum's got the phone by her hand, El. My dad. Lewis. The whole street, near enough. They're all waiting for me to ring and say you said yes. If I come home and say you said no..."

"I didn't say no."

"...then I'm the lad whose girlfriend turned him down in Rome. On my knees in front of a crowd. On somebody's Instagram." "They'll laugh. Not to my face, but they will."

"Nobody's laughing at you." She reached across again, but I had my hands in my lap now, and she stopped halfway and drew back. Then, without any fuss, she worked the ring off her finger and set it down on the marble between us, in the little wet ring her glass had left.

"I'm not putting that back on until you've said you can live with it," she said. "It's not fair otherwise. On you."

The ring sat there. All that saving, and on the wet table it looked like nothing at all. I looked at the ring, then at her, and I could not work out how, twenty minutes after the best I'd ever felt, I'd washed up here.
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We had the dinner. We'd booked it weeks before, a trattoria over in Trastevere with a courtyard strung with lights, and we went because cancelling it felt worse than sitting through it. Ellie ate almost nothing and talked to the waiter more than to me, and every time his back was turned she checked, quickly, that I hadn't gone anywhere.

The waiter had us pegged for what we were meant to be. He brought over two flutes of something fizzy we hadn't ordered, said a word I didn't catch and mimed a ring going onto his own finger, beaming, and Ellie said grazie and lit up for him, all teeth. His eyes went down her once and up again, tits and arse, the way every waiter had all week, and I let him, because I could hardly say anything. I held a free glass of prosecco for an engagement that was zipped up in her handbag.

"You could look pleased," she said, when he'd gone.

"I am pleased."

"You look like someone's died." She leaned across and straightened my collar, which didn't need straightening, and left it resting against me briefly. "I've not gone anywhere, Josh. I'm sat right here. Eat your dinner."

The ring stayed in her bag. Neither of us said the word again. I stopped being able to feel my face about halfway through the pasta. And then, God help me, over the wine I started to think about it properly.

Back at the hotel there was a bottle of prosecco on ice with a card that said Congratulazioni! in gold, because I'd told the desk what I was going to do. Ellie read the card and put it face down.

"They're being nice," she said.

"Don't," I said.

She came and stood close in front of me, still in that dress, her shoes already off, small without them, and she put her hands flat on my chest and looked up.

"I need you to still want me," she said. "Whatever you decide. I need to know you still..."

I kissed her before she finished it. One of us started pulling at the other. The tie came loose in my hand and the dress dropped and she stepped out of it, and there she was, all of her, tits swaying free as she reached up for me. I got a hand full of her arse and lifted, she got her legs round me, and I carried her the two steps to the bed, my mouth on her neck, which always got her. She was already saying it, low and fast against my ear.

"Don't be gentle, I don't want gentle tonight. I want you."

I got my jeans off one-handed and she reached down and had my cock in her fist, hard already, working me while I sucked at her tits, and she was wet when I got my fingers to her pussy, properly wet, wetter than the mood of the night had any right to make her.

"Now," she breathed against my mouth. "Josh, now, come on."

I pushed my cock into her and she made the sound she only ever made for me, and I fucked her the way she'd asked, not gentle, her heels dug in the backs of my thighs and her nails in my back and her voice going in my ear the whole time.

"That's it. God, that's it, right there. Don't you dare stop."

"I love you, El." I don't know why I said it then, of all the nights, but it fell out of me before I could stop it. "God, I do."

"I know. I know you do. Cum in me. I want it, please." Her hands came up either side of my face and held it, so I had to look at her while I did it. And I did. I couldn't have stopped it if I'd tried, my whole body clenching down into her while she watched me come apart. I felt it go, the whole lot. She kept me there after, still inside her, both of us breathing.

"Told you," she murmured after a while, a wet laugh in it. "You never last."

"Shut up." But I laughed too, my face in her neck, and for about a minute it was just us and the dark and I let myself pretend the ring was on her finger and there was nothing to decide.

Then she moved under me and went still, all the ease going out of her, and I knew it wasn't over.

"Josh," she said quietly, to the ceiling. "That thing I said, in the bar. I've thought about how it would actually work. So you wouldn't get hurt. There's ways to do it where you wouldn't have to..."

She stopped. I lay there with my ear on her chest, her heart going under it, the ring in her bag over on the chair, and I waited for her to finish it…

But she didn't. And I didn't ask her to.
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Ellie could eat after anything. I'd always liked that about her, right up until that morning. I watched her go back to the hotel buffet for a second plate while I sat with a coffee going cold and a pastry I'd torn into bits and left. She'd slept. I'd heard her go under around one, and I'd lain next to her the rest of the night doing sums. How many men. Which ones. Whether I was actually going to say yes to it.

The ring was in her bag. It had been there since the bar. I kept looking at the bag.

She came back and sat down with scrambled eggs and a cut of fruit and a little glass of orange juice, and she started in on it like it was any other morning.

"You're not eating," she said.

"Not hungry."

"You need something in you. We've got the airport later." She pushed her plate an inch towards me. "Have some of this, at least. You'll be dead on your feet on the flight with an empty stomach."

The food sat there between us. I left it.

"Say it again," I said. "What you said in the bar. Say it in the daylight, so I know I didn't dream the whole thing up."

She put her fork down. She had a look at the tables either side of us, an old German couple, two women with a map open between their coffees, and she leaned in low over the eggs. When she spoke her voice was quiet and level. She was calm now. She'd got all her nerves out the night before.

"Before we get married," she said, "I want to go and fuck some other men. Get it done, so there's none of it left sitting in me for the next fifty years, wondering. And then I'm yours. All the way, for good."

My hands wanted a job again, same as on the terrace, and I pressed them flat to the table to keep them still.

"How does it even work?" I said. "Do I get a heads-up. You text me from wherever, off out to get fucked, home by ten, and I sit at my desk knowing."

"God, no." She said it gently. "You really want a text like that? Course you don't. That's the whole point, Josh. You get to not know. You don't sit at work with it in your head all day. I'll be careful about it. I'll shower straight after, every single time. I'll never let a man leave a mark on me. You get to carry on like it never even happened." She found my hand and covered it with both of hers. "What you don't know can't hurt you. That's the deal I'm offering. I keep it quiet, and you never have to sit there picturing me spread out under some other bloke."

Too late for that. I'd been picturing it half the night. Some faceless stranger I'd only ever get to imagine, his hands all over her, buried in her, in my Ellie. Every single time, the bottom dropped out of me.

"It's meant to help, is it?" I muttered. "The not knowing."

"It's meant to spare you." She squeezed my hand. "It's the kind way round, I promise. You'll come to see that."

She sat back and went at the eggs again. And I sat and watched my fiancée eat a full hotel breakfast the morning after telling me she wanted a queue of other men inside her, and she cleared the plate.
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We had a couple of hours before the taxi, so we left the cases with the desk and went out walking, up through the streets behind the hotel where the shops were getting their shutters up. Every man we passed had a look at her, same as it had been all week, and I'd never minded it before. A waiter setting out chairs stopped to watch her go by. Two lads on a moped slowed right down to nothing to get the length of her, the green dress, the arse in it, the lot. She had her sunglasses shoved up in her hair and she walked straight through the middle of it and took no notice at all. I walked beside her adding it all up.

"So who is it?" I said. "These other blokes. Anyone I know?"

"Josh."

"You said I don't get told when. Fine. I'll wear that. But I want to know who's out there. Who it might even be. That's a fair thing to ask, all things considered."

She walked on a bit before she answered. "It's not a list, you know. I've not sat down and drawn one up."

But she was going down one all the same. I could see her doing it.

"Exes, more than likely," she said. "If it's anyone at all it'll be exes. That's what the whole thing is, when it comes to it. The ones I never finished off properly."

"How many exes are we talking."

"Four." A little gap. "Four that count."

Four. Everyone's had a few before them, I knew that, I was a grown man. But hearing the actual number set down on a hot street with her hand in mine took the strength out of the backs of my knees.

"Names," I said.

"Liam." She counted him off on a finger and barely clocked she was doing it. "You'd get on with Liam, that's the sod of it, everyone gets on with Liam. Plumber. Bit of a mouth on him, bit of a body on him and all. Then Kyle. You've met Kyle, he pulls the pints at the Vault, which'll be lovely at the engagement do now I think of it."

"Kyle from the Vault's an ex."

"Barely. Couple of times, years back. He was rubbish, if you want the honest truth," she muttered, and pulled a small face at the pavement, the only unkind word she had for any of them. "Then Marcus. Marcus was my personal trainer when I first joined the gym, way before you. Owns the whole place now."

"How much older's Marcus."

"Thirty-six." She kept it light, eyes front. "I was eighteen. Don't pull a face."

Apparently I was pulling one. Marcus. Thirty-six, with a gym owner's body on him. He'd had her at eighteen. He'd know things to do to her body I was probably still working out. I put his hands on her without meaning to, big and sure, his weight down on her and his cock in her, and it turned my stomach on the spot.

"That's three."

"And Hugo." She said that one differently. She said the name and then looked hard into a shop window, and there was nothing in it worth looking at, a rack of belts. "Hugo was one night. Last summer, before you and me got proper. He's not local. City boy, dad's loaded."

"One night."

"One night," she said again, and left it at that, and I left it too. Whatever Hugo had been, she was keeping it back for now.

"That's the four, then."

"Four. There was a Nathan too, from college, but that was nothing really, one time at somebody's party, I'd barely count it. Forget him." She'd sped right up, the words tumbling over each other again, and she heard herself at it and shut her mouth.

So there they were. Four of them, plus a Nathan, all walking round back home right now with no idea I existed. I put each of them on her in turn and had them fuck her. It went through me cold.

"Christ."

I stopped dead in the street.

"I know." She stopped too and took my face in her hand, thumb on my cheek, the tourists splitting round us both. "I know. But you asked, and now you've had the worst of it, and they're just names really, aren't they, once you've said them out loud. They're only men, Josh. None of them is you."

We walked on. It was a real thing now, with names on it.

"When does it start?" I said. "This. Do I go home and it's just on, then, from Monday."

"Not here." She hooked her arm back through mine like the matter was closed, which I suppose by then it was. "Not on our holiday. This bit's still ours, all of it. I'm not going to go running off the second we land, I'm not an animal." Then she said, lower, in a voice she hadn't used on the subject before, "It'll happen when it happens. When there's one in front of me worth the bother, and you'll be the other side of town, none the wiser."

I had no answer to that. She said it easily, sure of me, and we walked the rest of the way back arm in arm.
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That last night we left it alone. She could afford to leave it alone. She already had her answer, even if I hadn't said it yet.

We got a last bottle of red and drank it out on the little balcony with the noise of the city coming up off the streets, her feet up in my lap, the ring still in her bag because she said it felt wrong wearing it with things unsettled. She was warm and full of the holiday, telling me about a market she'd wanted to see that we'd run out of days for, her toes working slowly against my thigh the whole time. She had a thin vest on and her tits sat loose and heavy under it in the balcony light, and even wrecked as I was I kept looking at her. Mine. And I was going home to share her out. I sat there with her and loved her, and the deal played on my mind the whole evening. Four men, whenever she liked, and me at home knowing nothing. I'd asked for that part myself.

We packed around each other in the little room, her folding the green dress down flat into the case, and the ring stayed in the side pocket of her bag, and both of us left it there. She dropped off first. I lay in the dark and put off deciding a bit longer.

We flew home the next day. Ellie took the window and was gone before we'd levelled out, head heavy on my shoulder, mouth a little open, one hand loose in mine, the finger bare. I sat with her asleep on me somewhere over the mountains and made my mind up.

I could go home the lad whose girl said no to him in Rome, on his knees, on somebody's phone. Or I could go home engaged, and keep her. I'd known which since the bar, really.

We landed in the rain. We stood at the belt and watched everyone else's cases come round ahead of ours. That's where I said it.

"All right," I said.

She looked up. "All right?"

"All right. Do it. Do what you… before the wedding, like you said." The word stuck in my throat, the yes, with the carousel grinding round and a family beside us counting their bags off out loud, so I let it stick. I never did say it. "You keep it quiet. I stay out of it. That's the deal."

Ellie pulled her bag off her shoulder and dug the ring out of the side pocket, and instead of passing it over for me to do it, she pushed it onto her own finger, right there at the belt, and looked at it, and then up at me with her eyes gone wet all over again.

"Then it's a deal," she laughed, half of it real and half of it not, and she put her hand out flat between us, like we'd just shaken on a price for a car.

I looked at the hand. Small, the ring back on it, held out for me to take.

So I took it. I shook my girl's hand at the luggage belt, my gorgeous Ellie with her mascara running. I shook on letting her go and fuck other men before she'd marry me. Her grip was warm and sure. Mine was wet through. Behind us the belt finally brought our cases round, and I lifted hers off for her, like I always did, and we went home engaged.
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The house on Marsden Road had been empty the best part of a year and it smelled of it, that shut-up damp smell you can't get out of a place no matter how many windows you open. I was stood in the back bedroom telling a young couple it just needed airing when my phone went off in my pocket, and I nearly answered it in front of them. Then I didn't, and let it ring out, and stood there with the keys in my hand, my thumb pressing the fob, telling them about the school catchment while I wondered who it had been.

That was the new thing. Three days home and I wondered about her all day now, under everything I did, and it went nowhere.

Back at the office Baz had his feet up on the desk that wasn't his. He'd worked at Prentice & Ward since before I was born, and he had a sovereign ring on his little finger and a gold watch he'd bought himself for thirty years' service. He sold more houses in a bad month than the rest of us managed in a good one, and he never once let me forget I was the trainee.

"How'd it go, son," he said, not looking up from his paper. "They biting?"

"They liked it. She liked it, anyway. He's worried about the boiler."

"Course he is." Baz turned a page slowly, savouring it. "It's never really the boiler, son. That's the last thing a man moans about when what he means is he can't afford the place. You'll learn to read people, you'll do all right at this game." He looked at me over the top of the paper then. "You look like a wet weekend. Thought you'd come back from Rome grinning like the cat that got the cream. Didn't she say yes?"

"She said yes."

"Well, then." He went back to the racing. "Cheer up. You're engaged, you jammy little sod. Some of us are on our third."

Baz had seen the photo of her on my phone once, months back, the one from the beach. He'd whistled through his teeth and told me I was punching, and fair enough. Every man who saw her thought something like it, Baz included. It had never bothered me. It did now, a bit.

I let him have the last word. Baz on his third would have understood my week better than anyone I actually liked.
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The week fell back into its rhythm, and by that first Monday I had the whole of it laid out plainly in front of me. Ellie was at mine every weekend, Friday night to Sunday. Tuesday to Thursday she was up at the college doing the childcare course, and Saturdays she did her shift at the salon in town, cutting and colouring and coming home smelling faintly of other women's hair. And Mondays she was at her parents', always had been. Monday tea at Denise and Martin's was a fixture, roast leftovers and telly, her dad asleep in the chair by nine. I'd never once given it a thought before now. It was just Monday.

Now it was the one night of the week I didn't know where she was. She rang me at eight, which helped and didn't.

"How many's your side?" she said, straight in, no hello, her mum going on somewhere behind her and a kettle building to the boil. "For the party. Denise needs numbers by Wednesday or she can't do the food, she's doing all of it herself, she won't hear of a buffet from the Vault. Says she's not paying pub prices to feed her own family."

"I don't know. Twenty? My mum and dad, my nan if she's up to it. Lewis, obviously. Couple of the lads from work, not Baz. Say twenty-five to be safe."

"Twenty-five," she said, passing it on down the line. "God, ours is going to be massive, then. She's asked half the street. There's a list going the length of her arm."

"What's the venue like?"

"The Vault, the old bank up on the square, they do the function room on the top floor," she said, and then her voice dropped, gone warm and soft just for me. "It's actually really nice. You all right, though? You sound funny to me."

"I'm tired. Long day. A viewing that went nowhere."

"Poor you." She was smiling down the phone at me, I could tell. "Go on, get some sleep. I'll be at yours Friday night and I'll make it up to you properly, I promise…" Then, quick, the words speeding up on her again, "I've been good, by the way, in case you're lying there wondering. Been at Mum and Dad's since six doing invitations. Not that I have to tell you. I'm just saying it."

I hadn't asked. That was the deal. I lay there after she'd gone and thought about how she'd told me anyway, unasked, and couldn't tell if it was her being kind or her starting to enjoy not having to.

By half ten I was still awake with my phone flat on my chest, and I did know where she was, she was at her mum and dad's, of course she was, and still couldn't make myself believe it all the way down. Some faceless bloke with his hand up her skirt and two fingers working in her this very minute, while her dad snored in the chair a room away and she bit her lip quiet under him so the house wouldn't hear. It turned me cold. I let it run anyway.
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Friday she was at mine by seven. I'd got a Chinese in because I couldn't be bothered cooking, and neither could she after a week of college, and we ate it out of the cartons on the sofa with the telly on, her legs across my lap. For an hour it was just us, and it was easy. She'd come straight from town in her work things, a black top and jeans, and she'd kicked her shoes off at the door and pulled her hair down out of its clip so it hung loose and lightened at the ends over her shoulders. She ate the whole of her chow mein and half of mine while she told me about a woman at the salon who'd cried over a fringe. She laughed at her own story before she got to the end of it, loud enough to turn a room, her eyes gone to slits.

"Eat, you," she said, exactly like her mum, and pushed the last of my carton back at me with her foot.

"I ate. You ate mine." I caught her ankle and she let me hold it. "I've been thinking about you all week."

"Have you." She put her carton down on the floor and turned, kneeling up on the sofa beside me. I got a hand under her top, up the warm of her back, and found her bare underneath. No bra all night, and me only cottoning on now, and she watched me work it out with a slow look on her face. "There he is."

I pulled the top off over her head. Her tits came free of it, heavy and full, and she knelt there and let me look at her, which she liked, being looked at. I put my mouth to one nipple and sucked, and she made a soft sound and held the back of my head. Her other hand was already working the front of my jeans open, and then she had my cock out in her fist, stroking me slowly while I sucked her.

"Bed," she said, hauling me up off the sofa by the waistband. "Come on. I've been gagging for it all week and all, if you must know. I want your cock in me."

She liked the slow part, so I took my time. I got the rest of her clothes off her and kissed my way down, the flat of her belly, the crease of each thigh, and then her pussy proper. My tongue worked her until she had a fistful of the sheet and was telling me not to stop in that low fast voice she kept for bed. Two fingers up into her, wet through already, and she bucked off the mattress and swore at me. Only then did I come up over her, my cock aching hard, and push it slowly into her.

"Yes, fuck, like that," she gasped as I filled her, hooking her legs up over the backs of my thighs and pulling me deep. "That's it. God, that's it. Harder, I want to feel it Monday."

I fucked her like she'd asked, not gentle, and she got a hand down between us to rub herself while I did it. I watched my beautiful girl finish under me, chin up, her neck going red and blotchy, her tits jumping with every thrust.

"I'm going to cum," she gasped, her nails going into my arse and dragging me deeper. "Don't you dare stop, fuck, right there."

And then, halfway through it, for no reason on earth, a man I couldn't see had his hands on her hips and his cock in her instead of mine. Just a flash of it, some bloke, not one of hers, not anyone, and I shoved it clean out of my head and fucked her harder to lose it. She took all of it and came a second time round my cock, saying my name.

"In me," she gasped, her hands coming up either side of my face like she had in Rome, holding me so I couldn't look anywhere but at her. "Josh. I want your cum in me. Give it me." I couldn't have held it if I'd tried, my balls drawn up tight. I came hard, buried right up in her, and she kept me there after, her hand flat on the small of my back, both of us slick and breathing. I told her I loved her, into her neck, and I meant it more than I'd meant anything all week. She said she knew. She loved me too. And for a little while I was all right.
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She dropped off around midnight, on her front, one arm thrown over me, breathing slow and even. I couldn't drop off at all.

And it came back, the thing from the middle of it, the hands that weren't mine. Only now I was wide awake with nothing to pull me off it, and this time it stayed. My head set about building it, worse the harder I tried to stop it. Ellie on her knees in a room I'd never seen, a bloke behind her, and it wasn't one of the four she'd stood in the street and named. It was nobody, just a stranger, big. Then it handed me the rest of it, unasked, her mouth stretched full and open round a cock that was black and thick and nothing like mine, and I was hard. Properly hard, under her sleeping arm, my mouth gone dry, for that.

Fuck.

I lay dead still so I wouldn't wake her, and I had my own cock in my fist before I'd decided anything at all, throbbing, already wet at the tip. I finished quickly, in under a minute, biting down on it so it stopped in my teeth. I never got the tissue up off the nightstand in time. The first of it went over my own knuckles, warm, more spunk than a minute of touching myself in the dark had any business getting out of me, and I caught the rest in the tissue after. The whole time it was that. The stranger, her under him, his cock going into her mouth. It was harder than I'd come inside her an hour before, and it had nothing to do with the warm, real girl asleep against my side.

What the hell was wrong with me. I cleaned myself up in the dark with my heart still going, and lay slowly back down. I didn't know a black bloke she'd so much as spoken to. Where does a thing like that even come from. It was none of the actual men she was going to have, either. Liam and Marcus were the ones with faces, the ones that should have kept me up nights, and instead I'd built a bloke out of thin air and finished to him.

I told myself it was just my head doing something with a thing it couldn't cope with, and I nearly believed it.
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"Can I ask you something?" I said in the morning, watching her make the tea in one of my T-shirts and nothing else, like she owned the place, which by then she near enough did. "It's been on my mind."

"Depends what it is," she said, not turning round, spooning sugar into the mugs. "Go on, then."

"When it happens. This." I kept my voice level, dead casual, making coffee I didn't want. "Is it going to be them? The four. Liam and that."

She went still for a second, then carried on with the mugs. "Probably. I told you that in Rome, more or less." She brought me my coffee and leaned on the counter opposite with her tea, watching me over it. "Why, does that make it better or worse?"

"I don't know yet." That was honest. "Worse, I think. Knowing them. Knowing you'd have to see them after."

"You won't have to see anything." She reached over and put her hand flat on my chest, warm. "That's the whole point of doing it my way, remember. You don't have to picture a single thing you don't want to." She said it kind, and she meant it. I'd gone and done that to myself, in the dark, next to her.

"Right," I said.

"You're a funny one lately." She kissed me, quick, tea on her breath. "Stop stewing. Come and help me do the list, Mum wants it back today."
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We went through it together with her phone between us. Her mum's list had come through as a photo of an actual bit of paper, Denise's handwriting going down the page in two columns, aunties and cousins and somebody called Sandra I'd never heard of. Ellie went down it adding her own onto the end in the group chat, reading them out as she went, the girls from the salon, two from her course. I was half listening, warm, her leg over mine again, right up until her thumb put the next one in, plain as anything.

Liam + guest.

And two names later, Marcus.

I looked at the screen. Her exes, the two she was going to fuck before she'd marry me, put on the list by her own thumb, coming to our engagement do at the Vault, where Kyle would be working the bar. To celebrate us.

"That's a lot of people," I said.

"I know, it's mental," she said, still scrolling, thumb going, not a flicker on her. "Mum's invited the whole world. You'll know half of them, don't worry."

I would. Liam and Marcus at my own engagement do, and me getting them a drink at the bar while Kyle pulled the pints.
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Denise had done all the food herself. Three trestle tables of it up the long wall, and she'd not hear a word said against it. Vol-au-vents, a whole poached salmon with the head still on, sausage rolls she'd been up baking since six. I'd carried the last of it up from her car in a stack of Tupperware while Martin held the doors and called me a good lad twice over, which was about his limit at a stretch. The Vault had been a proper bank once. The function room was the old boardroom up top, high ceilings, a bar built into the wall where the tellers used to stand. Denise had booked it a year ahead off one wedding she'd been to. She'd have booked it for a christening if she could have found one going.

By eight the room was full. Mum and Dad came early with my nan on Dad's arm, and half of Denise's street came in after them, women I'd never met kissing my cheek and warmly telling me I'd done well for myself. I had done well for myself.

Ellie worked it like she'd been born to it. She'd bought a new dress for the night, deep red, off the one shoulder, cut low, and she'd had her hair done proper up the salon that afternoon, pinned up with the lightened ends left loose. Every time she crossed the floor a head turned after her. Not just the blokes, either. My stunning Ellie, lit up, going table to table with her hand out for the cards and her laugh going up loud over the music. I stayed at the bar and watched grown men watch my fiancée cross a room, and half of them had plainly already had a good look at her tits in that dress. I was proud of her and sick with it.

"Look at the state of him," Ryan said, catching me in a headlock before I'd seen him coming. "Engaged. You. I've known this one since school, and he blubbed his eyes out when they stuck Marley and Me on at the back of the coach in Year Nine."

"He never," she laughed.

"He did. Buckets. Snot and all." Ryan was a scaffolder now and had the shoulders off it, but nothing else about him had shifted in ten years. "This is Millie."

"Ignore him," Millie said, shaking my hand, small and pretty, her hair scraped neatly back off her face. "He's all mouth. Congratulations, honest. She looks gorgeous, your Ellie."

"She does that," I said.

"See, I keep telling him…" Ryan nodded down at Millie, and she rolled her eyes at him, easily, like she'd heard it a hundred times and didn't much mind hearing it again. It got to me, the two of them, ordinary and sorted, nothing between them to carry. "Anyway. Where's the ale? Your father-in-law shouting us or what?"

"Cash bar," I said, nodding at the taps. "Denise did the food. There's a limit to the woman."

"Tight do, this." He grinned and steered Millie off towards the bar.

I saw Liam before he saw me, which gave me a second to fix my face. He came in with a couple of others and a bottle of fizz with a bow round the neck, tall, loose, grinning before he was properly through the door, shaking hands as he passed like he half-owned the place. Ellie had told me in Rome I'd get on with him, and that was the sod of it, because I could feel myself wanting the bloke to like me inside two minutes, and I knew half the room wanted her. Plumber. A mouth on him and a good body under the shirt. He caught sight of Ellie across the floor and lifted the bottle to her, and she lifted her glass back, and I stayed where I was with my beer going warm in my fist.

He's going to have her. Him, before the wedding, another man fucking her, while I sit at a desk on the far side of town not knowing the day it happened.

Christ. I necked half of it and made myself stop watching him.

"You must be Josh," he said, taking my hand and closing his other one over the top of it. "Heard nothing but good, mate, honestly. Congratulations. What you having? These are on me."

"You don't have to do that."

"Give over, let me," he said, already turning for the bar. "It's your night, in't it?"

Kyle had the bar. Course he did, it was his shift, Ellie'd said as much on that hot street in Rome and I'd chosen to let it slide out of my head. A lad my own age flicking a fringe out of his eyes, and he pulled Liam's round without a flicker of his own, took the money, gave the change back like we were strangers to him. Barely, a couple of times, years back, she'd said. He was rubbish. One of hers behind the bar, pouring a drink for another of hers, to carry over to me, at the party thrown for her marrying me. I took the pint off Liam and thanked him and meant it.

Martin did a toast near nine. Denise made him. He got up on the low stage by the DJ with a bit of paper he never once looked at and went red to the ears. Ellie had been the best thing ever to happen to him and her mother, he said. When she'd first brought me home he'd thought, there's a steady one, and hadn't he been proved right. He couldn't be happier to be handing her over to a decent lad. To Josh and Ellie. The whole lot of them came up off their chairs with their glasses. Two of the men lifting one to me had had her already, and before the wedding one of them would have her again, and I lifted mine back with my fiancée's arm hooked warm through it and drank to it.

I got Ellie to myself by the presents table, a hill of gift bags and ribbon climbing the wall by now.

"You never said Liam was coming," I said, handing her a fresh wine.

"Course he's coming, he's on the list," she said, sipping it and pulling a face at it, warm, leaning her weight into my side. "You put your own twenty-five down, you don't get to start on mine."

"I'm not counting. I'm asking." I kept it dead casual, which I'd got good at these last couple of weeks. "Him and Marcus both. At our do."

"They're mates, Josh, they were mates long before they were ever owt else." She said it, and then she was off, the words coming quicker and falling over one another. "You can't go uninviting half the town over a thing that's not even happened. It'd look mental, Mum would want to know why for a start. And it's nice, isn't it, everyone in the one room, no funny business, just a party. I'm not going to do anything here, if that's what your face is doing." She caught my hand and pressed it flat between both of hers. "Behave. Come and say hello to Marcus, he's been asking after you."

Marcus stood over by the tall windows with a glass of water, because Marcus didn't drink, and he was the fittest man in the room by a street and knew it to the ounce. Mid-thirties, cropped grey at the sides, a chest and a set of arms filling out a plain black polo. He shook my hand, holding on a shade too long, and looked at me with a warmth that was worse than any sneer.

"Josh," he said, setting his glass on the sill and getting his free hand onto my shoulder. "She's told me all about you. Good on you, honestly. You look after that girl."

"I will," I said.

"I know you will. She's a good one." He finally let my hand drop. "Known her years, me. Since she were a slip of a thing…" Since she was eighteen. He said it fond, an old friend counting me lucky. I held his eye and nodded. I set him on her against that window, his cock in her, that gym body working, all those years of his hands on her body that I'd never catch up on. I put my eyes on the salmon till it cleared.

"Cracking spread," Marcus said, following my look. "Her mum?"

"Her mum."

"Thought as much."

I'd been half-watching for Lewis all night and half-not finding him. There, then not, at the edge of a group and then gone, a drink in his hand and never the same drink twice. That wasn't him. Lewis was the loud middle of any room he stood in, always had been. Tonight he was quietly working the walls.

They put a slow one on near eleven and Ellie took the pint out of my hand, set it down, and towed me onto the floor, because I'm no dancer and she knew it and steered me out there anyway. Her arms went up round my neck, her tits soft against my chest. Small, without the heels she'd kicked off under a chair an hour before.

"Stop it," she murmured into my collar.

"Stop what."

"Whatever this is," she said, leaning back to look up at me, red mouth, brown eyes gone soft and a bit drunk. "You've had a face on you all night, and I know what's under it, so I'll say it the once and you can knock it off." She got her mouth up to my ear, low, only for me under the music. "There's not a man in this room having me tonight but you. I'm getting in that taxi with you, and I want your cock in me before we've even got the front door shut, and I couldn't care less what state either of us is in. So drink up and dance with me and fuck off doing your sums."

She kissed me slowly before I could get a word out, one hand light on my chest. Half the room had a look at it, the husbands and their wives both, watching my girl kiss me on a floor she'd filled just by walking onto it. Half of them had watched her all night. I let them look, and I let myself have it for the length of one song, and I very nearly got clean away with the whole night.

I found Lewis in the end out on the little iron balcony off the side of the room, on his own, smoking, which I hadn't known he'd taken back up.

"There you are," I said, pulling the door to behind me. "Thought you'd sloped off on me."

"Wouldn't slope off on you." He didn't turn round straight away, and when he did his face went tight, then set itself flat. "Congratulations, mate. Where's your drink, I'll fetch you one."

"You've a fag on the go."

"So I have." He frowned at it like it had turned up in his hand on its own. Lewis was a big lad, easy in himself as a rule, and tonight he was neither. He had one hand clamped on the rail, taking his weight, and he'd clearly had a skinful. He cooked for a living, sous-chef up the Regent out on the ring road, hours that meant you booked him like a dentist. But he'd sworn blind he had tonight off. He'd given up a whole Saturday to sit and help me choose the ring. He was the one man in that room I actually wanted to get properly drunk with. "Good turnout," he offered. "Her mum do the food?"

"Everybody keeps asking me that."

"It's a lot of food, that, Josh."

Down in the car park the smokers had spilled out of the bar below us. I watched a bloke I half-knew stand dead still in behind a row of white transit vans, head cocked, plainly earwigging two women going at it low and hard by the fire door. Rob, that was him. Ellie's cousin Lucy's fella. One of the women was Lucy herself and the other I didn't know, a Gemma somebody, and Rob was quietly taking down every word of it.

"Look at that," I said, nodding down at him. "Behind the van. Listening in."

Lewis leaned over the rail to see, and for the first time all night he laughed, properly, up from the belly. "Sad case."

"Terrible, in't it."

"Whatever she's telling her, he does not want that in his head." He straightened up and the laugh went off him as quick as it had come. He took a last drag and pinched the fag out on the top of the rail. "Josh. Listen."

"Go on."

He looked back through the glass at the lot of it, my mum, Denise, Ellie in the thick of them with her head tipped back, laughing. Whatever he'd carried out onto that balcony to tell me, I watched him set it back down.

"Not here," he said. "Not tonight, not at your own do. But there's a thing I've got to tell you, and it'll not keep past the weekend. Come round mine tomorrow. On your own, yeah?"

"Lewis. What thing."

"Tomorrow." He put a hand round the back of my neck, same as he had since we were seven, gripped it the once, and dropped it, and went back inside to my party ahead of me. I stayed out on the balcony with the town spread dark below and the music coming muffled through the glass, and no idea what it was my oldest mate couldn't say to me on his feet.


5




Iwalked round to Lewis's on the Sunday because sitting still in a car was beyond me. My head was banging off the drink, and I'd told Ellie I was off for a fry-up with the lads to shift it, which was the first proper lie I'd ever told her, and it went down easily as anything. She was still in bed when I left, one leg thrown out of the covers, warm and soft and mine, and she asked me sleepily to fetch her a sausage barm on the way back. I said I would. Then I didn't.

Lewis had a flat over the row of shops out by the ring road, a chippy and a vape place and a bookies underneath it, ten minutes from the Regent so he could roll in off a late shift. I'd been up there dozens of times. I stood at the street door with my thumb on his buzzer longer than the job really wanted.

He came down in a T-shirt and joggers and let me up quietly, and the flat was how it always was, only worse. A clothes horse of chef's whites steaming gently by the radiator. His knife roll open on the side, the good knives he guarded off everyone else. Last night's cans still on the coffee table, the curtains half shut against the grey, the smell of the chippy coming up steadily through the floor. He'd been awake all night too. It sat plainly on him.

"Sit down," he said. "D'you want a brew, or…"

"I don't want a brew, Lewis."

"No." He stood there with his big hands hanging. "No, course you don't."

I stayed by the door with my coat on, and we stood in it for a bit. Down in the street a car went past with the bass up and faded off.

"Go on, then," I said. "You dragged me off a balcony at my own do, and I've been up half the night on it. Just say it."

He sat down heavy on the arm of the settee, put his face in his hands and rubbed it slowly, and when he took them away he looked older than I'd ever seen him look.

"I've been sick over this for weeks," he said. "I want you to know that first. I've been snapping at everyone at work, the head chef's had me in the office over it. It's eaten me alive, and I couldn't stand another day, not with that ring, not with you stood there thanking me for helping choose the bloody thing."

"Lewis."

"Me and Ellie." He said it to the carpet. "I slept with her."

There it was. Part of me had known it climbing the stairs, had known it out on that balcony watching him fail to get it out, and it still knocked the wind out of me. I put a hand flat on the door frame.

"When," I said.

"Josh…"

"When, Lewis. That's the only thing I'm asking you. When."

He looked up and made himself hold it, and I'll give him that, he kept his eyes on me the whole way through.

"The Monday before you flew out to Rome," he said.

The Monday. She'd have told me she was at her mam and dad's. She was always there on a Monday. I stood there and counted it back, the actual days, six of them before I got down on one knee up that hill with a ring I'd saved four months for.

"She was at her parents'," I said, and heard how stupid it sounded. As if he'd know my own week better than I did.

"She wasn't at her parents'." He said it gently. "She was here. She text me she'd had a barney with her mam and could she come round, so she came round, and we had a few, and I'll not dress it up. It happened here. On that."

He nodded down at the cushions under him. I looked at them, an ordinary two-seater with a throw chucked over the back, and my head put her on it under him before I could stop it. Right now, this second. Her legs up, his cock in her, him having her right there while I picked a ring, her face doing the thing it only does for me. I looked hard at the clothes horse till the picture went.

"Before Rome," I said. "So before any of it. Before the deal."

"What deal?"

That pulled me up short, because of course he knew nothing about the deal. Nobody did. It was the one thing in the whole town that was only mine.

"Nothing," I said. "Doesn't matter. Keep going. You said weeks, though. That's more than one Monday."

He got up and went to the window and stood with his back to me. Lewis, who'd had his hand round the back of my neck since we were seven, now kept his face turned to the glass.

"Twice since," he said to the window. "Since you got back. She come round after her shift one Saturday, and then once more, the week after. I told her that last time it had to stop. I meant it, an' all. Told her I'd sooner never clap eyes on her again than keep doing this to you." He turned round. "She said a dead weird thing when I said that. Said it was fine, honest, you didn't need to know, what you don't know can't hurt you. Reeled it straight off. Like she'd said it somewhere before."

What you don't know can't hurt you. My own line. Her line. The thing I'd shaken hands on at a luggage belt, come back at me out of my best mate's mouth, in a flat that stank of chip fat. I sat down after all, on the hard chair by the little table where he ate on his own, and Lewis watched me do it.

"I can't make sense of her saying it," he said. "That's what's done my head in, more than the rest. That's not a sorry thing to say, that. That's…"

"Leave it," I said.

"Right. Sorry."

"Did she…" I started, and then couldn't find the end of it, and the missing end was suddenly the loudest thing in the room. A hundred questions, and not one I could ask with him stood there. What did you do. Was it good. Did she do the thing she does with her hips. I shut it down. I wasn't going to sit in my best mate's kitchen with a hangover and my coat on and ask him how he'd had her. Not yet. "Nothing," I muttered. "Forget it."

"She's your fiancée, Josh, and I love you, you're the nearest thing I've got to a brother, and I did that to you, and then I stood at your do handing presents up a table like butter wouldn't melt." His voice cracked properly on it, and I hated that he got to be the one whose voice cracked. "I'm not asking you to be all right with me. I wouldn't be. I just couldn't let you get married with your best man sat on a thing like this."

Best man. We'd never once said it aloud, him being best man, but of course he was. Who else would it ever be. I nearly laughed, and nothing came.

"You picked the ring with me," I said. "Sat in that shop four hours, the woman fetching tray after tray out, and the whole time you'd already had her."

"I know."

"Sat there going, she'll love that one, mate, that's the one." I was on my feet now. "Four months' wages, on a ring, for a girl you'd already been inside."

"I know what I did." He didn't come at me, didn't square up, only stood and took it with his hands open at his sides. "Hit me if you want. Honest to God, I'd sooner you did."

I didn't want to hit him. I wanted to want to. Any other man alive and I'd have gone across that room, and it would have been clean and simple, and I'd have known exactly what I was. But it was Lewis. Big soft daft Lewis, who'd cried harder than me at his own nan's funeral. I stood in the middle of his flat with my fists hanging useless. Ellie had told him it was allowed. She'd used my own words to do it. And even there, even then, I badly wanted to know which of the two of them had said them first.

"I'm going," I said.

"Josh. Let me walk you…"

"You're all right."

I got out and down the stairs past the chippy and into the cold, and I heard him say my name the once behind me, up the stairwell. I kept walking.
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It's a twenty-five-minute walk from Lewis's back to mine, and I did it in the dark an October Sunday teatime comes down with. Everything shut. The chip shop, the one taxi office, a single light burning over the bookies the whole way home. I put one foot in front of the other and let my head go where it wanted.

Here. On his settee, that throw over the back. The Monday she'd phoned me at eight to say goodnight from her mam's, only she wasn't at her mam's, she was here, under my best mate, him inside her and her heels in the air. Then she'd rung me and said night night, love you, and I'd said it straight back. Twice since. Come round after her salon shift smelling faintly of other women's hair, just as she came to me. His hands on her, bigger than mine, all of him bigger than mine, and her reciting my own words back to him after.

I stopped by the shuttered bookies and had to breathe a minute. It wasn't sick this time, the sick that Rome had been, the one that came up every time she'd stood in a street and named one of them. This was something else, and I made myself walk on with my heart going hard against the cold glass.

The worst of it, walking, wasn't Lewis at all. It was the deal. Her deal, the one she'd built so I'd never have to carry any of it, and here was the one man too soft to keep it behind his teeth, handing me the lot. Now I had a face for it, and a settee, and I'd know that throw again if I saw it.

She was at mine when I let myself in, of course she was, it was Sunday. Curled on the sofa in my hoodie with her feet under her and a soap on, and she looked up and asked cheerfully if I'd had a good fry-up. I told her yeah. She said I still looked rough. I said I'd have a shower.

"Did you fetch my barm?"

"They'd sold out."

"Story of my life." She turned happily back to the telly.

I stopped in the doorway a second, looking at the back of her head, the lightened ends of her hair loose over the collar of my hoodie. My hoodie. And I couldn't for the life of me line her up with the girl on the settee in my head.
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Sleep wasn't coming. She went off around midnight, easily, as she always did, her breathing slowing and her back turned to me. I lay wide awake beside her, doing what I'd done every night for weeks, only with a settee in it now.

Around three I gave it up and went through to the kitchen for water. The party cans were still bagged by the back door where I'd dumped them, too tired to face the bins. My phone sat on the side, and I picked it up for something to hold, and there it was. From Lewis. Sent at half one, while I'd been lying there staring at the ceiling.

mate I know you don't want to hear from me. I'm not expecting owt back. I just need you to know I've never been so ashamed of anything in my life. you're the best mate I've ever had and I threw it in the bin over a few pints and being a weak bastard and I'll regret it till the day I die.

for what it's worth, she came to me. that's not me passing the buck, I could've said no a hundred times and I said yes every time. but she's not some innocent in this Josh. the way she talked about it after. I'll say no more than that, it's not my place. just watch yourself. and I'm here if you ever want me back. probably you won't and I'd not blame you.

I read it through twice at the counter. The way she talked about it after. I shouldn't have gone anywhere with that, I knew it, but my head took it and ran, as it always ran now, and handed me Ellie afterwards. In Lewis's bed, the throw pulled round her, warm and pleased with herself, saying the filthy things she says to me in that low fast voice she keeps for our bed. Saying them to him. "Fuck, don't stop, right there." His cock still in her hand while she said it. His cock in her mouth after, sucking him off. What she'd let him do to her.

And for reasons I couldn't have stood up in a court and defended, stood there in my own kitchen at three in the morning with the man's apology still lit in my hand, I was hard. Properly hard, aching with it, my cock stiffening and throbbing against my jeans.

I put the phone face down on the counter, as if the phone had done it and not me.

Fucking hell.

I kept my hands to myself. That one night, at least, I stood and let it throb and gave it nothing, drank the water down and waited for it to pass, and it passed, slowly, like a dead leg does. Then I put the phone on to charge and went back through to the bedroom.

Ellie was fast asleep. On her side, one arm up under the pillow, my hoodie swapped now for one of my T-shirts, the covers slipped down off her shoulder and the shape of her under them I knew by heart. Her mouth a little open. Dead to the world, her face gone slack and easy with sleep. The best part of a month back I'd knelt in the gravel in front of forty strangers. Two men in this town had already had her, and one of them had sat and helped me choose her ring, and here she was asleep in my bed with her arm under my pillow, not a mark on her. I stood in the doorway of my own room, and I could not make myself get in.
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"You've read that same sheet four times," Baz said, without looking up. "I can hear you not turning the page."

"I'm concentrating."

"You're miles off, is what you are." He licked a thumb and turned his own page, the racing folded down into a neat square the way he liked it. "Trouble at home already? You've not even got the ring paid off."

"There's no trouble."

"There's always trouble, son. It's what keeps me in cufflinks." He said it happily, a man three marriages in and sorry about none of them, and went back to the two-thirty at Kempton.

I had two viewings on the sheet for that afternoon and a Monday stretching out grey past the both of them, and none of the particulars in front of me went in. It was gone one. She'd have finished up at the college by now. Tuesday to Thursday she was up there, but her Mondays were her own until teatime, and then she went to her mum and dad's, roast leftovers and the telly and Martin asleep in the armchair by nine. She'd texted me that morning to say the same. at mums tonight save me a bit of whatever ur having tomoz xx. I'd read it at the kettle and felt the pull of it, low down, tight, and written back will do love you.

My head had another man on her already, faceless, his hands shoved up under her top and his mouth at her neck, fucking her while I read the same line off a fact sheet twice over. It turned my stomach cold and I let it run anyway. I'd not been myself since Rome, and less so since Sunday, since Lewis's flat.

"First one's a no-show, mind," Baz said, tapping the sheet on my desk without getting up, so I had to lean right over for the tap to have landed anywhere. "The Fairfax couple. They've rung to move it twice and they'll cry off when it comes, you watch. Time-wasters. You'll stand in an empty gaff for forty minutes learning nowt, which is about right for a Monday."

"Cheers, Baz."

"Building character," he said. "Go on. Keys are on the hook."
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He was right, as he generally was. I stood in the empty three-bed off Cavendish Street the best part of an hour with the keys warming in my fist and the road outside staying quiet. I walked through the rooms to keep myself moving, opening the odd cupboard, running a tap that spat brown and then ran clear, and every window showed me the same wet afternoon going nowhere. In the back bedroom my head put her down on the bare carpet with a bloke kneeling into her, here, now, and I stood in a stranger's house and let the whole thing play. I got the phone out to call the couple and put it away again, then did the same a minute after. It was Ellie I wanted to ring.

The second viewing turned up at least, a young lad and his mum wanting a flat he plainly couldn't afford, and I did the thing Baz had drummed into me, read the room, let them go round on their own, told them the school was good and the neighbours were quiet. I got them out by four and locked up and dropped into the car in the rain with the engine off.

She'd be at her parents' by six. That was how the evening went. Two hours off yet.

I don't know when I decided to do it. I put the phone down twice, but my thumb had her mum's landline up before I'd talked myself into anything, an old saved number from before either of us had mobiles worth the name. I had a reason ready in case anyone asked for one. The party. There was always the party. Numbers, the food, the salmon Denise insisted on doing herself. I could ring her mother about the party any hour of the day and nobody would blink.

It rang four times. My thumb hovered over hanging up on the third.

"Hello?" Denise. Bright, a bit breathless, a game show going behind her.

"Denise, it's Josh."

"Josh, love! I was only saying to Martin, we've not clapped eyes on you since the do. What a night, wasn't it? I've still got vol-au-vents coming out my ears." She laughed at her own joke and I made myself laugh with her. "Are you after Ellie? She's not with you?"

The floor of the car tipped, slow, an inch or two under me.

"No, I…" I got hold of it. "I was actually ringing you. About the final numbers, for the⁠—"

"Because she said she was stopping at yours tonight," Denise went straight on, warm and unstoppable, as she always got. "She's hardly here of a Monday any more, is she, not now she's got you. I said to Martin, we've lost her, that's what an engagement does. Is she not round yours yet, then?"

"She's… no. Not yet." My voice stayed level and I have no idea how. "Held up, probably. The buses."

"Ooh, tell me about it." And off she went, the buses, the roadworks up by the precinct, a cousin of hers who'd stood fifty minutes in the wet. I sat there with the phone hot against my ear saying mm and terrible in the right gaps. Everything I'd taken for solid about a Monday came quietly apart while she talked. She said she'd sort the numbers with Ellie direct. She told me to look after myself. I told her I would.

I put the phone down in my lap and sat with it.

She'd told me she was at her mum's. She'd told her mum she was at mine. She'd built the one lie to brace against the other, so that as long as I left the house alone and Denise left me alone, the two held each other up. I'd have sat at my desk all evening picturing her round there with a plate on her knee. Instead my girl was loose in this town, at some address I couldn't have found, and I'd only ever get to imagine the rest of it.

And my head handed me a bloke to go in the gap. His hands on her, her tits in his mouth, him fucking up into her and taking his time while her mum and dad sat in for the evening and I sat in a car park believing in a plate of roast. I couldn't have told you a word of it was true. It made no odds. My head ran it anyway. She'd texted me at breakfast to save her a bit of tea. Barely two hours back.

I put my head against the rest and breathed slowly.
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I picked the phone up again. I FaceTimed her, and while it rang out I got my face right and got the lie loaded, because I'd want one the second she picked up.

She picked up.

"Hiya." Her face filled the screen, and she was fine. Completely fine, nothing the matter with her at all, and it hollowed me out. Face done, a bit more than she'd bother with for her mum's. Big gold hoops swinging that I was sure I'd not seen before. Hair down and loose the way she wore it for going out. Behind her a wall I didn't know and warm light on plaster that wasn't her mother's woodchip. "You all right? You look done in."

"Bloody Fairfax couple stood me up." I let it be true, because the true bit carried the false bit. "Forty minutes in an empty house. I actually meant to ring the office, get Baz to log it. Fat thumbs. Got you instead."

"Aw. My poor famous estate agent." She smiled, and it reached her eyes, and I hated that it reached her eyes. "Log it and come home, you. There's nowt worth staying out for tonight."

"You at your mum's?"

"Yeah, course." It came out easy first, and then it kept coming, the words bunching up quick with no gap left between them. "We're just having our tea, Mum's done this massive thing with all the leftover salmon, she's convinced it'll go off otherwise, honestly you've never seen so much fish… Dad's spark out in the chair already, bless him. I'll be back at mine for half nine, ten. Why, d'you want me to bring you owt? I can bring you some fish…"

"You're all right," I said. "I've eaten."

"Suit yourself." She tucked a loose strand back and a gold hoop caught the light I couldn't place. "Go home. Have a bath. I love you. See you tomorrow, yeah?"

"Yeah. Love you."

She blew me a daft kiss, tongue out, and hung up, and the screen dropped back to her name over a little grey circle where her face had been.

I stayed with it a while. Nothing had crossed her face the whole call. She'd said fish twice and got her mother into it and told me her dad was asleep, and every word of it came out of a room I couldn't picture, a house I'd never set foot in. She was good at it. So good at it that on any ordinary week I'd be driving home now to run a bath and wait for her at half nine, grateful as anything. And under the whole call, the whole time she'd smiled down the line at me, my head kept putting someone else's hands on her, somewhere I'd never see.

And there it was again, the low tight pull from the kettle that morning, and now it had me half-hard in my jeans and aching with it, over nothing but a lie and a face she'd done for another man. I shifted in the seat and pushed it down.
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I drove to her parents' anyway. God knows what I thought I'd turn up. Denise had told me plainly, and Denise couldn't tell a lie to save her life, so I already had it. But I took the fifteen minutes across town to the estate where she'd grown up and turned into their road with my lights doing little in the last of the grey, and I slowed past the house.

Lamp on in the front room. Martin's shape sunk in the armchair, telly-blue washing over him, exactly where he'd be. Denise crossing behind him with a dish in her hands. The drive stood empty, and her little Corsa was nowhere down the road either, because Ellie was nowhere near, and always had been, while the two of them sat in there sure their daughter was round at mine having her tea.

I drove on past. I went round the block the once, slow, knowing full well how it would look to anyone at a window and doing it regardless, and pulled up round the corner from the house under a dead streetlight and killed the engine.

Then I remembered.

Months back, in the spring, before any of this, she'd shared her location with me. She'd done it so I could see how far off the bus was when she was on her way to mine, whether to put the oven on yet. She'd sent it laughing, said now I could keep tabs on her, cheeky, meaning it purely as a joke. I'd left it sat in the phone ever since, untouched, and I'd clean forgotten it was there until this second in a cold car with the engine ticking.

My hands were a little off. I found her name. I pressed it.

The map thought about it, the small wheel going round slowly, and then it settled. It put her a good three miles from Martin's armchair, and about the same again from me. The blue dot sat still on a street I couldn't have named, out the far side of the ring road, a road I'd have had to search for. Some pin over a terrace or a flat, a light on behind a curtain, and no way on earth of telling what was behind it. My head filled it in regardless. My Ellie inside it this minute with her gold hoops still in and her heels kicked off on the floor, some man I'd never meet fucking her slow, while I sat with a phone in my hand and a dot that told me nothing but where. And even then I felt myself throb low and hot a half-second before the sick rolled up over the top of it.

Shit.
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The salon shut at five on a Saturday and I was parked across the road from it by half four, engine off, a meal deal going warm on the passenger seat that I'd bought so I'd a reason to be sat in a car doing nothing. I could see her plainly through the window. Down the far end, at the last chair, sleeves pushed up, working a brush and a bowl of colour into some woman's roots. She'd her hair up off her neck in the heat of the place, a few bits come loose round her face. She said something and the woman laughed and Ellie laughed back, head going, loud enough that I nearly heard it through the glass.

I'd told Baz I had a valuation over in Denton at four and I'd head home after. He'd not even looked up. Nobody books a valuation for four of a Saturday afternoon, and Baz would know it if he ever stopped to think, but Baz never once stopped to think about me, which for the first time had done me a favour.

She wasn't due at mine until late. She'd texted the night before, all of it worked out easily. out with the girls from work sat, leaving do for sammi, dont wait up ill make my own way over after xxx. I'd written back that it was fine and to have a nice night, and then I'd lain awake half the night on it.

There was no leaving do. Or there might be one later, and she'd walk into it at nine with her story straight and her lipstick redone and nobody the wiser. But it wasn't where she was going first. I'd known that since the night before, low in my stomach with nothing to prove it, and I'd quietly rearranged a whole Saturday round what I knew.
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At two minutes past five the lights dropped to half and the girls came out in ones and twos, pulling coats on, shouting back through the door. Ellie came out third. She'd already changed, out of the black work stuff and into a little dark dress I didn't know, her hair down loose and lightened at the ends over her shoulders, done up properly like she was at the do already. A bag hung off her shoulder. Her overnight bag, the tan one, the one that lived half-packed for weekends at mine.

She didn't turn left for the bus stop and mine. She got in her car and pulled out right, towards the ring road, away from me and away from town.

I gave her a good head start and slowly went after her.

Following her turned out easy, easier than it should be. I sat two cars back through the lights by the retail park, her indicator going and mine going, both of us turning the same way onto the dual carriageway with a Sainsbury's lorry between us the whole time that I was glad of. She took the second exit, down past the dead precinct with its shutters and its only two shops still going, and pulled in on the road behind it where the flats sit over the units. I carried on past and round and parked thirty yards back, a skip and a Transit between us.

She was out and locking the car before I'd got my engine off. Bag on her shoulder. She went to a black door between the bookmaker's and the empty unit that used to be a Greggs, and she didn't knock or buzz, she had a key, or he let her in that quickly it came to the same thing. Then she was inside and the door shut behind her.

Kyle's. It came to me while I was still looking at the door. Kyle off the bar at the Vault, flicking his fringe, pulling Liam a pint like I was a stranger to him. He was rubbish, she'd said, on that hot street in Rome, and pulled the one small unkind face she'd pulled about any of them. Barely, a couple of times, years back. Him. The one she'd all but laughed off. She'd cut a shift and packed a bag and driven the wrong side of the ring road on a Saturday, for the ex she swore was no good.
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I sat with it for a long time.

I ate half the meal deal and couldn't finish it. A light came on behind a first-floor curtain, warm and orange through the lining, and I made myself not decide it was his. A woman went past below me with a shopping trolley and a little dog and didn't look at me twice. The bookies' sign buzzed on as the last of the light went.

And the whole time my head was up in that room ahead of me, in a flat I'd never see the inside of, running it. He's got her dress up round her waist this minute. He's got his hands on her, his fingers in her, her on her knees on some bloke's manky carpet, sucking his cock. Another man having my girl twenty yards up and to the left of where I sat. And she'll be telling him not to stop, arching up into it, the afternoon of her life.

I was half-hard over it in the car, a cold sausage roll hardening in the bag and my own cock stiffening in my jeans while he fucked her. It dropped through me, and behind it something came up thick and heavy. I wouldn't have it.

I typed out a text to her at one point, normal as anything, asking what time she reckoned she'd be over. My thumb sat on send. Then I slowly deleted it, letter by letter, because I already knew the answer would be a lie and I couldn't sit there in the dark and watch it come in. I had the radio going for a minute and then killed it. The quiet suited it better.

A traffic warden got me before I'd been there two hours. I watched him come the length of the road in his hi-vis, ticketing the skip and a flat-bed and finally me. I sat and let him. Getting out to argue meant being a man stood in the road under Kyle's window shouting about a parking bay, and I had more to lose than forty quid. He photographed the plate, stuck the wallet under my wiper, and moved on. Forty quid to sit and watch a door. I'd happily have paid it twice.

I rang her a bit after seven. I'd told myself I wouldn't, and I did anyway.

I FaceTimed her, which I'd sworn off after the last one, my face ready and a line loaded in case she picked up, something daft about the meal deal. It rang the whole way out to the little grey circle. Then, before I'd even put the phone down, the text came up.

cant hear a thing in here hun [image: see-no-evil monkey] sammis already steaming lol. u ok?? ring u proper when im home xxx

I read it twice. A second one landed right after it.

dont wait up!! love u xx

She was up in that flat over a shut Greggs, her bag on the floor and her dress somewhere it shouldn't be. And she'd stopped, mid-way through it or straight after, to tell me she couldn't hear over the music at a do she wasn't at. She'd put a little monkey with its hands over its eyes on the end of it. And she was good enough at it that if I hadn't followed her the wrong way up the dual carriageway, I'd be home now with the oven on, texting have fun love you to a girl I thought was doing shots with the salon crowd.

I turned the phone over on the seat. I didn't text back. There was nothing to send.

I nearly drove home twice and both times didn't, and around nine the light behind the curtain went off. A minute after that I saw them.

The black door opened and the two of them stood in the frame a second, lit yellow off the stair light behind. Her, small, the dress back on and the bag back on her shoulder. Him behind her, a shape with his hand flat on the small of her back, seeing her out. Kyle. His head bent down at her ear saying something, her laughing, tipping back into him the way she'd tipped back into me on that terrace in Rome. Then his hand came off her, and she was down the step and round to her car, and the door shut quietly on him again. That was it. Ten seconds of the pair of them in a doorway, and my head left to do what it liked with the two hours I hadn't seen.

Even that did it to me. Just another man's hand on her back, that was all it took, and I felt the low shameful throb of it, my cock thickening again where I sat. I let her pull off before I started the engine. I didn't follow this time. I knew where she was going. She'd shower and redo her mouth and walk into the do at half nine with the whole afternoon washed off her, and then, later, she was coming to me.
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I got in before her and couldn't settle to a thing.

I put the telly on and watched none of it. It wouldn't leave me alone, the doorway, the ten seconds of it, the two of them lit up and her leaning into him. Kyle behind her on some bed. His hands on her, in her hair. The ex she'd barely bothered with, getting all of her, an hour and more of it, while I was stuck out there down the road.

I gave it up and went for a shower before she got back, to be clean and normal and in bed like nothing had happened. I stood under it with my forehead on the tiles and the water running, and I was hard. Had been on and off in the car for hours, pushed down. In here there was nothing to push it down for.

For some reason it wasn't even a faceless one now. It was him. Kyle, that I had a face for, the fringe and the flat nothing of him. Her under him, her neck flushed red the way it goes. And I had my cock in my fist before I'd properly let myself think the word for what I was doing. I did it to that. To the useless one having her all afternoon, to the two hours I'd been kept off the sight of it. I worked myself hard and fast under the spray, my cock throbbing in my hand, and I came harder than I'd any right to, harder than I'd come inside her in Rome, my whole body clenching with it. The cum went straight down the drain. I stood there after with the water still running and my hand flat on the wall.

Christ.

Not even a good one. She'd told me herself he was nothing, and I'd stood here and finished to him having her. It was never about Kyle. It was never going to be about which of them, and it was plain enough to me, stood there wet with the water gone cold. It was her being had that did it. Any of them. It didn't even need to be a good one.

I got out and dried off and got into bed and lay there clean and hollow, waiting for the sound of her key.
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It came about midnight. The Yale, then the door, then her in the hall being quiet for me the way you go quiet for someone asleep. One shoe off, then the other. The tap running a second in the kitchen. She came into the bedroom in the dark. I heard the bag go down soft by the wardrobe and her dress come off, and then the covers lifted and she was in beside me, cool from outside and freshly clean, her hair still damp at the ends. She smelled of soap and warm skin and nothing else at all. My lovely girl, home to me at midnight, showered down to nothing, no trace of him left on her anywhere.

"You awake?" she whispered.

"Mm. Just about."

"Sorry, baby." She fitted herself along my back, an arm coming over me, her mouth at my shoulder. "Did I wake you? I tried to be quiet."

"How was it," I said. "The do."

"Oh my God, messy." And she was off, warm and low against my neck, the words spilling out of her all joined up. "Sammi was in bits by nine, we had to pour her into a taxi, honest to God, and there was this whole thing with the barman and Nat's card, don't even ask… I'm shattered, my feet are killing me. I only had two, before you say owt… Been dead good." She kissed my shoulder. "Missed you. You're warm."

"Go to sleep," I said.

"Mm. Love you." She was under in about a minute, gone heavy against my back, her breathing slowing easily at my neck, dead to it all.

I lay there with my fiancée's arm over me and her damp hair against my shoulder blade, wide awake, looking at the wall. I already knew I'd do it again.
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Ihadn't texted Lewis back, and he'd not stopped trying.

I lay behind her in the dark with her damp hair against my mouth and her sleeping easy at my chest, and around one I quietly gave up on getting off myself. I got the phone out low under the edge of the duvet, the brightness right down, and read slowly back up the whole thread of him. The apology was still there at the top of it, the long one from that first night, the one I'd stood and read at the counter with him newly sick over what he'd done. I left it. I knew it off by heart. Under it he'd sent three more since, and I'd let each one sit on read.

you don't have to say owt back mate. just let us know you're eating and that. worried about you.

Then, a week after that, only this.

thinking of you. that's all.

And then the last one, sent the Thursday just gone, two days before she cut her shift and drove the wrong side of the ring road to Kyle's.

I'll be here whenever you want me, or I'll leave you be forever, whichever you want. I'm not going anywhere Josh. I just need you to know that. that's me done pestering now. look after yourself.

Big daft Lewis meant every word of it. He'd happily sit gutted at the end of a phone for a year if I asked him to, and I'd never had a truer mate in my life than the one who'd had my fiancée on his settee. And still, reading his messages did what it always did to me now. There they are again. Another man over her, his cock in her right this second, while I lie four feet off her clean and asleep to the lot of it. Only tonight it came with a second door stacked over it. A black one over the precinct, and Kyle behind it, his hands on her too, taking his time with her while I sat twenty yards down the road in a cold car. Two of them now. Two that I even knew about.

I dropped the phone screen-down on the carpet and lay there, and I honestly couldn't do it. I couldn't lie behind her warm and easy and pretend at sleep, not with her hair still wet from washing another man off it, and me the only one in the bed who knew.

I got up.
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I sat in the kitchen with the light off and a glass of water I didn't drink and the fridge humming, and I've no idea how long I'd been in there when I heard her come to.

The bed creaked and the covers went, and then her feet on the landing, soft. She came round the kitchen door in one of my T-shirts and nothing under it, small and bare-legged, the hem up round the tops of her thighs and her tits loose under the cotton. Her hair was pushed to one side and creased from the pillow. Even sat where I was, my eye went the length of her before it got up to her face.

"Josh?" She put the light on and squinted at it, then at me. "What you doing sat in here? It's gone one."

"Couldn't sleep."

"Come back to bed, you daft thing, you'll freeze." She came over rubbing one eye, and when I stayed put she stopped, and I watched the sleep go off her by degrees. She folded her arms across the front of the T-shirt. "What's the matter? You've got a face on you."

"How was the do."

"I told you how it was, I told you last night." It came out easy, and then it kept coming, faster, the words getting away from her. "Sammi got in a state, we poured her in a cab, I had two and I came to yours, I don't, why are you looking at me like that, it's the middle of the night, what's this abou⁠—"

"There was no do," I said. "You weren't at any do till gone nine."

She stopped. Just stopped, arms folded, stood there in my T-shirt in my kitchen, and for a moment nobody said anything.

"I followed you," I said. "Saturday. From the salon."

"You." Her face went through about four things and settled on none of them. "You followed me. In the car."

"I sat outside it. His flat, over the precinct, between the bookies and where the Greggs used to be." My voice came out flat and level and it didn't sound like me. "I watched him see you out the door at nine. His hand on your back. So don't tell me about the do, El, because I know exactly where you were and I know exactly whose flat it was. Kyle's. The one you swore was rubbish."

I'd thought she'd cry. She didn't. It was worse than that. The shock drained straight out of her and anger came climbing up underneath.

"You followed me," she snapped, low, and then not low. "That was the whole thing, Josh. That was the one thing. You keep away, you keep your eyes shut, you let me be discreet, that was all I ever asked. Instead you sat in a car in the dark outside a fella's flat watching for me, like I'm a case you're building. I feel sick."

"You feel sick."

"Yeah, I do, actually. That's mine, that is. That was meant to be miles away from you." She had a hand pressed flat to her own chest. "I did everything so it'd be miles away from you."

"He was allowed," I said. "That's your line, isn't it. He's on your little list. So go on, then. Say it. You fucked him."

"Yeah." She threw it straight back at me, chin up and steady with it now. "Yeah, I fucked Kyle. Saturday afternoon, on his settee in his poky flat, and his cock did nothing for me, same as it never did. Couldn't even get me there in the end, so I finished myself off after he'd rolled off, if you're after the gory bit. That's how good it was. Twice, an' all, because he was on my list and I wanted him crossed off. Then I'd have come to you like it never happened and you'd have been none the wiser. Is that what you drove across town for? There. You've got it now. Happy?"

And there it went, before I could feel anything I was meant to, half a second of it running clean through me. Kyle up on top of her that afternoon. He took her, twice, that useless prick, another man having my girl while I sat down the road in the cold. I was half-hard over it in my own kitchen, and hating myself for it.

Fuck. I got a grip and shoved it back down, and she was watching my face the whole time, and I honestly don't know what she saw there.

"He was allowed," I said again, quieter. "You're right. That was the deal. I shook on it." I set the glass down on the side, carefully, because my hand wanted a different job. "It's not Kyle."

"Then what⁠—"

"It's Lewis."

The whole of her stilled. It went out of her all at once, the anger, the chin, the folded arms, and left her standing there small in my T-shirt with her mouth a little open. For the first time since she'd come through the door she looked frightened.

"Josh, don't."

"He told me. Weeks back. The night after the party he dragged me off that balcony and had me round his the next morning and told me the lot. The Monday before Rome, when you said you were at your mam's. Twice more after." My voice slipped then, and I couldn't hold it level. "He picked the ring with me, El. Four hours in that shop while the woman fetched the trays out, him telling me which one you'd love, and he'd already had his cock in you by then."

She sat down. She didn't take a chair, just went down onto the little step-stool by the units like her legs had quit on her, and put her face in her hands. When she spoke it came muffled through her fingers.

"He swore he'd keep it shut." Then, catching herself: "God, that's... that come out wrong, I don't mean I wanted it kept from you." She dragged her hands down off her face. "Lewis is on no list. Lewis was before I'd even... Lewis was a mistake, Josh, an actual mistake, the worst thing I've ever done, and it was before Rome, before I'd breathed one word to you about any deal. So don't you go putting him in with the others. Don't you dare. That one I hate myself for."

"You said it to him, though." I couldn't leave it. "My line. What you don't know can't hurt you. You reeled it straight off at him, he said, like you'd had it loaded. Where'd you get it, El? Before Rome. Before I'd ever said it to you."

"I don't remember saying it. I'd have said any old thing, I was petrified he'd tell you," she muttered, shaking her head fast. "And here we are. He's told you."

We sat in it. The fridge hummed on. Out the back a cat went over a bin lid, and the pair of us flinched at it, then sat there ashamed of ourselves for flinching.

"Right," she said eventually, and got some of herself back. She wiped under her eyes with the heel of her hand and stood up off the stool. "Right. Lewis I'll wear. Lewis is mine and I'll carry him however you want. But you don't get to make Kyle the same thing, Josh, because Kyle I did straight. Kyle was the deal, word for word how we agreed it. I was discreet, I showered, I came to you with no trace of him, and you'd have sailed right through it. You'd have been fine." She jabbed a finger at the black window, at the whole town behind it. "The only reason there's a mess in this kitchen tonight is you sat in a car and made yourself watch it happen. I kept my end. You broke yours the second you turned the wrong way up that dual carriageway after me."

And she was right, and I knew she was right, and it still wasn't what I couldn't stand.

"You reckon that's what I can't stand," I said slowly, working it out as it came, stood there at my own counter with the fridge going behind me. "That I saw. It's not the seeing, El. I wish I'd seen more. That's the state you've got me in. I sat outside that flat half the night and saw next to nothing, and my head built me the whole afternoon anyway. Filthier than whatever the two of you got up to, and it ran and ran, all the way home and lying next to you just now. His hands, his cock, another man in her, over and over." I looked at her properly. "That's what it does to me. Every one of them you keep back, I do it myself, some other man taking her, and mine's always worse than yours. You keep telling me what I don't know can't hurt me. It's the only thing that is hurting me. The not-knowing. It's eating me alive, and you've built the whole thing so I never get to know a single thing."

She stood and looked at me for a long while.

"You want to be hurt," she said finally, quietly, and not unkindly.

"I want to go to bed," I said.

Neither of us went.
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I made a fry-up in the morning because it was Sunday and that was what I did on a Sunday, and because standing at the hob with my back to the room beat sitting across a table from her. I did the lot, eggs and bacon and the beans on, two plates. I set hers down in front of her and sat with mine, and we both looked at them and left our forks where they lay.

She'd been up before me. I'd heard her in the front room in the small hours, not the telly, just her, awake. She had her legs pulled up under one of my jumpers now, her face scrubbed and tired. She'd plainly made her mind up in the night. She had that look on her, and I braced for it over a plate of eggs going cold.

"I've been thinking about it all night," she said. "What you said, at the end there."

"El."

"No, let me. I've got it straight now, and if I don't say it I'll lose my nerve." She put her tea down. "You're right that I built it so you'd never find out. I did. I thought that was the kind way, I honestly did, I thought I was sparing you, and instead I've had you sat outside blokes' flats at night doing your own head in. So." She looked at me across the two full plates. "So maybe I've had it back to front the whole time."

"Meaning what."

"Meaning you know." She said it softly, both hands round the mug. "All of it. Before, not after. Who, and when, and where I'm off to. I tell you to your face, and you say yes or you say you can't manage it, but you always know where I am from here on. You hear it from me instead of from some car park." She held my eye. "If it's the not-knowing that's killing you, then don't not know. Know. Let me just tell you everything."

My beans were going a skin over on the plate. Out the front a car door slammed and next door's shower came on through the wall. An ordinary Sunday, going on everywhere but our kitchen.

I looked at my fiancée across the table. Sat there offering to walk me straight up to every last one of them and tell me to my face before it happened. And the first thing in me, ahead of the dread, was that I wanted to say yes.

"Who's next," I said.
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She made a brew about four and carried both mugs through and sat down the wrong end of the sofa from me, careful with it, and that was us talking again. The fry-up had gone in the bin hours back. The telly was on with the sound nearly off, some old film, and neither of us was watching it.

"I meant what I said this morning," she said, to the screen. "I've not gone off it in the last few hours."

"I know."

"So let me say how I think it'd go. Properly, so we've both heard it." She turned side-on and pulled her feet up. "You know before. Not after, not never. Before. If there's someone, I tell you who it is and when it is and where I'll be, to your face, and you get to say you can't do that one. And if you say you can't, then I don't. That's a real thing you can say, Josh, it's not a test. But if you can manage it, you manage it knowing, and there's no more you sat outside anyone's flat in the dark, because you'll not have to. You'll already know." She wrapped both hands round her mug. "That's the whole of it. That's me telling you everything from here."

I turned it over. She'd offered it to me plain, and a month ago, back in September, I'd knelt on gravel in front of forty people, and now here she was on my sofa in my jumper, telling me calmly she'd walk me up to every one of them by name before she went. Some bloke's hands on her of a weeknight, and me lying next to her the evening before with the name of him already in my head. It should have turned my stomach. I sat there and it didn't.

"You'd actually tell me," I said. "The night before. Sat here."

"The night before, the morning of, whenever you want it. You'd get sick of me telling you." She said it plain, no rush in it, none of the words falling over each other the way they did when she was covering. "I'd rather that than have you turning your car round after me for good. That was horrible, that. Knowing you did that."

"Yeah, well." I looked at my tea. "Wasn't a proud week for me either."

"So Monday," I said, after a bit. "You're at your mam's Monday. You are, though, are you? Actually there?"

She huffed out a breath that was nearly a laugh. "I'm at my mam's, Josh. It's tea and the soaps and my dad asleep in his chair by half eight. There's nowt to tell you about that." She looked at me properly. "But the first time there ever is, you'll know a full day ahead of it. That's the whole point. No more you finding out off a landline."

I sat with that. I'd wanted it for weeks without being able to ask for it, and now she'd handed it over so simply it near frightened me.

She got up and came down the sofa and sat right against me, put her legs over mine and her tea on the arm, and pressed her face into the side of my neck.

"Say we're all right," she said. "I can't sit in this flat another hour with us not all right."

I slid a hand into her hair and held the back of her head, and she turned her mouth up under my jaw, and it went the way it always went with us in about ten seconds flat. She was half across my lap already. I pulled the jumper up and off her and she had nothing on under it, the way she never did of a Sunday. Her tits were loose and heavy and warm against my chest as she climbed the last of the way over me. She made a low noise into my mouth when I filled a hand with one of them and rolled my thumb lightly over the nipple.

"Here," she breathed. "Not the bedroom. Here."

She got my belt open with both hands and had my cock out and hard in her fist, working me slowly, and I pushed my fingers down between her legs and she was wet already, properly, slick against them before I'd hardly touched her. She pushed up on her knees and reached down and lined me up herself and sank down onto me in one go, all the way, her forehead dropping to mine and a long breath going out of her.

"God," she said, right against my mouth. "There. That's better. That's us."

She rode me easy on the sofa, my hands on her arse and her hair falling round both our faces. For a while it was just that, her working her hips and the wet sound of it and her breath catching every time she came right down. I brought my mouth down onto her tits while she moved, one and then the other, her nipple gone stiff against my tongue. She held the back of my head there and rode me slower for it, and I felt every inch of her going up and down the length of me. Then it came up in me even as she rode me. Kyle up over her on that poky settee two days back, another man's hands where mine were, taking his time with her, and Lewis before that. Some other bloke getting this exact thing off her, her sinking down onto him the way she was sinking onto me, her breath going ragged at the bottom of it for a man who wasn't me. All of it running while she rode me. And instead of the sick it used to bring, it ran the other way in me now, my cock stiffening inside her, my hips lifting up into her on their own.

Fuck. I heard myself let a breath out rough, at the shame and the pull of it both at once. She felt it.

"You're miles away," she said, slowing, watching my face from an inch off it. "Where've you gone."

"Nowhere." I closed a fist in her hair, gentler than the grip wanted to be. "Say you'll tell me, like you said. The next one."

She went still on me a second, reading it, and then her face changed and she started moving again, slower, deeper, holding my eyes.

"I'll tell you everything," she said, low and even, her hips grinding down. "Whoever it is. Where I'm going, what I'm wearing for it, when I'll be back to you." She kissed me, filthy and slow. "I'll come straight home to you after and I'll tell you all of it, every bit, and you'll have known the whole time. That's yours now. Is that what you want?"

"Yeah." It came out of me strangled. "Christ. Yeah."

"Then have it." She planted a hand on my chest and rode me harder for it, chasing her own now, her mouth open and her tits going and the whole small weight of her working down onto me. I had her hips in both hands by then, gripping, pulling her down onto me and driving up to meet every drop of her, the wet of her running down over my balls. I pushed my thumb between us onto her clit and she went off almost straight away, clenching down the length of me and shaking with it, her nails dug in through my shirt, and the grip of her finished me a breath behind her. I held her right down on me and emptied into her, my whole body pulling tight up into hers while she rode the last of it out. She kept me there after, still inside her. Both of us wrecked and breathing on the sofa, the film still going quiet in the corner.

"There," she said after a bit, a wet laugh coming up in her, her forehead on mine. "That's sealed it, then. That's you agreed."

"That how deals get done round here now, is it?"

"With you it is." She kissed my nose. My sweet girl, still shaking a little, another man's afternoon three days off her and mine again on my own settee, and I loved her so much right then I could barely stand it. I didn't say it. I just held her, and let it be that for a minute, before either of us had to move.
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I texted Lewis on the Tuesday. I'd left his thread sat there a fortnight and it took me twenty minutes to write four words. In the end I sent pint at the Ship? and he came straight back, yes mate. whenever. I'll come to you, and we made it Wednesday.

The Ship's been our local since we were served in there underage, a low dark room with a horseshoe of a bar and the same three old boys down the far end doing the quiz on their phones and pretending they're not. Lewis was in before me, which he never was, two pints already stood on a table in the corner sweating rings, because he'd got there stupid early rather than have me walk in and find him not there. He half got up when he saw me and then didn't know what to do with himself, big daft article, and settled for pushing my pint an inch towards me.

"I got these," he said. "And the next ones. Don't even."

"Lewis."

"I'm getting the drinks in, Josh, let me have that at least." He couldn't properly hold my eye for more than a second at a stretch. "How've you been. Stupid question. Don't answer it."

I sat down. I let him buy the pints, and there was a small mean sting in it, being bought a drink by the man who'd had my fiancée on his settee, him needing to do something with his hands and this being all there was. I drank a third of it off in one and set it down.

We talked about nothing for a bit, because there was no other way to start. The football. A lad we'd been at school with who'd been done for something. Whether the quiz down the far end was harder than it used to be or we were just thicker now. One of the old boys appealed to us over a question about a river and Lewis knew it and the pair of us were nearly all right for a minute. Then it ran out.

"I'm going to tell you a thing," I said, "and you're not to gab it to a soul. Not Ryan, not anyone. You're the only person alive who's going to know it."

"Course."

So I told him. All of it, right from Rome, the bar off the piazza and the ring going back in her bag and the deal she'd put to me at the luggage belt. What you don't know can't hurt you. The list of them. The whole daft arrangement I'd shaken hands on rather than come home the lad whose girlfriend said no. He sat there with his pint forgotten in front of him and his face doing more work than I'd seen it do in years, and when I got to the end of it he sat back and blew a long breath at the ceiling.

"So when I asked you," he said slowly, "up my flat, what deal. There was a deal."

"There was a deal."

"Christ, Josh." He rubbed his jaw. "So me. The two Saturdays after Rome. That was..."

"Covered, near enough. If we're being technical about it. It's the Monday before that isn't, and her not telling me, and it being you." I turned the pint round where it stood. "I've stopped trying to work out which bits are allowed. It all hurts the same in the end."

He took a while with that. Then he said it carefully, like he was stepping out onto ice. "And you're still marrying her. June. The whole thing."

"June. The whole thing."

"Right." He nodded to himself, slowly. "And here's me all these weeks thinking you'd be the one getting cold feet, out of the pair of you. Turns out it's her that wanted the run-up and you that never wavered." He shook his head. "You're a better man than me. I'd not have the stomach for it."

"I'm not sure stomach's what I've got."

He drank, and set the pint down, and thought about it a while. That was Lewis all over. Once he'd got hold of a thing he wanted to make it better, even a thing he'd helped break.

"Then listen," he said, lower, leaning in. "If she's going to do it, and you're going to know about it, and you'd sooner it wasn't over some fella's poky flat with you sat outside in the cold — I'm at the Regent five nights a week. I can get rooms. Staff rate, quiet, nobody asks us owt. Round the back way there's a stair the guests never see." He kept his voice right down. "I'm only saying. If it's happening, it happens somewhere decent, and I'm about, and you're not left stood in a car park like last time. That's me trying to be some use to you for once, instead of the opposite."

"You'd be there," I said. It came out before I'd thought about it, and I heard the shape of it as it landed, and so did he.

"I'm on till gone eleven most nights." He didn't dress it up. "So aye. I'd be about. Down the corridor, off shift, whatever you wanted it to be. Or nowhere near it. Your call, mate, all of it. I'm only saying the room's there and I'm the one who can get it."

I looked at my best mate offering to book my fiancée a hotel room and to be down the hall while it happened. A week back it would have had me on my feet and out the door. I picked my pint up and found it didn't. Some low part of me had already got a picture out of it. A decent room, a proper bed, some man's weight on her on clean sheets a wall away from me, Lewis off shift down the corridor, and me near enough to hear every minute of it. And it went straight down into me, the way the sofa had.

"I'll think about it," I said. I'd already stopped thinking about anything else.

My phone went on the table between us. It lit up face-up before I could get to it, and we both read the top line of it before I turned it over, Lewis quicker to look away than I was.

ok. deep breath, you said you wanted to know before not after so here it is. it's hugo. he flies out sat morning for that dubai job, months maybe, so if it's happening at all it's thursday or it's never. you heard it from me first. tell me tonight yeah? xx

Thursday. Two days off, and then a bloke I'd never met would have her in a room my best mate booked for it. Hugo. The one she'd gone quiet over in Rome, kept back all this time, never once put a number to. My head had him buried in her before I'd read it through twice, the posh voice and all. The lurch came up with it, sick. My cock stirred against my jeans in a pub with Lewis three feet off me and the pint going warm in my fist. Lewis was watching my face, and I made myself keep it perfectly still, and I turned the phone over on the table and looked at the wet beer mats instead.

"That her?" he said quietly.

"Fucking hell," I said, to nobody, and picked the phone back up.
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She was still up when I got in from the Ship, sat cross-legged on the sofa in one of my T-shirts with her phone face-up on her knee, and she told me before I'd got my coat on the hook.

"It's tomorrow," she said. "Thursday. Hugo. I'd have rung you at the pub, only you were with Lewis and it seemed a rotten thing to do down the phone." She watched me carefully the whole way across the room, reading how I took it. "So there. You know. That's how it goes now, isn't it. I tell you."

"You tell me." I dropped down the far end. "Where."

"He's got the Regent booked. Seven o'clock." No rush in the words, no gap-filling. She'd decided to say it plain and she was saying it plain. "He flies Saturday morning, that Dubai thing, so it's this week or it's not at all. I told you I'd not have gone quiet on any of them, and I've not. There it is, a day and a half before, sat on the sofa with you."

The Regent. Lewis's Regent, the one he'd floated over the pints not two hours back, staff rate and a back stair the guests never saw. I didn't say that. I had a picture out of it already and I put it down before it took hold.

"Show us the messages," I said.

She didn't move for a second. "You sure? You can just have the facts. You don't have to read him."

"I want to read him."

I sat there with my coat still half on. It was his actual words I wanted, the shape of him. She looked at me another beat, then leaned over and put the phone in my hand, warm from her knee, and let me thumb up through it myself.

He texted proper, full stops and capital letters, none of the lowercase and no emoji, a bloke who'd not once in his life had to send a thing twice.

Ellie Marsh. Well, well. I did wonder if you'd surface before I vanish off to the desert. So. Thursday, then. I'll be at the Regent from seven. Say the word and I'll have them hold a room. Wear something worth me taking my time over.

And under it, hers, and then his again.

ha. bold of you to assume im free thursday

You're free Thursday.

yeah. i am. wear something for you? go on then. any requests posh boy

Surprise me. You always did have good taste in everything but men. Present company the obvious exception.

I read it through twice, then again. Bold of you to assume. The little dance of it, the both of them plainly enjoying it, him that sure of her he could tell her flat she was free and be right. My Ellie doing the giddy back-and-forth with a bloke I'd never laid eyes on, sorting out where she'd be undressed, and me handed the phone to read it off because that was the deal now. Low in me it stirred again, a dull throb of it before I'd decided a thing, the same as at the bar with Lewis. I handed her the phone back and let none of it reach my face.

"He's sure of himself," I said.

"He's always been like that." She thumbed the screen dark and set it down. "It's half of what's annoying about him." She said it lightly, but she'd gone quiet saying his name, the way she'd gone quiet over him in Rome, the one she'd never put a number to, the one she kept back. Whatever Hugo was to her, he wasn't one of the ones she laughed off.

"Come here, then," she said, and lifted the throw for me. "Come and be miserable next to me, it's warmer."

I went and got under her arm and she put her head on my shoulder, and we watched ten minutes of something neither of us properly followed, her thumb going slowly on the back of my hand the whole time.
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I had two viewings booked in for that day and I got shot of both by half nine that morning.

The first I moved with a straight enough face, a couple wanting the new-builds off Cavendish who were glad of the later slot anyway. The second I flat cancelled and told Baz the vendor had gone cold, which happened often enough that he didn't look up from his racing.

"You've a lot of dead ones lately," he said, folding the paper into its square. "Fairfax, that Marsden Road, now this. You're not putting the mockers on my board, son, I'll tell you that for nothing."

"They come back round."

"They don't, though, that's the thing." He tipped his chair back and looked at me properly for once, sovereign ring catching the strip light. "You all right? You've been like a wet Tuesday all week. Woman trouble."

"No woman trouble," I said.

"Good lad. Keep it that way. They cost you a house every time." He went back happily to the two-thirty at Wetherby, and I got not one useful thing done at my desk between then and lunch. All I did was know. This time last week I'd have spent a Thursday like this ringing her mum's landline and driving the ring road with my stomach in bits, hunting a scrap of it off a blue dot. Now I had all of it, laid out, hours ahead. Seven o'clock. The Regent. A man with good full stops and a room held. He's got her up there right now, some part of me kept saying, a full day early. His hands on her. I knew perfectly well he hadn't. It made no odds. My head had her in that room before the office kettle had even boiled.

She texted me at twelve, on her uni break, a photo of a limp canteen sandwich and this is the saddest lunch in the world. you ok? properly ok? xx, and I wrote back that I was fine and to eat it anyway, and I was, near enough.
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She came round to mine to get ready.

That was new too. She'd never once got ready at mine for a night that wasn't ours. She'd kept all that the other side of a shut door, the doing-herself-up for somebody else, showered it off before she ever got to me. Now she stood in my bedroom at six with her bag open on the bed and the wardrobe doors wide. She did the whole of it in front of me. There was no door left to shut.

She'd showered at mine and come out pink with a towel round her, hair up off her neck, and now she was working through her things, deciding. She'd changed once already. A black dress was over the chair, ruled out. She held another up against herself in the mirror, a dark green one, short, and turned side-on to look, and put it back.

"Not that one," she said, half to me. "He's seen that one... it'll have to be the green."

I settled on the end of the bed and watched my fiancée dress for another man.

She dropped the towel and there she was, all of her, in the low lamp. Short and small and everything high on her. The big full weight of her tits as she reached past me into the drawer, the round of her arse as she bent to it, the dark hair coming loose of its clip down her back. She went carefully through the underwear drawer with two fingers, unhurried. A plain nude set got pushed aside. So did the grey. She lifted out a black one, proper stuff, the balconette that did the job on her and the little matching bottoms. The set I knew, the set she wore when she wanted me stupid. She held it up against herself and looked, and that did it to me on its own.

"That's the good one," I said. It came out level. I don't know how.

"I know it is." She glanced at me over her shoulder, and something crossed her face, not sorry exactly, but seeing me. "Do you mind? I can wear the other... Josh, honest, say and I'll wear the other."

"No." My mouth was dry. "Wear it."

I wanted her in it. I wanted the good one on her going to him, and I stayed put on my own bed with my heart going, and I let myself want it and hated that I did. She kept her eyes on me a second longer, and then she believed me. She stepped into the bottoms and drew them slowly up. She reached back and did the clasp with both hands, and her tits settled into the black of it high and full. It was the best I'd ever seen her look, and it was for Hugo. Thursday night that comes off her in a room down the ring road, some posh bloke's hands working the clasp, taking his time over her the way he'd promised to, and her letting him.

Fucking hell. I held where I sat, half-hard and aching over it, and I let it go clean through me and said none of it.

She packed the bag on top of the covers, unhurriedly, an arm's reach from me. The tan one, the overnight one, the one that had lived half-packed for our weekends. The last time I'd seen it go over her shoulder I'd been thirty yards back through a windscreen, on a Saturday she'd swore blind she was somewhere else. Now she filled it openly under the light. A clean top for the morning. The little bag of her make-up. Her charger, wound round itself. She hid not one thing in it, and I watched her not hide it. That time it had gone out in a lie. This time it went out in the open, under my eyes, and honestly I don't know which was worse.

"Ask us what you want to ask," she said, without turning round, zipping the front pocket. "I can hear you not asking it. Go on."

"Is he the biggest." It was out before I'd chosen it. "You never said a number for him. You said one for the others in the end and never him."

She stopped with her hand on the zip. Then she came and knelt up on the bed behind me and put her arms round me from the back, her chin on my shoulder, still in just the black set, warm all down my spine.

"He's the biggest," she murmured, low, right at my ear, not cruel with it, just true. "That's why I never said. I could tell it'd sit in you." She pressed a kiss under my jaw. "It's one night, and he gets on a plane Saturday, and then he's gone off to the other side of the world and you're the one I'm marrying in June. That's the maths of it. You. Him for one night and you for the whole of my life." Her hand flattened on my chest over my heart, which was going hard and which she could easily feel. "One night of his cock and a lifetime of yours, and I know which one I'd never swap. You daft thing. Look at the state of you."

My pretty girl, half-dressed for another man on my own bed, her arms round me, telling me she loved me. And I did believe her. My cock was hard in my jeans, and I put my hand over hers on my chest and held it there and said nothing.

Then she was up and moving, done with it, stepping into the green dress after all because the black one was wrong now, apparently, and the green sat better over the good stuff. She did her mouth red at my mirror, gone giddy and quick the nearer it got to seven. I watched all of it, every second. I was allowed to now, and I couldn't have looked away for money.

She kissed me at the door, careful of her lipstick, the bag on her shoulder.

"I'll have my phone," she said. "You text me any time, right up to. And I'll come straight here after, straight to you, I'll not even shower there, you'll get all of it." She held my face a second in both hands. "Thank you. For not making it horrible. You've no idea."

And she was gone, down the stairwell, the outer door going on its slow hinge, and I stood in my own hall listening to her heels go and then a car and then nothing.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I thought it was her already, some last soft thing, and it wasn't. It was Lewis.

alright mate. all set this end. room's the one next door, 214, guests never use the west stair so come up that side. ill leave the fire door on the latch from half six. text when youre close and ill walk you up. you dont have to. you know that. but its open if you want it.

Half six. The west stair, on the latch. Two hundred and fourteen, the one next door. I stood there and read it through, and I already knew I was going, the same as I'd known outside Kyle's. I picked up my keys off the side.
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Iparked at the far dark end of the Regent's car park, past the big bins and the flattened boxes stacked by the kitchen door, and texted Lewis the single word we'd settled on. Here. He came out to the fire door in his whites with his sleeves rolled up, checked the length of the yard once each way like a man crossing a road, and waved me quickly up.

The west stair was concrete and strip-lit and smelled of the kitchen the whole way, chip fat and bleach and bin, a door below banging softly on its spring. He went up ahead of me, quick and light for a big lad. I came behind him, past a laundry cage stacked with folded sheets and a trolley of little bottles. Every bit the thing that gets carried up the back way so the paying guests don't watch it come in. Second floor he put his head out into the hall, checked it carefully, and walked me along the carpet to a door with a brass 214 on it. He let us both in with a key off his belt.

"Right." He said it low, holding the door. "This is you. Two-sixteen's him, next one along, and the wall you want's behind the beds, I already checked." He was half back out of it, one foot in the corridor, a bead of sweat at his hairline off the pass. "I'm slammed till gone ten, we've a table of fourteen come in late. I'll get up the second I'm off. Don't put the telly loud, don't order owt to the room, and for Christ's sake don't come out for ice. You need me, you text, you don't ring."

"Lewis."

"I know. I'm going." He stopped with his hand on the door and looked at me, and whatever he wanted to say he decided against. "You're sure."

"I'm sure."

"Aye." He plainly didn't believe it, and neither did I. "Water's in the fridge. Leave the fancy stuff, it's a tenner a bottle and it goes on the room." And he was gone, the door easing shut slowly on its closer, his feet quick back along to the stair.
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The room was a twin. Two hard little single beds with a unit screwed between them and a lamp screwed to the unit, a kettle on a tray, two sachets of tea and one of coffee, a telly bolted high on the wall. It smelled of somebody's aftershave and the hot dust off the radiator. I stood in the middle of it with my coat still on and honestly didn't know what to do with my hands.

I put the light on low, then off again. I sat on the near bed and it barely gave under me. Behind the headboards the wall was papered a flat cream, and I laid my palm on it, as if I'd feel something through it, and felt only cool paper and the hum of the building.

Two-sixteen. Him. The far side of that.

He's got her downstairs now, some part of me kept saying, as it did now whether I fed it or not. Down at a good table, my Ellie in the green dress. A man I'd never laid eyes on topping her glass and not letting her see the label. His knee on hers under the cloth. His hand sliding onto her bare thigh by the time the mains came, easy as anything, and her letting it sit there. I had them at that table in more detail than I'd ever get to see, sat up on a rep's single bed with my coat still done up to the neck.

My phone lit on my knee about half eight and my heart went straight up into my throat, thinking it was Lewis, thinking it was off.

It was her.

having the sea bass, hes exactly as up himself as advertised [image: grinning face with sweat] you properly ok? i mean it, say if youre not and ill come home right now. xx

She was two floors down, texting me are you ok off the same phone she'd been texting him off, and she meant it. She'd have got up from that table and come to me if I'd said the word. I thought about typing im in the room next to yours and didn't. I wrote im fine, eat your fish, and then love you. She sent back a single heart, which meant he'd said something, which meant she'd put the phone away.

And my head wouldn't stop at the table. It went on up the corridor, in through the door of 216, and did the rest of it for me behind my eyes. Him peeling the green dress off her. The good black set underneath that she'd picked out standing in front of me. His mouth going over her tits. Her down on her knees on the carpet with his cock in her mouth, or spread back across the bed with her heels up while he pushed slowly into her. The size of him she'd never once put a number to. The biggest, she'd said, flat, so it'd sit in me, and it sat in me now. Bigger and thicker than me. Enough that she'd feel the stretch of every inch and know the difference, this one night, before she came back and it was just me again.

Christ. My cock had gone hard in my jeans over it before I'd clocked it happening, aching against the seam. I pressed the heel of my hand down on it once and made myself quit. The worse I built it in my head the stiffer it got me, sat there in the black. And for whatever it was that had come over me these weeks, I let it twitch and my hands stayed off.

I didn't touch the minibar. I wanted a drink more than I'd wanted one in my life. I sat there and went without. A tenner going on Lewis's room for me to get quietly hammered on my own was one small thing I could still not be. I had the free water and it tasted of the plastic. The evening dragged, every hour of it worth two. A trolley came and went outside. The lift pinged down the way. Somebody's football murmured faintly through the far wall. I lay back with my shoes on, still in the coat, and stared at the black screen bolted above me, and let my head carry on at me.
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It was gone half ten when he came. Two soft knocks, the pair we'd agreed on, and I let him in. He was still in his whites with the top buttons undone, two heavy cut-glass tumblers off the bar hooked in the fingers of one hand and a quarter bottle of something in the other.

"Off," he said, and blew out a long breath, and set the glasses down between the beds. "Fourteen covers and a lad off sick. My feet are bricks." He poured two goes of whisky, one bigger, and put the bigger one in my hand without asking. "Get that down you. You look like a fella waiting on test results."

"That obvious."

"You've sat up here half the evening in the dark in your coat, Josh." He sat down heavy onto the far bed facing me, our knees nearly touching in the little gap. He drank half of his in one and let his head go back. Then he came forward again, elbows on his knees, and dropped his voice lower though there was no need for it yet. "They came in about eight. I sent Bright out with their waters so I'd not have to do the table myself." He turned the glass slowly in his hands. "I clocked him at the desk when he checked in earlier, though."

I'd promised myself I wouldn't ask. I asked.

"What's he like."

"Josh." He said it into his glass, a warning and not much of one.

"I'm not... I just want to know what he looks like." It came out too fast and I heard it. "I've got nothing off her. I've not laid eyes on him once. She's carried a shape of him about in her head all this time and all I've got is a name and a room number. Just tell me what he looks like."

Lewis looked at me a moment, then gave it me plainly, which was the kindest thing he had. "Tall. Taller than me, and I'm not short. Suit that wasn't off a rail. One of them fellas hands you his card without looking at you and doesn't say ta." He shrugged, uneasy with it. "Watch worth more than my car. That's the lot I got. He's not a monster, mate. Posh lad with good teeth. It's not the film you're making of it in here."

But it was the taller-than-me that stuck, and he knew it had the second it was out, and neither of us went back to it. Taller than Lewis, who I'd stood next to since we were kids. Built bigger than me all over, then, and downstairs already, and I sat with that and took a mouthful of the whisky. It burned the whole way down and I was glad of the burn.

"You don't have to stop up here for it," I said. "When it starts. Get off down to the staff bit, wherever you go. There's no need for you to sit in on this."

"I know there isn't." He looked past me at the wall, at the paper and the two headboards, then down at the tumblers between us. "I'm not leaving you up here on your own with a glass to a wall at eleven at night, listening to some fella you've never met fuck your Ellie through it. I did enough to you... I'll not add that to the pile." He nudged the empty tumbler an inch nearer me and left it there. "So no. If you're stopping, I'm stopping."

I hadn't a thing to say back to that, so I drank instead. We sat in the little room in the low light with our whisky. Two grown lads on two single beds, waiting on the sound of my fiancée coming up the corridor with somebody else.
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We heard the lift first, the ping of it and the doors, and then feet on the carpet, two lots, one heavy and one quick and light that I'd have picked out anywhere, and a low voice saying something I couldn't catch. I was up off the bed. Lewis was up off his. We stood facing the wall.

Then, through the plaster, muffled and warm and unmistakably hers, that laugh. The loud one. It came clean through a cream wall a foot from my face, because a man with a good watch had said something to her with the door not shut behind them yet.

Shit. I let it out under my breath. My mouth had gone dry, and my cock stirred again in my jeans at nothing more than the sound of her happy on the far side of it.

Lewis reached over, took the empty tumbler off the unit, and put it in my hand, mouth-end out, for the wall. Next door the door swung to on its closer and shut. A bolt turned. There was a long stretch of nothing then, only the building humming and my own blood loud in my ears, Lewis already leaned in with his ear to the paper beside me.

And then, through the wall, behind the headboard my hand had lain flat on an hour before, it started. A slow, steady bumping. Wood knocking the plaster. The headboard, going, a foot from where the two of us stood.
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The headboard went slowly at first. A knock, a gap, a knock, wood tapping the plaster like somebody hanging a picture and taking their time over it. Then it found its rhythm and settled in and didn't stop. It was the filthiest thing I had ever stood and listened to, and it was my Ellie on the far end of it, and a man I'd never once seen putting it there.

I had the empty tumbler mouth-out against the wall and my ear pressed to the base of it. Lewis had his own ear flat to the paper just along from me. Neither of us breathed a word. Through the glass it came clearer. Not just the knock of the board now. The give of the mattress under the pair of them. A man's breath going steadily out of him, working, and low under it, hers.

She wasn't loud yet. That was the part that undid me first. She goes quiet at the start, my girl, little catches of breath she doesn't mean to let slip, and I knew every one of them by heart. I'd heard them with my own face pressed to hers more nights than I could count. Now they came softly through a cream wall for a bloke with a good watch, and I stood there in my coat and drank them down like they were still mine to have.

"All right?" Lewis said, barely a breath of it.

I nodded. He couldn't have seen it. He didn't need to.

Then the man spoke to her, low and level and sure of itself, and she laughed at it, short and breathy, and gave him a word back that I lost in the plaster. Then his cock went properly into her. The board jumped and her breath broke open on it, and I heard the exact second he was all the way in, as deep in her as she'd promised he'd be. My gut turned over and my cock jerked in my jeans in the same half-second, the two going off in me at once, and I couldn't have told you which was winning.

"God. There." That came clean off the glass, straight into my ear. "Yeah. Fuck. Just there."

I knew that line. I'd had that line off her, word for word, on a bed in Rome with her heels dug in the backs of my legs. Now it came back through a wall with a different cock behind it, the same words exactly, like they'd never been mine at all. I'd gone hard before I'd even noticed it happening, hard enough to hurt, aching down the leg of my jeans. She was a hand's reach off me and might as well have been a mile. Near enough that my palm would have been flat on her bare back with nothing in between, and there was everything in between, and I heard every sound she made and couldn't get to a scrap of her. I pressed the glass firmer to the wall and kept my hand off myself, and behind my eyes I had the whole of it, him moving in her slow and deep, her taking every bit of him and wanting more.
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Lewis's phone lit up between the two beds.

He picked it off the unit and I watched his face by the light of the screen. A small wince crossed it. He looked at me over the top of the phone and didn't hand it straight across.

"It's him," he said, and turned the screen face-down against his knee. "Hugo. He's got my number. I gave it him at the desk, for the room, the rate, all that." He said it carefully, watching how I took it. "And I might've said... he asked was anyone stopping about tonight, and I told him a mate of mine was. He's that sort, Josh. Caught it off him in ten seconds at the desk. Likes to know he's playing to a crowd." He was talking faster than Lewis ever talks, and he made himself pack it in. "Said he'd send a couple through if I fancied. I should've told him where to stick it. I didn't."

I put my hand out for the phone. A man I'd never met, a wall away, still moving in her by the sound of it, had stopped long enough to photograph what he was doing and fire it off to my best mate for a laugh, the whole thing squared up neatly over the top of my head, like I wasn't a name worth putting in it. I wanted to see it more badly than I'd wanted anything all night.

"Give it here."

He gave it here.

It was Ellie. Flat on her back on a white bed, the lamp low behind her, her hair come loose of its pins and spread all over the pillow. Flushed deeply up her chest and her throat, the colour she goes when she's been well at it. Grinning straight down the lens, eyes gone to slits, pleased with herself as anything. Both her tits bare and full and high on her, the good black set she'd clasped on in front of me a day back gone off her onto the carpet out of shot. Her legs were closed, one knee tipped up, hiding the rest of her, and I was nearly glad of that and hated being glad of anything. My cock throbbed against my jeans at the sight of her like that, well-used and thrilled about it, and I let it throb and gave it nothing.

Three words under it. She's enjoying herself.

"Christ," Lewis said quietly, reading it upside down. He didn't say it like it was doing a thing for him. He said it low, and set the phone down on his knee, and rubbed the back of his neck.

I handed the phone straight back so I wouldn't keep hold of it. My mouth had gone properly dry.

Then it buzzed again in his hand, and his eyes did a small thing, opened slightly wider, and I understood what that meant before he even turned it.

"Video," he said.

I came off my own bed and sat on the edge of his, the two of us shoulder to shoulder over a phone in the dark like a pair of lads down the back of a bus. He tilted it so I got it as well.

She was on her back again, but her legs were open now and the camera had all of her, and he was in between them. You didn't get his face. Only his body side-on, and his cock, sliding into her slowly and dragging back out wet and going in again, and her hips lifting off the bed to take it each time. He was big. I made myself watch it, and it was the first I'd properly seen of the thing instead of it stuck behind my eyes for weeks. Longer soft than mine ever got hard. Thick enough that I watched the drag of her pussy on it every time he pulled back, her gripping it and hanging on and slow to give it up. Another man's cock, wet through with my fiancée, going in and out of her on a phone in my best mate's hand. She'd never once put a number to him. Watching him open her up on it like that, I understood why she'd not bothered. I was rock hard behind my flies and leaking into them, and I sat dead still and didn't let on.

He said a word to her off camera and she looked up the whole length of her own body, straight down the lens, my Ellie, gone soft and stupid with it. "Oh my god, you're so big," she said, and laughed, and the video cut out. My cock jumped at it and a bead of wet came up out of me into the denim, and I shifted where I sat so Lewis wouldn't feel it going through me.

The whisky had gone warm in the glass by my knee. I picked it up and put the lot of it down my neck and it didn't touch a single side.

"You don't have to sit through any more," Lewis said, low. He'd turned the phone face-down on his leg. "One word off you and I'll tell him to knock it on the head."

"No." It came out too fast. I heard how fast, and so did he, and I couldn't call it back and didn't want to. "Leave it. Leave him be."

Lewis held my eye a long moment in the low light. Then he let a breath go slowly out through his nose and turned the phone back over.
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Behind the wall it started up a second time, and nothing was slow about it now.

The board went straight to hard and steady, the whole wall behind it taking each stroke, a soft thud coming through the paper every time his hips met hers. And she came up out of the quiet at last. She gets loud when it's properly got hold of her, my girl, loud enough to carry, and it carried. I was up off Lewis's bed and back to my own bit of wall with the glass, because nothing would have kept me off it, and I put my ear to the base of it and shut my eyes, and it was very nearly like standing in the room.

She was talking now. In pieces, some of it lost down in the mattress, but plenty of it getting through, and every scrap of it was the size of him.

"Oh, fuck. Fuck, you're so big."

"Yeah. Fuck me. Fuck me just like that, don't you dare stop."

"God, I can feel all of you. Cum in me, don't you dare pull out."

"There. There, I'm going to⁠—"

She didn't finish. He didn't let her finish. My cock was so hard behind my flies it had gone sore with it, the front of them soaked through, and behind the wall another man was about to empty himself into her a foot from my face. I stood there with a tumbler pressed to the paper and listened to my fiancée getting taken apart by a man who was too much for her and loving every inch that he was. And I got my hand down to my belt.

I don't know the moment Lewis went quiet on the far bed. I heard the shift of him, the small give of the mattress, and I knew what it was, and he knew what mine was, and not a word passed between us either way. The lamp was off. We didn't have to look at each other, and we didn't. Two grown men a yard apart in the black, each seeing to himself while she cried out through the wall for somebody else, and not being able to make out the other's face was the only mercy going.

I had myself in my fist and worked myself hard, stood up against a hotel wall to the sound of her taking a bigger cock than mine and begging it to stay in her. There was no working up to it. My cock was slick already in my fist off the wet I'd leaked into the front of them, and I gripped hard and pulled. It felt better than my own hand had felt in years, and I hated every stroke I gave myself the whole way through, and stopping was clean beyond me.

She went first, on the other side of the plaster. It broke out of her, that long high wail she keeps for when it has properly taken her over, the one I'd know anywhere with my back turned. It went straight down my spine and out the end of me before I could get a rein on it. Fuck. I bit it into the meat of my own forearm so it stopped in my teeth, my forehead flat to the cool paper, my whole body pulling tight and then letting go, and I spent myself hard against the wall of a rep's twin room with the video of her still lit on the phone behind me.

Then it was over, and I was only a bloke in a coat with a handful of himself and his heart slamming, and the shame came up through me warm and slow the instant the last of it left. I found the bathroom without putting on a light, ran the tap quietly, got myself clean. I looked at the tiles and not at the glass over the sink.

Lewis had a lamp on low when I came back. He sat on the edge of his bed with his elbows on his knees, finished as well, though the pair of us would go to our graves before we said it, staring down at the carpet between his feet.

"There's a drop left in this," he said, and lifted the bottle without looking up. "You have it."

"Aye. Go on."

He poured it and passed it across, and we sat, saying nothing, the room behind the beds gone quiet again. I felt about as low as I had ever felt, and I drank it down anyway.
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We'd have gone then, I think, if it had only stayed quiet. Lewis had his shoes half back on. My hand was up at the light switch.

Then it came softly off the plaster again, low and easy this time, no headboard behind it, only two people murmuring in a bed after the fact. I couldn't make out a word, only the tune of it, warm and slack and pleased. And then, dropped right into the middle of all that soft nothing, one word came clean off the wall to me.

My name.

She said Josh. To Hugo. Lying in that bed with him in that easy after-voice, some ordinary soft thing about her fiancé said to the man who'd just finished with her. I stood a foot the wrong side of the paper and heard her put my own name in her mouth for him. I hadn't the first idea what she'd said around it. Whether it was fond, or sorry, or nothing much at all. Only my name, come through to me on its own, from her to him.

Lewis went still with a shoe half on his foot.

I stood and waited for it to come the once more. It didn't. And I could not make myself move for the wanting it to.
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The caff on the market square did a proper breakfast for four pound fifty and opened at seven, and I was in the window seat by ten past with a tea going cold in front of me and no stomach for any of it. I hadn't slept. I'd come home from the Regent at gone one with the whole of it still going round and round, her voice coming through the plaster and that video of her lit up on Lewis's phone, and lain there next to a cold half of the bed till the light came up grey round the curtains. Then I'd got up and showered and driven down here, because she'd texted before she went up last night that she'd find me at ours for breakfast, and I couldn't sit in the flat and wait for her to walk in from it. I wanted a table between us and other people in the room, and nothing to do but sit still.

Sal, who runs it, brought my tea over without me asking and told me cheerfully I looked like I'd been dug up. I said cheers. Two lads off the market were doing bacon barms and the racing at the next table over, and the window had steamed up from the griddle, so the square outside had gone soft and far off. I turned my mug round and left it where it was.

She came in at half seven on the dot. The little bell over the door went, and every head in the place lifted the way heads always lifted for her.

She'd showered wherever she'd showered. Her hair was still damp at the ends and pushed back off her face, and she had no make-up on, only her own scrubbed face, pink and easy and pleased with the morning. She had yesterday's clothes on under my grey zip-up, and the tan overnight bag over her shoulder, the one she'd packed openly in front of me. She crossed the caff quick and light on her feet, dropped the bag by the wall, slid into the seat across from me and put both her cold hands over mine.

"You waited." She squeezed my fingers. "You daft article. You could've had yours."

"Wasn't hungry."

"Well, I'm starving." She caught Sal's eye and reeled the whole order off the board without looking at it, the full one, extra toast, tea. Then she settled her elbows either side of where the plate would go, still holding one of my hands, and I knew before she opened her mouth that she was going to give me the lot, and that she'd been looking forward to it.

"Right." She sat forward. "You want it, or you don't. Say now."

There it was. The deal we'd built on my sofa last week. You know, before and after, to my face. She'd told me before; now she'd come to tell me after, in a greasy caff on a Friday with a fry-up on the way. And the sick part was that under all the dread of it I wanted it badly enough to feel my mouth go dry.

"I want it."

"Sure?"

"Ellie. Tell me."

So she told me. She told it plainly, in order, taking her time, with none of the words running away from her the way they did when she was covering — because she wasn't, now. She'd nothing left to cover. He'd taken her for dinner first, downstairs, the good restaurant. Sea bass, two glasses of a wine she couldn't pronounce, his hand on her leg under the cloth before the mains were down. I nodded along, and I knew it already. I'd stood behind a cream wall the night before and built that exact picture for myself, his knee, his hand sliding onto her thigh, her letting it sit there. She was passing me a thing I'd half seen already, and she'd never know it, and I kept my face straight while she talked.

Sal put the plate down. She thanked him lovely, waited till he'd gone, picked her knife and fork straight up.

"God, that's better. I'm wasting away." She cut into the egg and ate hungrily, talking round it. "The room was lovely, actually. Nicer than I thought a place over the ring road would be."

"And then," I said.

She glanced up at me over the fork, and a look crossed her face, quick and pleased and gone before I was sure of it. She'd caught what the asking cost me. And she liked it. I'd have staked the flat on it, and I'd never once get her to admit it.

"You do want it." She kept her voice down for the market lads. "You can't sit still."

"I asked, didn't I."

"You did." She buttered a triangle of toast, thinking how to start, and then she gave it me in the voice she uses in our own bed, none of the shy left in it, only it was a Friday morning with beans on the plate between us. "He's massive, Josh," she said, setting the knife down and leaning in over the plate, her voice right down. "I'm not exaggerating. His cock's the biggest I've ever had, and it's not even close. Took me a good while to get all of him in me, and then he just fucked me stupid with it. I've never come like that in my life. Twice. God." She shook her head, and grinned. "He hardly looked like he was trying."

The zip-up had come open at her throat, and the tops of her tits were flushing pink, the flush they still get when she talks like this. Behind my eyes I had it going, his cock working into her slow and deep. He's got her folded up on that hotel bed right now, in my head, all of him buried in her, and she's loving every inch. I went half-hard under the table, aching against my flies, and I pressed the heel of my hand down hard on my thigh.

"You were loud, then." I already knew. I'd caught every note of it through the wall.

"Couldn't have been quiet if you'd paid me," she said happily, forking her egg. "He came in me both times, and I never washed it off. Walked down to my taxi with his cum still running out of me. And I liked that. I did. I'm not going to sit here and pretend I didn't."

"Christ, Ellie." I said it low, aimed at the table more than at her. My head had her back in that room while she said it, his cum sliding out of her while she stepped into her knickers and laughed about it, and I shifted on the hard little chair, a dull throb starting up in me.

"You did ask." She reached over and took a slice of my untouched toast, bit it, and watched me steadily while she chewed. "Say if you hate it. That's the deal. You can always say."

"I don't hate it." It landed rougher than I meant, and I wet my mouth with cold tea to cover it. "Keep going."

She went still then and let it lie, her eyes on me, that small private set to her mouth. She let me sit in it, and I let her. Then she gave me the last of it, the part I already owned.

After, she said, lying there, he'd asked was she really getting married. Some rich lad's idle question. She'd said yeah, June, to Josh. She'd told him about me.

She said it lightly, like it was nothing, like it was near enough a kind thing to have done. That she'd lain in a hotel bed with his cum still in her and said my own name to him, fond. And I'd heard her do it. I'd stood a foot the wrong side of the plaster and caught my own name come off her to another man, and not known what she meant by it, and here she was handing it back to me over a caff table as a kindness, not knowing I'd already had it once through the wall.

"That's sweet, really," she added, meaning her own self. "Me telling him about you. I don't know why I did."

"No," I admitted. "Me neither."

She finished the plate, wiped it with the last of the toast, pushed it away and sat back with her tea in both hands, warm and loose and done. And it got me, watching her like that. Scrubbed and pink, another man's whole night still on her under my own zip-up, and mine again across a caff table. My wonderful girl. I don't say it to her enough. I just had it, and drank my tea, and paid at the counter for the both of us when Sal came round, because it was four pound fifty a head, and it was about the one thing left in the whole business that was still mine to do.

It was at the door, the bag back on her shoulder, that she floated the next one.

"I've been thinking," she said, doing up the zip of my zip-up against the cold and not looking at me, which was how I knew it hadn't come to her that minute. "About getting it properly out of my system. All of it, before we're married, so it's behind me for good." She got the zip to the top and patted it flat on my chest. "There's one thing I keep coming back to. It's a big ask, so you can say no. You can always say no."

"Go on."

"Liam." She got the first name out, then landed the second before I'd got a breath in behind it. "And Marcus. Together. The once." She held my eyes, dead level, nothing tumbling. "Both of them, same night. I want to know what that's like before I never can again. And then I'm done, Josh. I swear down. That'd be me finished."

Two of them. Two men at once, the plumber and the one who'd had her at eighteen, in a bed together, both of them on her, and me somewhere off in it being told. I had it built before I'd got a word out, one of them fucking her while she took the other in her mouth, using her between them, and the lurch came up through me sick and wanting in the one motion.

"When." It was all I could find, and it came out of me flat, the same bare word I'd put to Lewis weeks back in a flat that stank of chip fat.

"Before the wedding. Soon as we can sort it." She went up on her toes and kissed me quickly at the corner of my mouth, her breath warm with tea and toast. "Have a think. No rush. Well… a bit of a rush." She grinned. "I'm not carrying it up the aisle with me."

Then she was gone, the bell going behind her, out across the soft steamed-up square, and I stood in the caff doorway with the pair of them she'd left me holding. Fucking hell.
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Lewis had his fag break at eleven, out the back of the Regent by the bins where the kitchen door stood propped open. I drove over on my dinner and found him against the wall in his whites with his sleeves shoved up, having a roll-up he wasn't meant to be having. He saw the car and didn't look surprised. After the night before, I don't suppose much would have surprised either of us.

"You look worse than you did," he said.

"Cheers."

"Didn't sleep?"

"No." I leant on the brickwork beside him. There was a stink of old fat and bins off the yard, near enough the exact smell of his flat, and neither of us mentioned it. He held the tin out and I shook my head. A lad came out with two black bags, slung them in the big bin, went back in. I couldn't have said quite when I'd decided to ask him. In the caff, I think, watching Ellie eat. I'd driven over knowing full well I was going to, and telling myself I wasn't.

"That Monday." I kept my eyes on the bins. "Before Rome. And the two after. You never told me any of it. And I never let you, that day at yours. I stopped you."

He went still, the roll-up halfway to his mouth. "Josh."

"I want you to tell me now."

"No. You don't."

"I do, though." I turned and looked at him, and watched him understand that I meant it, and hate that I meant it. "That's what's changed, mate. I do want it. I've gone somewhere this autumn and I'm not coming back from it, and I'd sooner have it straight off you than build it out of nothing at three in the morning every night from here on. You've already done the thing. Telling me can't make it any worse. It's not telling me that's worse."

He smoked the roll-up down while he thought about it, pinched it out carefully on the brick, and put the dead end back in the tin, tidy even now. Then he gave it me, quietly, in that flat local voice with no swagger anywhere in it.

"She came round upset, the Monday. Row with her mam." He said it to the yard, not to me. "We had a few, and it just went. Off the settee." He turned the tin over slowly in his hand. "She had my cock in her mouth before I'd even got my head round what was happening, Josh. She was on top after, most of it. She likes it that way. I don't know what you want me to…"

"I know what she likes." I said it evenly, not looking at him. "All of it."

So he kept going. He gave me the bits I'd stopped him telling me that day at his. That she'd texted him the second time, not the other way about. That she'd said a filthy thing to him halfway through that I'd have known the shape of anywhere, because she says it to me. And I had him buried in her on that little two-seater, taking his time, finishing in her, while a mile off I sat showing some couple round a two-bed and never felt a thing. He stood there in the cold in his whites and handed me my own fiancée because I'd asked him to, and I took every word of it with my heart going and my face doing nothing at all. And out the back of a hotel by the bins, at my best mate's low voice telling me how he'd had her, the low pull came up under the sick of it, my cock stirring stubbornly against my jeans, and I stood there and took that too.

"That enough?" His voice had dropped right down. "Josh. Tell me that's enough."

"Yeah." Mine had near gone. "Yeah. That's enough."

He held my eye a moment, then looked away out over the yard, and shook his head slowly, not quite at me.

"God knows what she's done to the pair of us," he muttered.

I nearly laughed. "She wants two of them now. Next." I kept my eyes down. "Liam and Marcus. Same night."

Lewis blew a breath out of his cheeks and looked up at the grey sky.

"Course she does." He gave a short laugh with nothing in it. "Course she bloody does."

"Before the wedding. She's not hanging about."

He didn't have anything for that, and neither did I. Then his break was up. He pushed off the wall, told me to eat something for God's sake, and went back in through the propped door into the steam and the clatter of the pans, and it swung shut behind him on its slow hinge. I stood on a minute in the empty yard on my own in the cold, my dinner hour ticking off, the two names lodged in me and a rush on them she'd not quite put a date to. Liam and Marcus. The once. Soon. Then I got back in the car and sat with it a while before I could make myself drive anywhere.
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Saturday she came to bed with it already decided. I could tell before she'd said a word. She'd had her shower after her salon shift and come through in nothing, no towel, no messing about, still pink from the hot water. She got in beside me and put her cold foot against the back of my leg, and I knew that whatever she'd been turning over since the caff, she was going to put it to me tonight. She's never once been able to want a thing quietly. It's all over her.

"You're warm," she said, and pressed the length of herself against my side, one leg hooked over mine, her tits soft and heavy against my arm. Her hair was damp and cool where it fell across my chest. I put a hand in it out of habit.

"You're freezing."

"That's why I'm getting in with you." She tipped her face up and kissed the underside of my jaw, then my mouth, slowly, taking her time about it, and I felt her mean it, and I stopped thinking about much of anything. She got a knee across me and came up over the top of me. I ran both hands up the outsides of her thighs to her arse and held her there, the weight of her settling onto me, that first warm press of her through my boxers. She rocked on it once, testing, and grinned down at me in the dark.

I got the boxers off between us and she reached down and took hold of me and gave me a couple of slow pulls, watching my face while she did it. Then she slid down the bed out of my hands before I could stop her and took me in her mouth. She's good at it and she knows it. She went slow and wet and deep, one hand round the base of me, her eyes coming up to mine every so often through the loose of her hair. I lay back and let her, a hand resting gently in her hair, not pushing, just there. When she finally came off me she wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist, unbothered, and climbed back up.

"I want you in me," she said, against my mouth. "Now, though."

I turned us over. Got her onto her back and got her knees up and pushed into her in one long go, all the way, and she let a breath out under me and dug her heels into the backs of my thighs to have the rest of it. She was soaking. I held still a second with all of me in her, our foreheads together. Then I started to move, slowly, deep, the way she likes it to start, and she rose up to meet me every time.

"God, that's it," she breathed. "Just like that."

For a while it was only that, the pair of us, her hands on my back and the bed going and her breath catching under me. Her tits went with it every time I came down into her, full and heavy and warm, and I got my mouth on one and then the other, her nipple stiff on my tongue, and she held my head there and let a soft moan out. Then her hands came up round my neck and she pulled my ear down to her mouth, and I felt her smile against it before she spoke, and I knew we'd got to the thing she'd carried to bed.

"I keep thinking about it," she said, low, her hips still working up onto me. "What I asked you at the caff."

I put my face in her neck and kept moving in her, slowly, and let her get to it.

"Liam and Marcus." She said the two names right into my ear, warm, unhurried, while I was buried in her. "Both of them. I can't stop thinking about it. Is that bad." It wasn't a question the way she said it.

"Ellie."

"I want you to say yes to it." Her nails went into my shoulders. "Say it now, while you're in me. Go on."

There it was. She knew exactly what she was doing, and I knew it too, and it didn't make a blind bit of difference. She'd stacked the whole of it in her favour, same as Rome, me in her to the hilt and her voice in my ear and my whole body pulling the one way. I could feel the yes coming up in me. I couldn't honestly have told you by then how much of it was me and how much was just where all the blood in me had gone.

"Tell me what you'd let them do," I said instead. Low, into her hair. Fishing for it the way I do now, wanting it said. "First. Before I say owt."

She made a noise, pleased, and rolled her hips up harder, and gave it me.

"Both at once," she said, right against my ear, her voice gone thick. "One of them behind me and one in my mouth, and then they'd swap… over and over till I didn't know which was which. Marcus'd be rough with it, he always was, he'd have a proper fist in my hair. And Liam'd just grin at me the whole time, you know how he is." She turned her mouth to my jaw. "Passed between the two of them all night till I could hardly fucking walk. That's what I want, Josh. Before I never can again. And then it's done and it's you, only you, for good."

I had it built behind my eyes while she said it, the whole of it. The pair of them taking their turns with her, one done and the next one on her before she'd got her breath, no rest in it and her loving every second of it. And instead of the sick it used to put in me, it went straight down through me. I got harder in her, thicker, and she felt it go and laughed low and delighted against my throat. It wasn't her pulling that out of me, not on its own. It was the two of them she'd just put in my head, working her over between them, my own cock answering to another man's picture with the whole of it still sunk in her.

"There," she said. "See. You want it and all."

"Fuck." It broke out of me rough into her neck. The pull and the shame both at once, the way it always went now, and I still didn't have the first word for it. I got a hand under her arse and lifted her up onto me and drove into her harder, and she gasped and grabbed at the headboard.

"Say yes," she said again, breathless now, half-laughing, chasing it. "Say I can have them."

"You can have them." I said it into her hair, and felt it land in her, felt her clench round me at the words themselves. "Both of them. The once. Christ, Ellie⁠—"

"Yes." She said it back like it was hers now. "God, yes. Say it again."

I turned her over onto her front then, because I wanted her that way and because I didn't want her reading my face for a minute, and pulled her hips up sharply and went back into her from behind, deep, my hand flat between her shoulder blades pressing her down into the pillow. She reached back and held onto my wrist and took it, all of it, her arse going pink under the flat of my other hand, the wet of her running down and the slap of us the only sound left in the flat. And somewhere in it, with that picture still going and my own voice having just handed her over, something clumsy came up out of me that I hadn't planned and didn't understand.

"And I get one," I heard myself say, gripping her hips, driving into her. "If you get the two of them. I get to pick one, some day. My way."

"Yeah?" She looked back at me over her shoulder, hair stuck to her cheek, up for anything. "Go on then… what's yours."

"Lewis in the room." It was out before I'd thought it. The second it landed I didn't know what I'd meant by it — whether I meant him watching, or meant him in it, or meant nothing at all. Only that I'd wanted my mate somewhere in whatever it was, and the wanting had come up out of the same place all the rest of it came from now. "Forget it. Don't know why I said that."

But she'd liked it, whatever it was. She'd gone tight round me and let a long groan into the pillow. "God, listen to you," she said, muffled and thrilled. "Look what I've done to you." And I stopped talking after that, because I was getting near now and I didn't trust another word to come out clean.

I got a hand round and under her and found her clit while I drove into her, and she went off on it quickly, shoving back onto me and shaking, biting the pillow to keep it down for the flat, and the grip of her took me a stroke or two behind. I pulled her right back onto me and stayed in and let go, spilling into her, my whole body drawn up tight over the back of her, holding her hips hard against me till the last of it was out. When I let her down she went flat on the bed and I came down half over her, both of us finished, the wet of it already leaking out round me where I softened inside her.

We lay like that a minute, breathing. Then she wriggled round under me till she was on her back again and got her arms round my neck and pulled my face down to hers, sweat-damp and grinning, wrecked and pleased with herself and with me.

"That's you agreed," she said. "No taking it back now. You said it with your cock in me. That's binding, that."

"Is it."

"Court of law." She kissed me softly, all the filth gone out of it and just her left. My amazing girl, another man's whole night bargained out of me and mine again, in my own bed, and I loved her so much in that minute I could've said it out loud for once, and didn't. I got an arm round her and pulled her into my side and let her tuck her cold toes back up the warm of my leg, and neither of us said anything else for a bit.

She told me, sleepily, before she dropped off, that her mum and dad were away the coming weekend. Their anniversary. Three nights up in the Dales at some hotel they went to every year. She said it unbothered, like it was nothing at all, and then she was properly asleep on my arm. I lay there in the dark long after I should have been asleep, turning it over. And not liking myself much for where it was going.
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I did it on the Monday, at work, on my dinner.

Baz had gone up the high street for his usual, a meat pizza and half an hour with the paper in the car, and the office was empty and quiet, just the phones not ringing and the fan going in the back. I sat at my own desk with a cheese-and-onion I wasn't eating and my phone in my hand, and I sat there a while first, not doing it. My head was already off up the Dales, in the empty house that was coming, Ellie in it with the both of them at once and me somewhere in the corner of it being told. I felt the low pull of that start up in me, dully, and I shifted in the chair and made myself leave it. Then I opened up a private tab, the kind that doesn't keep a history, because even in an empty office there's a limit to what I'll leave lying about. And I typed in the thing I'd been carrying since Rome without a single word to hang it on.

I honestly didn't know what to put. I typed something clumsy in the end, about a bloke being turned on by his girlfriend going with other men, feeling it and hating it and not understanding it. I read it back and it looked mad, sat there in the search bar in black and white. Then I pressed go anyway.

It came back with a word straight off. Cuckold. One word, over and over, down the whole screen.

I'd heard it before. Course I had. It was a thing lads said, a joke word, a thing you called a fella whose missus was playing away and everyone knew but him. I'd never once put it next to myself. I read it now with it meaning me and my ears went hot in the empty office.

I read solidly for the whole half hour and then some. There were forums, proper ones, thousands deep, going back years. Men writing exactly the thing I couldn't have said out loud to a living soul, in plain words, like it was ordinary, like it was Tuesday. Blokes whose wives had a man on the side with the door held wide open. Some drove them there and some sat in the next room and some watched from a chair in the corner and told you what it did to them. A fair few had been at it twenty years, married the whole time, kids, a mortgage. It had a name and it had thousands of us in it. And three comments down a man was describing the exact thing I'd done behind a cream wall at the Regent, word for near enough word, the shame and the pull of it both together. I read him going heavy and thick in my work trousers, on my dinner hour, alone in the place, and I sat forward hard against the edge of the desk and read on regardless.

Christ.

I don't know what I'd thought before then. That I was the only one, I suppose — that there was something come loose in me these weeks that had never been loose in anyone. And here they all were, page after page, saying the same handful of true things about themselves, plainly. It didn't feel dirty, reading it. It felt like the opposite. Like I'd been on my own with it since Rome without knowing it, and all of a sudden I wasn't.

They weren't all the same, either. I sat sorting myself against them without really meaning to. Some were in it for the shame of it, wanted their nose rubbed in it proper, wanted telling they were less of a man. I read a bit of that and it turned my stomach and pulled at me both, and I moved off it quickly. Some talked about their wife like she was theirs to be proud of, a thing worth showing off, and that I understood better. And then there were the ones who just wanted her happy. Who'd worked out their wife wanted something they couldn't give her on their own and had simply decided they'd sooner she had it and stayed. That was the one I read twice. Because that was near enough me, if I was honest about it. I wanted Ellie to have the lot of it before she signed the rest of her life over to an average lad from Prentice and Ward. I wanted her to get to the end of the list with nothing left to wonder about. It was the kindest thing I could find in myself.

But it wasn't only that, and the forum was honest about that an' all, and so was I, sat there. Because I'd gone hard behind a wall listening to her. I'd finished into my own hand at three in the morning over a text off Lewis. Two nights back I'd said yes to two men at once with my cock in her and got harder actually saying it. You don't do that for kindness. There was a name for the other thing too, the wanting of it, and it was mine.

I put the phone face-down on the desk and sat back and stared at nothing for a bit. I didn't feel wrecked by it, is the strange thing. Ellie was off at uni somewhere with this same want sat in her, two men lined up to have her at her mum and dad's inside the week, and I was going heavy again in the chair just off the thought of being told about it after. I felt, more than anything, less alone than I had in weeks. Enough of us to fill a stadium, half of them with wives who loved them, and here was me marrying mine in June.

Baz came back in with pizza on his breath and dropped heavily into his chair. He told me I looked like I'd seen a ghost, and had I done the Fairfax valuation. I said I'd do it after dinner, and picked my sandwich back up and ate it, and the ordinary office afternoon closed easily back over me like nothing had happened at all. I cleared the tab. I put my phone in my drawer so I'd stop reaching for it.

It was near five, doing the diary for the week before I locked up, that I saw it. Her parents, in the shared calendar Ellie had put us both on when we got engaged, so nobody ever double-booked her for a Sunday tea. There it was against the coming weekend, in Denise's words. She typed everything in capitals with a little heart stuck on the end. AWAY — ANNIVERSARY. Friday to Monday. The house empty.

I sat and looked at it. Liam and Marcus, the once, before the wedding, soon as we could sort it. And a big empty house with nobody in it from Friday.

I knew, looking at it, that Ellie would already have seen it too.
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The first one came through while I was stood in somebody else's kitchen telling a young couple about the boiler.

Baz had knocked off at five and handed me the six o'clock on his way out, the way he handed me anything he didn't fancy doing himself on a Friday, and I'd said fine because it was easier than the row. A two-bed terrace off Gladstone, first-time-buyer stuff, a keen young pair I'd have bet the office would put an offer in by Monday. Chloe and a quiet lad called Ross. She did all the talking and he stood behind her measuring the walls with his eyes for a settee they hadn't bought yet. I had my phone on silent in my jacket, face against my ribs, and it went off soft against me while I was saying the combi was only three years old and the pressure was grand.

I got it out on the landing while they were poking their heads round the back bedroom.

were here [image: see-no-evil monkey] martins got the good gin out no ones touched it yet lol

Then, before I'd made it down the stairs:

liam brought marcus in his van. dont ask me why they came together [image: face with tears of joy] its a lot josh. im proper nervous

I stood on the landing of a house that wasn't mine and read that twice. Down the hall Chloe was asking about the airing cupboard. I put the phone away and went and told her it was a good size, which it was.

This was how it went now. She'd told me before, over the weekend, in her own flat words, curled into my side in the dark. Now she was telling me during, the way we'd built it, so I'd never again be the fool sat guessing at the far side of town. I had it all in advance and I had it live and my mouth went dry on me regardless.

"What's the neighbours like, do you know?" Ross said, the first thing he'd asked all viewing.

"Quiet, far as I know. Older couple that side." I hadn't the first idea. The phone buzzed again.

started. god. wish me luck. love u whatever happens tonight ok xx

I read it stood between the two of them, both looking at me now, waiting on me to say a thing about the neighbours I'd already said. I slid it quietly back in my pocket.

"Tell you what, have a proper look round on your own," I said. "I'll be down the front."
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I stood at the bay window while they wandered, and I had it playing. It always did now.

She'd be in her mum and dad's lounge. I knew that room. I'd had my Monday tea in it a hundred times, plate on my knee, the snooker on low, Denise's good cushions I wasn't allowed to lean on. And she was in there now with the plumber and the one who'd had her at eighteen. Two men on her at once, both of them getting to have her. One of them fucking her from behind while another man's cock went in her mouth. Swapping her over between them, taking their turns, on her mother's three-piece suite. She'd told it me warm in my own bed only a week back and now she was living it. I stood in a client's front room in my good work suit and felt my own cock stiffen uselessly against my flies. I pressed down on it hard through the suit and held it there till it went, and made myself breathe. Then I heard them coming back down the stairs, happy, already talking like the house was theirs.

They loved it. Course they did. It was a nice little place. They were going to fill it with a sofa and a first baby and thirty years, an ordinary lad and his girl who'd never once had to think about a single thing I was thinking about. I stood in their kitchen and painted it for them and I meant every word. I have never in my life wanted so badly to be somebody else.

"We'll definitely be in touch," Chloe said at the door.

"You've got my number." I locked up carefully after them, tried the back door twice, dropped the key in the pouch for the box. Did the job right. It was gone half six and near dark, the street lamps come on orange up the terrace. I got in the car and had the phone out properly, half telling myself the quiet on the thread was only her being busy, that she'd hardly text me a running commentary with two men on her this minute. And I'd signed it myself. Then the screen came up, and it hadn't been quiet at all.

A run of missed calls down it. Four, all Ellie, and I'd felt not one of them go, the phone dark and silent in my inside pocket the whole time I stood talking Chloe and Ross round their first house. The last was two minutes old. Under them, half a text she'd never sent, josh pick up pl. I was ringing her back before I'd finished reading them, sat there in the dark with the engine off. She answered before it had hardly rung.

"El?"

She was crying, the real sort, where the breath's gone and the words come up out of it in bits with no order and no gap left to get inside.

"Josh. Josh they came back, they're here, they came home, oh my God, oh my God they just walked in..."

"Slow down. Who's walked⁠—"

"Mum and Dad. They walked in, Josh. They were meant to be away, something went wrong with the hotel, the room, Dad had a paddy over it and they just got back in the car and drove home. I never heard them. We didn't hear anything and the door went and they were just stood there." Her breath went right out of her. "They saw. They saw all of it, both of them right there in the doorway, and I..."

"Where are you now?" My foot was down without my deciding it. "Ellie. Where are you this minute?"

"I got out. I got dressed and went out the back, I couldn't look at them, I got in my car." A sob broke clean over the top of it. "Everyone's gone, the boys have gone, I just ran. I'm shaking that bad I can't even drive. I've pulled over."

"Don't drive, then. Where've you pulled over to?"

"Top of their road. By the postbox." Small, now, the fight gone right out of her. "Can you come. Please. Just come and get me."

"I'm coming now. Two minutes. Stay put, keep your doors shut, I'm on my way."

I don't know why I told her to keep her doors shut. There was nothing out there to shut them against.
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I came onto their road from the bottom end, and I saw the whole of it before I ever reached her.

The house lit up, hall and lounge both, in a close where every other window had its curtains pulled and the telly flickering blue behind them. Martin's Corsa slewed up the drive at a hurry's angle with one wheel on the border, not the way a man parks who's had himself a nice weekend. And the kerb out front, where a white transit had sat an hour before with a plumber's name down the side of it, empty. Just the wet tarmac under the lamp where it had been. They'd not hung about, Liam and Marcus. Two grown men, out the door and gone the second it turned, and left her stood in her mother's front room with her dress half on. I clocked all of it in the four seconds it took to pass the house. I did not slow down. And I hated the two of them for it, so hard and so uselessly it near lifted me off the seat.

Fuck. I could have swung the car round and gone after the both of them. I did nothing of the sort, because Ellie was up the road with one shoe on and needing me a good deal more than I needed to put my fist through anybody.

She was up by the postbox in her little runaround, engine off, the interior light on, which was mad of her, the whole car lit up for anyone on the road to see. That told me more about the state of her than her voice had. I pulled in behind and got out and she was already out of hers and into me before I'd shut my door, both arms round me, her face buried in my chest.

"I've ruined everything," she said into my shirt. "Everything. Oh God."

"You've not."

"You didn't see their faces." She was shaking violently, the whole length of her. I got my arms right round her and held her into me at the top of her mum and dad's road, and over her head I could still see their bright windows down the hill. "My dad, Josh. My dad just stood there and looked at me. And Mum grabbed hold of him and dragged him back out and shut the door, and I heard her through it, going oh, Ellie, oh, Ellie, over and over." Her voice cracked in half. "I got the boys out the front and I went over the back fence in my own mum's garden like a burglar. I couldn't even find my other shoe."

I looked down. She had the one shoe on and the other foot in just her tights, gone black at the ankle with the wet off the pavement. That one bare foot undid me worse than everything else put together.

"Come here to me." I got her round to my car and sat her in the passenger seat and crouched in the open door in front of her, both her hands in mine, her knees jumping. Her mascara had run all down her face, her mouth swollen, and a red mark was coming up on the side of her neck that I hadn't put there. I looked at it and looked away quickly. And it moved in me even then, God forgive me, even with her wrecked and freezing and sobbing in a car door, my cock giving one low throb at the sight of another man's mark on her and at what had gone on to leave it. I shoved it down so fast and so hard I near made myself sick with the shoving.

"I've got you," I said. "Leave your car, I'll fetch it in the morning. You're coming home with me."

"I can't ever go back in there." She looked up at me, ruined. "Monday tea. Christmas. I've got to sit at that table the rest of my life and they've watched me, Josh, they've watched their daughter getting... how do I ever look at them again."

"I know." I didn't. "Not tonight, though. Tonight you just come home with me."
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She cried most of the way back and then went quiet, wrung right out. Her head rested on the window, my hand held tightly in both of hers in her lap the whole time, gripped so hard it half hurt. I got her in, got her out of the wet tights and into my dressing gown and onto the settee with the fire going. Only then, a long while later, did she tell me the rest of it, in a small flat voice with the crying done, what had gone on before the door ever opened.

She gave it me plainly, none of the caff in it, none of the glee. She'd been nervous the whole build-up, worse than the texts let on, and put two gins away to steady herself. Marcus had taken charge the way he does, got hold of the whole thing, and once it started she'd stopped being nervous and lost herself in it completely. She was on the sofa. Marcus's cock in her mouth and Liam behind her, and then they'd swapped her over. She had her back to the door, on all fours across her mum's good cushions, another man's fist wound tightly in her hair, when it went. She told it me flatly, the way you'd give a doctor your symptoms.

And I sat and took it, my thumb moving slowly over her knuckles, my face doing nothing. The picture built itself behind my eyes while she talked, another man's cock working in her on the carpet I'd eaten my Sunday tea off. The pull of it was there under all of it, shameful and quiet, the same as ever, and I did not let a flicker of it up onto my face. My girl was falling to bits in my dressing gown, telling me the worst night of her whole life, and it stirred in me even so. And I could never tell a living soul that — that it did that to me while it was breaking her heart.

"And then the door," she said, and stopped. "And that was that."

"You couldn't have known. The hotel, the room, your dad in a mood. None of that was on you."

"Doesn't matter though, does it." She wiped under her eyes with the heel of her hand. "They know now. That's the bit that won't undo."

I got an arm round her and pulled her into my side, and she came, boneless, her face going into my neck. I held her there and stared at the wall and had not one wise thing to offer her. So I offered nothing, which was maybe the first right thing I'd managed all night. I'd been the wreck of us both all these weeks, the one guessing and following cars two lengths back and crying quietly in a hot shower. And here she was in bits and I wasn't, for once. I found I could be steady for her, and one of us had to be. I didn't promise her it would be fine. I only held on.

She'd nearly gone off on me like that, worn to nothing, when my phone lit up on the arm of the settee.

I thought it was hers. I thought Denise would be ringing her phone off the hook, and her phone was down in her bag on the floor, so I reached over to see, to know how bad it was going to be. It was mine that had gone. And it wasn't a call.

It was a text, and it wasn't off Ellie's mum to Ellie.

It was off Denise, to me.

I read it twice with Ellie warm and half asleep against my chest, and the little bit of steady I'd found holding her drained quietly back out of me.

JOSH LOVE. COME FOR YOUR DINNER SUNDAY, BOTH OF YOU, 1 O'CLOCK SHARP. ME AND MARTIN WANT A PROPER TALK WITH THE PAIR OF YOU. DONT BE FRETTING NOW. [image: red heart]
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We sat outside their house a good five minutes with the engine off, and neither of us made a move to get out.

It was gone one already, which was late for Denise, who wanted you on the doorstep at the time she'd said and not a minute past it. I'd parked two doors down instead of on the drive, because pulling up right outside the window had felt like more than either of us had in us. The Corsa was back where it lived, straight now and washed, no wheel up on the border. All down the close it was that flat Sunday quiet, a mower going a few gardens over, and the smell of a dozen roasts coming off a dozen houses with theirs in among them, reaching us faint through the vents with the engine dead. I knew that smell better than the smell of my own place. I'd had my Monday tea off the back of it week after week.

Ellie had her hands in her lap and her thumb working at the side of a nail and would not turn her head towards the house.

"I can't do it," she said. "I can't sit in there."

"You can."

"You didn't have to look at them, Josh. You weren't stood there." Her breath went short. "It happened in that room. Two nights ago. In that actual room, and now I've to walk in and have a roast dinner in it like nothing."

And behind that front door was the lounge I'd eaten a hundred Monday teas in. On Friday night two men had fucked her across the good settee in it. A few feet from where I'd shortly be sat with my knife and fork. And the three of us that knew it were going to sit down calmly to beef and all the trimmings over the top of the spot. It ran in me even now, parked at the kerb. What they'd done to her in that room, the pair of them on her while I stood in a stranger's kitchen not knowing. My mouth had gone dry on the drive over and it stayed dry the whole way in.

I got her thumb off the nail and held her hand. All that weekend I'd been the steady one of the two of us, and it still didn't sit right on me, but I'd got us this far in it and I wasn't putting it down now.

"We'll go in. We'll have the dinner. If it's unbearable we'll make an excuse and go, and I'll drive us home, and that'll be that." I didn't believe it was going to be that, and neither did she, but she took a breath off it anyway. "Come on. Sooner in, sooner out."

She did her mouth in the visor mirror with a hand that wasn't quite steady, pressed her lips together, and we got out.

Denise had the door open before we were halfway up the path.

The whole drive I'd braced for the face off Friday, the one Ellie kept telling me about, her dad stood in a doorway not saying a word. Instead here was Denise on the step in her good blouse with the pinny over the top of it, arms already coming out, and no telling-off in her at all.

"There they are." She had Ellie off my hand and folded into her before Ellie could get a syllable out, wrapped right up, one hand rubbing slowly at her back. "Come here to me. Come on, now, none of that. In you both come, it's blowing a hooley out here and the beef won't wait."
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Martin was in the kitchen doorway with a tea towel over one shoulder. He shook my hand stiffly, same as he always did, one hard pump, said now then, Josh, and couldn't fetch his eyes much past my top button. Whatever Denise had settled between them about how today was to go, Martin hadn't been sent on the course for it. He'd gone red at the neck just having me stood in his hall.

The table was done properly, best cloth, the good glasses down, a jug of gravy under a knitted cosy to hold the heat in. Denise had carved already, so we'd not walk in on her fussing at it. The beef sat on the platter under the window, going grey at the edges, the roast spuds well past their best. Everything a good half hour off the heat and waiting on us. So we sat down, in the through-lounge with the dining end by the window and the three-piece suite down the other, to a Sunday dinner gone lukewarm. I had the seat that put the sofa square in my eyeline.

"Get stuck in," Denise said, passing me the dish. "There's plenty."

Nobody was hungry. We ate anyway, because it was that or say the thing, and none of us was ready to say the thing over the first forkful. Martin poured me a beer I hadn't asked for and had a small one himself. Denise carried the talk single-handed, same as she always did, the wedding mostly, had we thought any more about the venue, her sister could do the cake, you didn't want to leave the cars too late this side of Christmas or you paid through the nose. Ellie answered nervously in bits, her voice too high, the words coming fast and bunched when they came at all, pushing a sprout round her plate and not once looking down the room to the sofa. I sat and ate a dinner I couldn't taste, and I could not keep the thing out of my head, not sat at that table. It had gone on four feet off my chair. Her bent over the arm of that settee two nights back with the plumber's cock in her from behind and Marcus stood in front feeding his into her mouth, another man's fist wound tightly in her hair, on the good cushions I'd never once been let put an elbow on. They'd have swapped her between them on it. She'd have loved every second. Two men on my own girl on her mum's settee, and me sat eating my dinner off the memory of it. I made myself put another forkful away just to have a thing to do that wasn't picturing it. Every mouthful went down like a stone.

It was Denise who put a stop to it. She got the last of her dinner down, laid her knife and fork together in the middle of the plate, dabbed her mouth on the good napkin, and folded her hands in front of her.

"Right," she said. "We'll not pretend we asked you for your dinner, love. You know why you're here."

Ellie went white. "Mum, I'm so sorry, I never…"

"Stop." Denise said it gently, and put her hand flat over her daughter's on the cloth. "You've done nowt to be sorry for. That's the first thing, and it's the main thing, so I want it said before your father even thinks about clearing the plates." She glanced at Martin, who was studying his beer and staying well out of it. "We didn't ask you round to tell you off, Ellie. God love you, look at the pair of you, sat there like you're up in front of the beak."

"You saw," Ellie whispered. "Both of you saw."

"We did." Denise didn't flinch off it. "And I'll not insult you by acting like I didn't. It were a shock, that, I'll grant you, walking in on it in my own front room, and your father took it hard for a minute, didn't you, Martin." Martin said nothing. "But it were the surprise of it. Not the thing itself." She turned her wedding ring round on her finger once, and looked at her daughter. "Because the thing itself, love, your dad and me have been at a good twenty year."

The room went very quiet. Off in the kitchen the tap dripped steadily.

"What?" Ellie said.

"You heard."

"Mum. What are you…" Ellie looked from her mother to her father and back. Her whole face came apart with it, and for the first time all afternoon it had nothing to do with Friday. "Since when? Twenty… Dad?"

"Denise," Martin said, low, a warning with no teeth in it.

"They're grown, Martin. She's getting married. She's found herself a lad who let her go and do exactly what I'd have done at her age, God help him, so I think we're a bit past keeping the good china on the top shelf, don't you." She said that fondly, and Martin coloured deeply and looked back down at his plate, and I understood, sat there, that she'd worn him down to this exact spot a thousand times over the years and won every time. "We're not swingers off the telly, before you start picturing owt daft. It's just been a part of us. Your dad's happy for me to have my bits of fun, and I have them, always careful, always kind. And it's kept the two of us closer than owt, whatever it looks like from where you're sat."

I had not said one word. I sat with my fork down and looked at the woman who'd fed me my Monday tea the best part of two years, and could not make her be the same woman. And my head was off again on its own. It put her with some other man, over all those years, some fella's cock buried in her of a quiet afternoon while Martin sat downstairs with the racing on and knew every bit of it. I looked at Martin. Martin looked at his beer.
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"I'll show you summat," Denise said, and stood. Before Ellie could say don't, or Martin could say Denise, she'd turned side-on to us and worked the waistband of her good skirt down an inch on her hip. She hitched the blouse up out of it. And there it was on the soft of her, low down, where you'd never once see it unless she meant you to.

A tattoo. A playing card, done small and neat and faded soft with the years the way old ink goes. The queen of spades. And under the black of it, in a little looping script gone blue with age, a name that wasn't Martin's.

"You know what that means, that card," Denise said, plainly, in the same voice she'd give you the oven temperature for a joint in. "Some do, some don't. A woman who wears the queen of spades, love, it means she likes black fellas. A big black cock, and no shame in saying so, that's the whole of what the card's there to tell you." She let the blouse drop back, smoothed her skirt down, and sat herself back at the table, calm as you like. "That there's a fella I've had a sight more years than I've had your dad. Martin knows him. They get on. It's all above board."

I looked at the space where the card had been and couldn't have moved my face if the house had gone up.

Because I'd had it since Rome. That first Friday night home, in my own bed with Ellie asleep on my arm, my head had built a thing out of nothing and handed it to me and made me finish to it. A stranger. Big. A cock that was black and thick and nothing at all like mine, going into her while she took it and loved it, and me lying there with no earthly notion where it had come from or one word to put on it. I'd told myself it was only my head being ugly about a thing it couldn't cope with. And here it was. On a card the size of a stamp on my mother-in-law's hip, a real man's name inked under it and half a lifetime on it, in the house my Ellie had grown up in. It had never come out of nowhere. It had a card and a fella and a history, and I was marrying straight into the middle of the lot of it. And quick as anything, it put the same card low on Ellie's own side. Her years off, that queen faded blue on her, some big stranger's name inked under it, and me still stood at her side.

God.

I got it down off my face quickly, before anyone clocked it, or hoped I had. It moved in me low even so, quick and shameful. My own cock giving a dull twitch against my flies at a faded tattoo on a woman old enough to be my mother, for the reason that had stopped shocking me weeks back. I pushed the heel of my hand down hard on my thigh and made myself leave it there.

Ellie had her hand over her mouth. "I grew up here," she breathed into her fingers. "I grew up in this house."

"You did, and you wanted for nothing and you never once heard a raised voice, so don't go rewriting it," Denise said briskly. "You were loved, and you were happy, and your dad and me had our own understanding running the whole time under it, and it never touched you for good nor bad. That's how you do it right. Discreet. Kind. Nobody hurt." She looked at me then, direct, the first proper look she'd turned on me since I'd come in. "Which is more than can be said for how you two have been going about it, from the state of you both. You've come in here with faces like a funeral."
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Martin got up and started gathering the plates, glad of a job. I got up to help him, because I couldn't sit still under it a second longer, and it put the pair of us at the counter with our backs to the women, scraping cold beef quietly into the caddy. And I don't know what got into me, except that I'd spent these weeks learning that asking was the only thing that let a bit of the pressure off, that I'd got so I had to know a thing even when the knowing was worse. I kept my voice down under the tap.

"Can I ask you summat, Martin?"

"Go on." He didn't look up from the plates.

"How d'you…" I turned the jug round in my hands and wiped it out slowly. "Twenty years. How've you stood it. Her, off with…" I couldn't finish it and didn't need to.

Martin ran the tap a while and watched it go. He was a quiet man, always had been, the sort who did a toast off a bit of paper he'd never look at and went red doing it, and I thought for a second I'd got nothing back. Then he set the plate down in the sink and spoke, low, not to me so much as to the window.

"I hated it, at the start. First year or two." He said it flat, no self-pity in it, a man giving you the weather. "Thought it'd kill me. Thought I'd have to leave her over it, or make her stop, and I couldn't do either, because I couldn't leave her and she'd not have stopped. So I was stuck with it." He turned the tap off. "And bit by bit it turned itself over on me. I couldn't tell you the day it happened." He glanced at me, just once, and quickly looked away, and I saw plainly what it cost a man like him to hand it across. "But it got so I liked it better knowing. Wanted to know, even. Wanted to be there in the house for it, near the end of the night. Daft old sod that I am." He picked the tea towel off his shoulder. "You'll know what I'm on about, I expect. Or you will."

He dried his hands and went back through, and left me at the sink with the tap still running off the last plate. And my head went straight there. Years off. Ellie in some room with a man on top of her, his cock working in her and her loving it, and me the far side of a shut door wanting to know, wanting badly to be in the house for it. Thirty years older all of a sudden, stood quietly at Denise's sink.
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They sent us off about four, the light already going out of the afternoon. Denise loaded Ellie up with foil parcels of beef at the door and told her firmly to bring the dish back Monday. She had a proper long hold of her on the doorstep, murmuring into her hair, and whatever she said in there put the first colour of the day back into Ellie's face.

Then she came for me.

"And you." She got both arms round me and pulled me into a proper hug, warm, her cheek to my chest. Martin was off at the car doing his stiff goodbye to Ellie. And under the cover of it, quick and quite deliberate, Denise ran her hand down my front and gave me a squeeze through my trousers, the once, weighing me up like she was pressing a peach to see was it ripe. My whole body went rigid. Fucking hell. And the bloody thing twitched under her hand even so, gone half-hard in a heartbeat with me powerless to stop it, my face burning quietly over her shoulder. She'd have felt that. It brought the whole of Friday up in me on the spot, another man's cock in my Ellie and me hard off the thought of it in her mother's hand. She took her hand away before it could be anything but what it was, patted my chest twice, and looked up at me, dead pleasant, a woman saying ta for coming.

"You'll do our Ellie fine," she murmured, low, just for me, and there was no cruelty in it and it took the legs off me even so. "You're an average lad, love. I can see why she wanted her fun first, and there's no shame in you for it, none at all. It's how she's built. She'll always want a proper cock inside her now and then, same as her mother, and there's no changing that in a lass and you'll not want to try." She patted me again. "The trick is you learning to want it and all."

"I don't…" I started.

"You do, though." She said that kindly, gentle as telling a child a thing he'd sort out for himself soon enough. She was still holding my arm, and her eyes went over my face, reading it the same as I'd learned to read Ellie's, and whatever was written there she found it and knew it for what it was. "You already do, love. Any road up. You've just not gone and said it out loud yet."

She let me go, and turned, and called down the path to have Ellie mind that gravy in the footwell, and went back inside to her Martin and the card on her hip and shut her own door on me, easy as anything.

I stood on her front step a second with the blood up in my face. Then I went down the path to the car, where my Ellie sat waiting with a lapful of her mother's cold beef, and got in beside her, and started the engine. She asked me was I all right. I said I was. And I drove us home the long way round, with the one true thing in me sat there the whole way, nowhere near ready yet to say it out loud.
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Iturned the telly off in the middle of a repeat neither of us was watching, and Ellie looked over at me with the remote still in her own hand, where she'd not needed it.

"I was watching that," she said, which she hadn't been. She'd been on her phone with her feet up in my lap, a mug of tea going cold on the arm. She had one of my old T-shirts on and a pair of pants and nothing else, the way she was of a Tuesday when we couldn't be bothered cooking. It was a nothing evening. The rain went steadily down the window and the flat was warm and we'd eaten off our knees. It had been like that all week. Ordinary, quiet, the whole town gone back to normal round us like Friday had never happened, nor the Sunday after it. Except I'd been carrying a thing round since her mum's front step. It had sat in me through four teas on this settee, and somewhere in the afternoon I'd quietly decided that tonight it was coming out.

"You weren't," I said. "You were on Vinted."

"I was multitasking." She dropped the phone on her chest and turned to face me. She took her feet down off my lap, tucked them up under herself and turned side-on to me. "Go on then. What."

I sat there a second not doing it. My throat had gone tight, the way it did now over the daftest things.

"Your mum said summat to me. On the step, when we left. When she had hold of me."

"I saw her have hold of you." Ellie pulled a face. "I'm trying not to think too hard about my mother getting a feel of my fiancé in the front garden, if it's all the same."

"Not that." It was that as well, and my ears went warm, and I left it. "After. She said a thing, quiet, just for me, and it's been going round me ever since." I turned my own mug slowly round on my knee for something to do with my hands. "She said I already liked it. This. You, and the others. That I'd just not gone and said it out loud yet."

Ellie didn't say anything. She'd gone still, watching me, her thumb stopped where it had been picking at the hem of the T-shirt.

"And she was right, El. That's what I've had sat in me all week. She had me dead to rights on her own doorstep and I couldn't even say I don't, because I do."
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I made myself keep looking at her while I said the rest of it. I'd been a coward about most of this one way and another, and I wasn't going to be one about this. I watched her face the entire time for it to go, for the flicker of it curdling.

"I like it," I said. "You with them. I've tried every way there is not to and I can't, so I've stopped trying. When I found out about Kyle I was sick to my stomach, and I was hard about it inside the hour, and I hated both those things equally and both of them were true. Same with the wall. Same at your mum and dad's on Sunday with the whole world falling in, God help me. It turns me on. There's a word for it and everything. I looked it up. There's thousands of us and I'm one of them. I didn't want to be and I am, and I'd sooner you knew it off me than kept guessing at it."

It came out steadier than I'd have bet on. She sat there and took it, calm, no flinch in her, her eyes going over my face. When she finally spoke there wasn't any shock in it. It was something closer to relief, and under it something else I couldn't read.

"I know," she said.

"You knew?"

"Josh. Course I know." She almost laughed and stopped herself, and put her hand flat on my leg instead. "You think I've not clocked it? Rome. The night I first told you what I wanted, in that bar, and then we got back to the hotel and you had me like you'd not had me in months. You think I didn't feel that? You went off like you were seventeen." She said it warmly, her thumb moving on my knee. "And the week I put the exes' names in front of you. And every Monday after, you all quiet and careful and hard as a rock in the bed next to me thinking I couldn't tell. I felt your cock, Josh. It'd be up against my arse stiff as anything while you were pretending to be asleep, doing your nut over where I'd been. I've known for months. I just never said, because you never said, and I thought if I pushed it you'd bolt."

"I wasn't going to bolt."

"I didn't know that then." She shrugged, one shoulder. "I do now."
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I should have felt got-at, found out, all of that, and I didn't. What I felt, honestly, was about a stone lighter, the two of us sat there in the lamplight with the thing finally out where we could both look at it. And she wasn't done. I could tell there was more of it coming up in her, and for once it was her that had gone careful with it and not me. She took her hand off my leg and pushed her hair back off her face. Her colour was up, high on her cheeks and going down her throat, and she didn't babble it the way she did when she was covering. She went the other way entirely. She slowed right down and picked the words one at a time, like she was the one exposed now.

"Can I tell you a thing, then? Seeing as we're doing it." She waited till I nodded. "It's not just that I wanted them. The exes. Getting them out of my system before us, all that, what I told you in Rome." Her mouth did something. "That were true, that. But it were never all of it, and I think you should have the rest, if you're being brave about yours."

"Go on."

"Half of it's you." She held my eye and made herself say it. "It's not just the fella, whoever he is. It's you knowing. It's you sat at home doing your head in over it, or driving past my mum's, or hard in the dark next to me not saying owt. I like that, Josh. I like it that it does that to you." Her voice had gone quiet and there was a wobble under it, the first I'd heard off her about any of this. "There's a bit of me that wants to properly rub your nose in it. Make you have it, right up close, so you can't not look. I don't know what that makes me. It sounds horrible said out loud."

It went through me even as she got it out, my head off in the week to come. Some bloke over her on this very sofa with his cock working in her, going at her slowly, taking his time about it, and me sat over the far side of the room where she'd told me to sit, watching every bit of it. My own cock stirred where I sat, for the reason I'd just gone and said out loud, no getting round it now. She'd have seen that too if she'd looked, and known it for exactly what it was.

"It doesn't," I said.

"It does a bit." But she'd started now and she got the rest of it out. "That's why I never wanted it out of my system, not really, not the way I said it. It's not going anywhere, this. It's not a thing I'm getting done before the wedding and then I'm cured and it's just you forever, all neat." She said it flat, and I saw her decide there was no point dressing it up. "I want to keep it. After. It's you and it's this, both, and I don't want to have to choose, and I've been that scared to say it, because what if you only signed up for the first bit."

"El."

"What," she said, going still.

"I don't want it out of your system either." I heard myself say it and knew it for the truest thing I'd said in weeks. "I never did. I thought I was waiting for it to be over. I've stopped."

She looked at me for a long second. Then she came across into me and kissed me, and it wasn't a soft one.
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She got a knee over me before I'd properly caught up, up and astride my lap with the old T-shirt riding up and her hands either side of my face. She kissed me deeply and slowly, taking her time about it now the hurry of saying it had gone out of her. I got both hands up under the shirt and round the warm of her waist, up her back, and she made a low sound into my mouth and pressed down onto me through my joggers. I was already hard under her and she knew it and rolled her hips on it once, letting me feel her do it.

"See," she murmured against my mouth, half a laugh in it. "That. That's what I mean."

I pulled the T-shirt up and off her and she lifted her arms for it, and there she was, close and warm in the lamp. Her tits came free with the shirt gone, full and heavy, the weight of them settling as she came back down, her hair loose round us both. I got my mouth on one and then the other, took a nipple and worked it stiff on my tongue while she held the back of my head and breathed out slowly above me. I could have stopped there and been a happy man, my curvy girl warm and heavy in my hands on an ordinary Tuesday, all the lying done with.

But I wanted something first, something I'd not done for her in a while and wanted to now. I got an arm round her and turned us and laid her back along the cushions, and she went easily, up for whatever, watching me with her hair spread out under her head. I hooked her pants down her legs and off. Then I got down onto the floor, pulled her hips right to the edge of the cushions, and put my mouth to her pussy.

"Oh..." She jumped, then went loose, one hand coming down into my hair. "God. You could warn a girl."

She was soaking before I'd hardly started. I licked up slowly through her, the flat of my tongue and then the point of it working her clit. Her thighs came up either side of my head, her heels finding the edge of the seat. I got a look up the length of her while I did it. Her stomach going, her tits shifting with her breath, her mouth open.

"Fuck, right there," she got out, one hand fisting in my hair. "Don't you dare stop."

I put two fingers up into her wet and curled them and kept working her clit, and felt her start to climb, her hips chasing it up off the cushions.

"That's it, that's it, I'm going to..." And then she came against my mouth, shaking, her thighs clamped round my head and a long groan going out of her that she didn't bother keeping down. No neighbour's wall over this room to mind, not tonight. I stayed on her through it till she pushed my head off, spent and twitching.

"Come here," she panted, tugging at me. "Up here. I need you in me."
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I got up and got the joggers off, and she reached for me straight away, took hold of me and gave me a couple of slow wet pulls with her eyes on mine. Then I got an arm under her and brought her up with me. I sat myself back down in the corner of the sofa and had her come up over me, astride, facing me, the two of us upright and close and eye to eye. She reached down and took hold of my cock and lined me up, and sank down onto me slowly, an inch at a time, both of us watching each other do it. She was slick and hot the whole way down. When she'd got the whole of me in her she stopped there, let a breath out against my forehead and held still, with me buried in her to the hilt.

"There," she said, low. "God, that's better. That's you right where I like you." She kissed me, filthy and slow. "I've missed you like this."

Then she started to move, slowly and deeply, her arms looped round my neck and her forehead down on mine, taking all of me each time and grinding down at the top of it. It was the closest we'd been in weeks, right in each other's faces, nothing hidden. It came up in me warm and heavy and I had to make myself hold off. And with her going slow like that, right up against me, she got her mouth to my ear and started to talk. It was just her now, saying the thing she'd said she could.

"Ask me," she breathed. "Go on. You like asking. Ask me the thing you want."

"When they come," I said, low against her ear, my hands on her arse guiding her down onto me. "Liam and Marcus. What d'you want?"

"I want you there." She rolled down hard and gasped and kept on. "That's what I've been working round to. Not off at work with your phone face-down. Not a wall away. In the room, Josh. Sat in the chair where I can see you while they fuck me." Her nails went into the back of my neck. "I want to look over at you with one of their cocks in me and see your face. I want you watching me get fucked, and knowing I wanted you to."

Fuck.

I pulled her down onto me harder and she took it, riding me faster now, her tits going against my chest. She'd felt me go thick in her the second the words were out, and she laughed low and delighted, right in my ear.

"Yeah? You like that better than the wall, don't you. Course you do." She rolled her hips filthily. "Say you'll sit there. Say you'll watch me take them both."

"I'll sit there."

"Say it properly."

"I'll watch you, El. Christ. Every bit of it. I'll do it."

"Good." She bit my ear, delighted, and pushed down onto me hard. "And you'll get your cock out and see to yourself while you watch, because I'll want to see you do it. I want the whole of you in it, not just sat there being polite about it."

That got me hot and hard. I had it in my head straight off, plain as anything, me in the chair with my cock in my hand and her ten feet off with a bloke inside her, looking straight over at me while he had her. I made a noise into her hair that wasn't a word. She felt what it did to me and laughed, low.

I got a hand up into her hair and held her mouth on mine and drove up into her from underneath. For a while it was only that, the both of us going at it in the corner of the settee with the rain on the glass, her riding me and me pushing up to meet her, the wet of her running down onto my balls. She was flushed all down her chest and her tits were going with it and she'd stopped talking, just breathing on me now, chasing it. I could feel her getting close again, her rhythm going ragged, and my own climbing up to meet it. I fought it, gripping her hips hard, breathing through it, because I did not want it over.

I got her off me before it could take me, and laid her out flat again, and came down over her and pushed back in. She got her heels up round the backs of my thighs and pulled me deep, both of us finished with slow now. I fucked her properly then, hard, her under me with her arms above her head gripping the arm of the settee and her tits going every time I came down into her. The slap of me going into her carried in the quiet room, the wet of her plain under it every time I drove down.

"That's it," she gasped up at me. "Fuck me like you mean it. God, don't stop."

And it rode on top of the whole thing now, the picture she'd handed me. Her exactly like this in a week, took like this, only me off to the side watching another man do it to her, and her eyes coming to find me while he did. She reached one hand down between us and worked her own clit while I drove into her, chasing it, her heels digging in.

"I'm going to come again," she got out, working herself. "Don't stop. Don't you dare pull out, I want your cum in me, all of it..."

She went off under me, clenching round me, and this time I let mine go with it, my cock buried right up in her, my whole body drawing up tight and pouring into her while she was still shaking. I stayed in her after, dropped down onto my forearms over her, both of us wrecked and breathing, her heart going under me and the rain still coming down the window and the room warm and lamp-lit and ours.

"There he is," she murmured after a while, a wet laugh in it, one hand coming up slowly into my hair. And I loved her right then, laid under me in the mess of it with everything said and nothing left to lie about. I put my lips to her neck, low under her ear where it always did for her, and felt her go soft under me all over again.

When I softened out of her a bit later, my cum came with me and ran out of her onto the cushion, and neither of us moved to do anything about it. She turned her head towards me, flushed and used and pleased and completely unbothered by the state of us, and I watched her thinking.

"So we're really doing it, then," she said. "You in the room."

"We're doing it."

"Properly. You sat there the whole time." She wasn't asking. She was arranging it already. I could see it going behind her eyes, the where and the when and who she'd ring first. "Leave it to me. I'll sort it."

"Sort it, then."

She grinned, slowly, and reached over the arm of the sofa for her cold tea, and drank it, and started working out where I'd sit while another man had her, out loud, unbothered, like it was the taxis for the wedding. I lay there with my head on her chest and let her.
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The woman showing us round the Oakfield had a folder with our two names printed on the front of it, and I clocked the trick of that straight off, because it was one of mine. You put the buyer's name on the particulars before they've viewed a thing, so it's half theirs in their head before they've got out of the car. I did it three times a week. Sat there having it done to me for once, I couldn't help admiring the woman a bit.

"So this is the Orangery," she said, walking us into a long glass room with the last of the day coming gold through the far end of it. "Most of our couples do the ceremony itself in here. Seats a hundred and twenty, easy. You said a hundred, didn't you, Ellie?" She'd said our names about six times since the car park. "Then we turn it round for the wedding breakfast while you're all out on the terrace with your fizz."

Ellie had gone quiet the particular way she went quiet when she wanted a thing badly and wasn't going to let it show. She had my arm in both her hands. Her face was doing the whole of what her mouth was holding back.

"It's a lot, though, isn't it, a hundred and twenty," she said, and then it all came out of her in a rush, bright and jumbled, more of it than she could get in any order. "Because we'd have your side, Josh, and my mum's lot, and then the aunties, and... oh, and we've not even done the evening do yet, have we, is that on top of it. Sorry. I'm getting ahead of myself. I said I wasn't going to be like this."

"You're doing it," I said, grinning down at her.

"I know I am." She squeezed my arm and made herself breathe slowly.

The woman named a date in the middle of June, a Saturday, the last one they had left before it all tipped into the year after, and Ellie's hand tightened on me so hard I felt the ring. So I said we'd take it. Got my card out, and paid the deposit standing up in a glass room with the sun going down, more than I'd once have spent on a car, on the say-so of a woman with a folder. Ellie watched me do it with her eyes gone wet and shining, and it was worth every penny of it just for that, near enough.

And under all of it, the whole time she was holding napkin swatches up to the last of the light, I had the other thing running quietly in me. A week off. The pair of them at ours, the Saturday coming. I stood there and watched her choose ivory over cream, and behind it I had the other picture just as plain. Our own front room. The settee she wanted, and Marcus with a fist in her hair and Liam behind her, taking turns to fuck her while I sat in the chair by the window and watched. She was booking us a June wedding with both hands and had her two exes booked in for the Saturday before it, and both those things sat in her side by side, no bother to her at all. It didn't turn my stomach the way it would have in the spring. I stood there half-hard in a wedding venue with a laminated card in my hand, and I left it be.
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The lads' night was Lewis's doing. He'd got it into his head that the venue going down needed marking, and he'd rung round without asking me, and so I found myself in the Feathers on the Friday with a long table full of mates and no way out of it.

"To the condemned man," Ryan announced, first pint up, and half of them banged the table.

"He's not condemned," somebody called down the table. "He's booked the Oakfield. Fifteen hundred quid, he just told us. That's worse."

"This the stag, is it, then," said one of the younger ones, a mate of Ryan's off the scaffold I didn't really know.

"It's not the stag." Ryan had his arm slung round the back of my chair. "Stag's next year, you soft get, you don't do the stag ten month out. This is just... what is this, Josh? What are we even celebrating?"

"We booked a room," I said flatly.

"We're celebrating he booked a room." Ryan lifted his glass anyway. "Go on. Get it down you."

I got it down me. I got a fair few down me. That was the shape of the whole night. The pints came faster than I was drinking them and I never once said no, because there was a thing sat in me all week I'd have liked a rest from, and the beer was as good a way as any of getting one. Lewis kept quietly appearing at my shoulder with another one before I'd finished the last, steady as he always was, only he wasn't drinking much himself. I noticed it even three sheets to the wind. He was watching me the way you watch a mate who's had a few and might say a thing, because Lewis was the one man in that pub who knew there was a thing to be said.

Ryan didn't know. He spent a good hour ribbing me about being tied down, the way blokes do. One woman the rest of my life, no more looking, boots up on the hook, all of it. And every word of it caught me sideways, given what I actually had waiting at home. If he'd known. If any of them had known that the settled one, the poor sod getting his boots hung up, had his girl's two exes coming to the flat inside the week to have her on his own settee, with his say-so, him sat in the corner watching. I had it going behind my eyes right there at the table with a pint in my fist, plain as the match on the screen over the bar. Ellie on our sofa with another man's cock in her mouth and a second one fucking her from behind, the both of them taking their turns on her while I sat in my chair not allowed to lay a finger on her. It moved in me low and I drank down on top of it. They thought I was the one getting shut in a box. I sat there and let them think it, and got another one down me.

"You've gone quiet," Ryan murmured, later, at the bar. Just the two of us waiting on a round, the noise of the place behind us. "You alright? You've got a face on."

"I'm alright."

"You don't look alright. You look like a bloke thinking." He leaned on the bar. "Come on. Wedding nerves. Talk to your uncle Ryan."

I don't know if it was the drink, or that he'd asked me twice, or just that I'd been carrying it round all night with a smile nailed over the top of it. Whatever it was, it got out of me before I'd properly decided to let it.

"It's not what you think it is," I said. "Me and El. It's not the settling-down thing. Not really."

"What d'you mean?"

"I mean it's not what you all think it is." I was grinning. I knew I was doing it. "She's not... we're not doing it the normal way. Before the wedding. She wanted a bit of fun first. Other fellas. And I said she could."

Ryan looked at me a second, then he laughed, one short one, and shook his head slowly. "Give over."

"I'm not winding you up."

"You are, you're steaming." He turned to the barman for the round, still half-laughing at me. "You've had eight pints and you're sat here telling me your Ellie's off... what. Fuck off."

"She sees other fellas, Ryan. I know all about it." And then it got away from me completely, because I said the next bit and I said it grinning and I meant every word of it. "And I'm into it, mate. That's the whole of it. I like it."

That stopped him. He had the tray half off the bar and he set it carefully back down and looked at me properly, and I watched him not know what to do with it. Ryan never had a poker face on him. He didn't laugh again straight off. I watched him go through it, whether I was serious, then deciding I couldn't be, then having another good look at me just to be sure. I was steaming. It was a wind-up. Leave it.

"You," he said, pointing at me, "are a state. Come on."

"Yeah," I said. "I'm a state."

"Your Ellie'd have your guts." He picked the tray up. "Into it. You daft sod."

He never quite laughed it all the way off, though, and I saw that even through the drink. He took the round back to the table and he was fine, and it was forgotten, near enough. But once or twice over the rest of the night I caught him looking over at me with a thing not settled behind his eyes, a bloke turning a daft notion over just in case it wasn't so daft. I'd said it now. It was out, to somebody who wasn't in it, and drunk as I was, I couldn't work out if I wished I hadn't.

Lewis got to me before I could do any more damage. He was suddenly there with my coat, telling the table I was getting poured into a taxi, and he walked me out with a hand round the back of my neck the way he'd done since we were seven.

"You told Ryan." He said it flatly on the pavement, not asking me.

"Bit of it."

"Aye, I saw your face. I know your telling face." He wasn't angry about it. He got me propped against the wall and rang the cab. "He'll think you were mucking about, any road."

"Will he, though?"

"Course he will. Who'd ever believe it." Lewis looked at me a second, the cold coming up off the road, the taxi lights swinging in at the top of the street. "You're alright, you. You know that. Get in. Go home to her."
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She was up when I got in, which she shouldn't have been, curled on the sofa with her knees under her and her phone in her hand and a face on her like she'd been sat there a while waiting to show me something. I got my shoes off at the third go and dropped down next to her and put my head back.

"Good night?" she murmured, not looking up from her phone.

"I told Ryan."

"You never." She didn't sound bothered. She sounded, if anything, a bit pleased, which I filed away to think about when the room stopped moving. "What did he say?"

"Thought I was pissed." I rolled my head to look at her. "I was pissed."

"You are pissed." She got her hand in my hair. "Well. Sober up, because I've been sorting things while you've been out getting hammered on my behalf, and I want to tell you."

And she told me. She'd fixed it while I was gone. Saturday coming, here, at ours. She wanted it here more than anywhere, our own front room, where it would be hardest of all for me to pretend afterwards it never happened. She'd already had it out with Liam and Marcus both about the when. She had it half planned down to the furniture, and she laid it out for me low and matter-of-fact, her thumb moving in my hair, like she was running through the week's shopping.

She had one of my old T-shirts on and nothing under it, her legs bare and pulled up under her on the cushion, warm against my side. She told it me like that, completely at her ease.

"You're in the chair," she said quietly. "The one by the window. Not the settee, I want the settee. You're over there, where I can see you." She watched my face while she said it, checking it carefully. "And you keep your eyes open. That's the one rule I'm not having broke. You don't get to sit there being shy about it with your phone out. You watch."

"And what are they going to do to you?" I asked it low, the way I asked her everything now, because the asking was half of it for me and I couldn't not.

"Whatever they fancy." She smiled slowly against my jaw. "That's the whole point of it, that. It's not me putting on a show for you. It's them having me and you sat there taking it." Her hand moved slowly down my chest. "They'll fuck me every way there is on that settee, both of them, till I can't see straight, and you'll be sat ten foot off with your cock out watching the lot of it, and you'll not say a word unless I tell you you can."

Christ.

I had it in my head as she said it, clear as anything through the drink. The lamp off, one of them fucking her over on the sofa and the other waiting his turn, and her looking straight across the room at me to check I was doing as I was told. My cock twitched against my jeans where I sat, for the reason I'd given up arguing with. She felt me shift, and she pushed her smile into the side of my neck.

"See," she murmured. "You don't even have to say it any more. It says it for you."

"They know?" I got out. "That I'm there. Sat right there in the room while they do it."

"They know." She breathed it warmly against my ear. "That's half of why they said yes so quick, if you want the truth of it."
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She showed me the texts in the morning, over the tea she brought me for the head I'd earned. She had the two of them going in the one thread, sorting the Saturday, and she scrolled up so I could read them from the top with my thumb, the way I'd read the Hugo ones, only there was nothing careful in me about it now.

Liam had said yes the way Liam said everything, easy and grinning off the screen. ha go on then. tell josh i said congrats on the venue [image: face with tears of joy] and on the other thing. A winking face under it. He'd always liked me. He liked everybody. Even lined up to do to her what he was lined up to do, he'd send his congratulations along in the same breath, no side to him at all.

Then Marcus. Marcus texted like Marcus was, short and flat, no messing about, and he'd not said a word to me or about me like one man saying a thing about another. He'd got his one word in about me the way you'd say a thing about a chair.

saturdays fine. send me the address. and he stops in the corner hes put in, im not stopping halfway if hes wandering round the room.

Fucking hell.

I read it twice with my tea going cold in my hand. He. The corner he's put in. Not Josh, not your fella, not a name of any kind, just he, a fixture in a room the man hadn't even seen yet and had already sat down in its place. And the worst of it was what it did to me. A man I'd met twice sorting out the furniture round the having of her, and I was half-hard reading it, throbbing in my own bed before I'd got to the full stop of the text. Ellie watched me read it and knew exactly what it had done, same as she always did now, and she took the tea out of my hand before I could tip it and set it down on the side.

"He gets it, does Marcus," she said softly, settling back into me, delighted with the both of them and with me.
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Ellie made sandwiches like it was anybody's Saturday. Ham, cut in triangles, the crusts left on, under a stretch of clingfilm on the coffee table. A bowl of crisps tipped out beside them. She'd hoovered. She'd plumped the cushions. She'd stood four lagers in the fridge door to cool, and done something at the mirror to her hair I couldn't see the difference of after.

All afternoon I sat and watched her get the flat ready. I did nothing myself but go slowly hard about it, aching with nowhere to put it. Every bit of it was ordinary, and it was doing my head in anyway.

"Stop looking at me like that," she said, not turning from the mirror. "You'll set me off, and I've not the time."

"Like what?"

"Like you're already gone off somewhere." She came and stood between my knees and put her hands in my hair. I got both hands up the backs of her legs, under the hem of the green dress she knew I liked, and she let me for a second. Then she stepped neatly back out of reach. "Behave. Ten minutes and they're here, and I've not done the lav."

My phone buzzed on the chair beside me. Lewis. thinking of you tonight you dirty article. tell me after. or dont, up to you [image: face with tears of joy]. I turned the screen dark and left it. Then I got up and put the phone in the sideboard drawer, under the takeaway menus, face-down and out of the room. That was one of her rules, and I found I wanted to keep it before she'd even asked.

Then the knock came, two of them at once. Ellie glanced over at me with her colour up, and went to let them in.
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Liam came in first, grinning before he was properly through the door, a four-pack swinging off one finger. "Now then." He stuck his hand out and I shook it, because what else do you do. "Congratulations, by the way. On the wedding. Ellie showed us the venue. Looks proper posh."

He meant it, too. No side to him at all. A man come to fuck my fiancée, wishing me well on marrying her in the same breath, and I liked him for it the same as I always had.

Marcus came in behind him. He didn't bring anything and he didn't grin. Grey T-shirt, arms bare out of it, his chest filling the front of it, cropped grey hair. He shook my hand once, firmly and short, and held my eye the whole half-second of it, weighing me up. He'd had her before I ever knew her, and he'd have her again tonight, six feet from where I'd be sat. He came into my front room and looked round it like he was pricing the place.

"Alright," he said. That was the lot.

"Beer's in the fridge," Ellie said, too brightly, the words coming quick and bunched the way they got when she'd not found her feet yet. "Or there's tea, I can stick the kettle on…"

"You're alright," Marcus said, and that shut her fussing off clean. I watched her take the steer off him and settle. My gut turned right over at how fast she took it.

We had a beer, the four of us, stood about the room like the strangest set of lads you ever saw. Liam ate two of the sandwiches and talked football and I answered him, and for a minute it was nearly a normal thing. Four people and the telly murmuring low with the sound down. Ellie perched on the end of the sofa with a bottle she wasn't drinking, one foot going steadily. Marcus stood by the window and watched her not drink it. He'd set his own down full on the sill. He hadn't come for the beer and he wasn't going to pretend he had. Every time I looked at him he was already looking at her, and she knew it, and it was quietly working on her where she sat.

"Right," Marcus said, into a gap in the football talk. He didn't say it loudly. He put his bottle down on the sill, and it was like a switch had gone. "Go and sit yourself down, mate."

He said mate to me the way you'd say it to a lad holding your ladder.
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I went to the chair by the window, the one she'd sat me in with her hands a week back, telling me where I'd be. I sat down. My heart was going so hard I could feel it up in my neck. Ellie had come off the arm of the sofa. She stood in the middle of the room between the two blokes, small the way she went small next to most men, and her eyes came to me, and the nerves had burned clean off her face. What sat there instead I'd not seen on her before.

"You know the rules," she said. To me, but for them as well. "Eyes open. Phone away. I heard you put it away, good lad. And you don't say a word. Not one, not unless I tell you you can." Her chest was going. "And you get your cock out and you see to yourself, because I want to look over and watch you doing it. That's what you're here for, Josh. That's the whole of it."

I got my cock out. I undid my jeans where I sat and took it out, hard already, hard the best part of an hour, and held it in my fist where the three of them could see it. My face went hot doing it.

Liam was easy about it. He'd have his top off in a second and forget I was there. But Marcus looked over at me getting it out, and then back at Ellie, and said it flatly to Liam, not to me.

"That what she's been making do with."

Liam laughed, one short one. Ellie went pink up her throat and didn't answer for me. I sat there with it in my hand and took it, because I wasn't let speak, and because it was true, and because it landed in me low and hot. I gripped it once and made myself go still.

Then they stopped bothering with me at all, which was worse, and turned to her.
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Marcus got a fist in her hair first. A whole handful of it at the back of her head, the way she'd promised me he would, and turned her face up and kissed her. Slowly. Dead certain. In no hurry over any of it. Liam moved in at her back and got the green dress up over her hips, and she lifted her arms and it came off over her head. There she stood in the lamp in a black set I'd never seen, bought new for tonight. I sat ten feet off with my cock in my hand and watched two other men get my fiancée out of her clothes, and I could not have stood up out of that chair if the place had caught light.

They took their time over the rest of it. Liam got the bra unhooked and her tits came free heavy into his hands from behind. He weighed them and rolled her nipples while Marcus kissed slowly down her throat. She let her head fall back on his shoulder and made a low sound that went straight through me. Her knickers came down her legs and she stepped out of them. She was wet already. I could see it shining on the inside of her thigh when Liam turned her to the light.

She went back onto the sofa, onto the cushions she'd plumped that afternoon, and opened her knees for them with nothing needing said. Marcus put two fingers up into her pussy and she arched right off the seat.

"Look at the state of her," Liam said easily, grinning, kneeling up by her head. "Gagging for it already, aren't you?"

"Shut up and give it here," she said, and got a hand round him and drew him into her mouth.

I watched her cheeks go hollow round another man's cock ten feet from my chair, the wet of her mouth sliding up and down him carrying across the room to me, while she worked herself down onto Marcus's fingers at the same time. My own hand had started moving without my telling it to. I made it stop. Gripped hard at the root and breathed. I knew how little it would take, and there was a long way still to go, and I wasn't going off in the first five minutes with them both watching.

Marcus stood and got his jeans off, and I made myself look, because she'd said keep my eyes open, and I'd not chance getting caught with them shut. He was bigger than me. So was Liam, up out of his own jeans a second later. There was no getting round it and no not seeing it, them both stood over her hard, and me in the chair. It went through me in a cold drop, and then, under the drop, hot. For a reason I'd given up putting a name to weeks back.

[image: ]



Marcus took her by the hip and turned her onto her front. He pulled her back till her knees were under her and her arse was up, and got behind her, and lined himself against her. Then he pushed the whole of it into her in one long shove. Ellie's mouth came open and nothing came out of it for a second. Then all of it did at once.

"Oh, fuck," she got out. "Fuck, Marcus…"

Liam came round the front and fed himself back into her mouth, a hand gripped in her hair doing the work of it, pushing her the whole way down him till she gagged round it and had to be let up for air, a long string of spit hanging off her chin when he let her. And there it was. The thing I'd had going behind my eyes for weeks, at the desk and in the dark and at the wall. One of them working into her from behind and one in her mouth. Her folded up between them on the sofa, taking the both of them, out on the cushions in front of me now instead of shut in my head where I'd kept it all along.

I watched Marcus's cock drag out of her wet and go back in. His hand spread over the small of her back. Unhurried. He gave her the whole length of it evenly, every stroke ending in the slap of his hips meeting her, loud in the room over the wet of it. She was loud round Liam even with her mouth full, moaning onto him each time the other one drove home. My cock ached in my grip and I was giving it slow pulls I couldn't feel the end of, right on the edge and not able to go over it and not wanting to.

Fuck. I held it behind my teeth, because I wasn't allowed the noise, and I'd not be the one to break a rule tonight.

Marcus pulled her back onto him by the hips, hard, and looked over at me while he did it. Cool as you like. Over her back.

"He's being good, your fella," he said to her, not to me. "Sat there dead still with it in his hand."
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She came off Liam and got her breath, twisted round under Marcus's hands, her face gone soft and wild at once.

"You can talk now," she panted, right at me. "Go on. I know you're dying to. Ask me."

This was the part that was mine. She'd saved the asking out for me on purpose, because she knew what it did to me.

"Is it good?" I got out. My voice came strange. "Tell me."

"It's so good." She said it straight over at me, Marcus still working into her while she did. "He's so deep, Josh. I'd forgot how deep he… God. He fills me right up, there's nowt of me he's not in. And I've got Liam's cock and all, I've got the pair of them at once, and you're sat over there watching me take them and doing yourself over it. That's the best bit, that. You knowing. Say you like it."

"I like it."

"Say it properly. Like you did that night on the sofa."

"I like it, El." It came up rough out of me. "All of it. Every bit."

"That's my lad." And she grinned at me, filthy and shining and full of herself and me both. Then Marcus did something to her that took her voice off her mid-word, and she dropped her head and went back to just noise, and I was back to silence. Back to watching, and working my fist slowly, doing what she'd sat me there to do.

They had her every way there was. On her back with Liam in her and Marcus stood over her face. On her side. Up astride Liam facing him while Marcus knelt behind her, and I couldn't see all he did, but I saw the change go through her and heard what it made her do.

"That's it," Marcus told her, low, shifting her back onto Liam. "Get his cock right in you. Good girl."

She got herself down onto Liam and rode him, and I heard her telling the both of them to fuck her, filthy and past minding who heard it, her voice gone hoarse. I watched all of it, made to, wanting to, my cock in my hand the whole time. My own finish had been held off so long it had gone past aching into a dull hard weight I couldn't push any closer and stay sat down. Twice I nearly went. Both times I gripped down quickly and stopped it. She'd made me wait, and I found I could do nothing but exactly what she'd told me.

Then she pulled off Liam and sat up between them, hair stuck to her face, her chest heaving, and looked round at them both. I knew what she'd ask for before she said it. A week back she'd said in the dark it was the thing she'd been saving.

"I want the both of you," she said. "At once. In me. Like we said."

Liam laughed low. Marcus didn't. Marcus just set the whole thing up, calm about it, the way you'd move a bit of furniture. He lay himself back along the cushions. She came over him and got hold of his cock and sank down onto it slowly, facing away, taking him deep, then leaned forward onto his chest with her arse up. Liam got up behind her.

I watched him press himself to her where she was already full of Marcus. Watched him push. Watched her take the second cock into her cunt with the first still in her, the pair of them forcing in together through the wet of her, her mouth falling open, her fingers going white in Marcus's chest. Two men buried in my girl at the same time, on our own sofa, and me sat the far side of my own front room in the one hard chair with nothing to hold onto but myself. I made a noise into my shut mouth that had no word in it.

I'd carried this picture round for weeks and got it wrong every time. I never once pictured her face right. Her whole body had given up holding onto anything, her eyes gone, her mouth slack, both men moving in her and her past caring how any of it looked. My hand worked me and this time I let it, up to the brink and no further.

They started to move in her, carefully at first and then not carefully at all, the whole sofa taking their weight and shifting under it, the frame creaking steadily as they drove into her, the slick sound of the two of them working in her under her voice, and Ellie's voice went up into a sound I'd not heard off her before.

"Oh, God, both of you, don't stop, fuck, don't stop…"

A high, broken sound after it with every shove of them. I was on the very edge in my seat, my fist working, my eyes streaming from holding them open. Holding on. Told to wait, and waiting.

And in the middle of it, with the two of them still in her and moving, she turned her head and found me across the room. Not a glance this time. She looked at me and kept looking, held me there while they had her, her eyes wet and locked on mine over Marcus's shoulder. And out of everything her mouth had done all night, she said the one thing.

"Josh," she said. Just that.
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She held my name in the air between us and did not look away from me while she said it, both of them still moving in her, and I gripped down hard at the root and did not come, because she'd not said I could.

That was the worst of it and the best of it, sat there in the chair with my cock aching in my fist, the tip of it slick and leaking over my knuckles, and no leave to work it properly. She'd handed me the one word and taken nothing else back. I was to keep waiting, so I kept waiting. I watched her mouth fall open on the next thing the two of them did to her. The sound that came out had no shape left in it, and her eyes stayed on me right through it, wet and gone, telling me to look and not to dare look away.

Liam went first. He'd been grinning down at her, feeding his cock back into her mouth where she'd twisted round to take him. Then he wasn't grinning at all. His head went back and his fist knotted in her hair and he was gone, holding her down on it while he emptied himself. She took the lot of it. I watched her throat working. He drew slowly out at the end with a rope of it down her chin, and sat back on his heels, blowing, a hand resting on the small of her back.

"Christ," he said, to nobody. "Christ, El."

Marcus took longer, and made her do the work of it. He lifted her up off Liam and set her on her hands and knees on the cushions facing me, so I had the whole of it head-on, and finished in her like that. Slowly, and then not slowly at all. He watched me over her back the entire time, giving me nothing off his face. He drove his cock deep and held it there, and I saw it go through him. I saw her feel it land, her eyes shutting, her mouth going slack. Another man was spending himself right up inside my girl three feet off me, while she stared down at the carpet and shook. He stayed buried in her till he was wrung out. Then he drew back, and his cum came with him, and ran down her thigh.

I had my own cock in my hand and I'd not been let move an inch. The two of them had spent themselves deep in her, one directly after the other, and I'd sat quietly through the whole of it and taken not one thing for myself, planted in the chair exactly where she'd sat me, with nothing in my hand all night but me.

She knelt up off the cushions. Her hair was stuck to her face and her chin was a mess. His cum was sliding out of her pussy onto the cushions she'd plumped up that afternoon. She pushed the hair back off her face with her wrist and looked over at me where I sat, gone soft and proud at once, like I'd done a hard thing and done it well.

"Go on, then," she said, hoarse and wrecked and quiet. "You've been so good for me all night. Let me see you finish now. Work that cock and spunk for me, go on, while his cum's still running out of my cunt…"

I did it in about four strokes. I'd been on the edge for an age with no way over it. The second she gave me the word my whole body went for it at once, and my cock went off into my own fist, harder than I have ever come in my life, my back coming up off the seat. A noise broke out of me I'd kept behind my teeth since the start. It went everywhere and I didn't care in the slightest. She watched every bit of it with her chin on her shoulder, plainly delighted. Liam gave a low easy laugh, and Marcus watched me come apart where he'd sat me and said not one word, and I finished anyway, with all three of them watching, spent down to nothing.
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Then it was over, and the after was the strangest part of the whole night.

They got dressed. That did my head in worse than any of the rest of it, honestly. Two men who'd just had my fiancée every way there was pulled their jeans back on in my own front room and looked about for their shoes, the whole thing gone from that to this inside a minute, and none of us quite knowing what you're meant to say. Liam found the crisps and ate a handful stood up, doing his flies one-handed.

"I'll get off, then," he said easily, like he'd only come round to watch the match. He clapped me on the shoulder going past me, friendly, no side to it anywhere. "Cheers, Josh. Congrats again, eh. On the wedding. Proper made up for you both, honest." It was straight, same as it had been coming in the door. He fetched his jacket off the hook and let himself out, and I heard him whistling some tune down the stairwell, a bloke walking home from a good night.

Marcus took his time over it, unbothered, tucking his shirt in at the mirror where Ellie had done her hair earlier. He said little to her and nothing at all to me. At the door he stopped and looked back into the room the once, at her on the sofa, at me still half-undone in the seat, and weighed the whole of it up with that flat look. Then he spoke, and it was to her.

"He did alright, your fella." A nod at me with no name on it, like you'd clock a job somebody had made a decent fist of. "Sat there and took it. Not many could." He got his keys out. "Give us a text when you want him again…"

And he went. The door clicked to behind him. The flat was only ours again. The telly still murmuring low with the sound down, the sandwiches curling under the clingfilm, four dead bottles and one warm full one on the sill, and my girl sat naked and used on the settee in the lamplight with another man's spend drying on the inside of her thigh. I sat looking at the state of her and felt my own cock stiffen back to life over the sight of it before I'd so much as moved.
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We sat like that a minute, maybe two. She was looking over at me from the settee and I was looking back at her, and the space between us had gone. The wall, the rule, the ten feet of carpet she'd sat me the far side of all night. Just her, and the mess of it, and me.

"Come here," she said. Soft now. Her own voice again, the steel gone out of it.

I got up and crossed to her, and I was hard again before I reached her. I'd wrung myself dry ten minutes back with the both of them sat right there, and here I was going up stiff again halfway across my own front room, quicker and harder than I'd have managed at seventeen. I felt it happen and never once thought to stop it. She saw it and reached for me and pulled me down onto her on the cushions. I got over her and pushed my cock into her cunt where he'd just been.

Jesus.

It went out of me under my breath and I didn't care that it had. Her cunt was a state, wet and loose and open with his cum. I slid into all of it in one long push, and she gasped and got her heels up round the backs of my legs and dragged me the rest of the way home. My own girl back under me, sloppy and ruined and mine, another man's cum still inside her while I did it. I could feel it working round my cock every time I drew back, slick and warm, his and hers and mine all gone to the same mess. I fucked her slow and deep through the wet of them, my cock dragging in it, the sound of it plain in the quiet now the other two had gone.

"That's it," she got out, low, her hands coming up my back. "I can feel you. Get it right back in me and fuck his cum right up into me, go on, make a proper mess of my cunt…"

There was a word I'd been saving for exactly this. I'd never once said it out loud, not to her nor anyone, but I'd carried it quietly since Rome, sat at the back of me, waiting on a night I didn't believe would come. Reclaim. Take her back, after. I'd pictured it a hundred ways and got it wrong every single one. I'd thought it would feel like putting a stamp back on her, winning a strip of ground back off the men who'd just had her. It was nothing half so tidy as that. I was fucking my own girl in the wet two other men had left in her, and it was flatly the hardest and the best I had ever been in my life. There wasn't a lie left anywhere in me to tell myself different.

That was the last of it going. The final thing I'd been scrapping with since Rome, since the first night my own head handed me a picture I never ordered and I lay there hating it and stiff as a board beside her. There was no argument left in me. My body had been trying to tell me the truth of the thing since September, and I'd called it a liar every time. It had gone on telling me regardless. And now, buried in her with another man's spend still warm round my cock, it told me the once more, and I finally shut up and heard it. I was harder in her, in that mess, than I'd been the whole night with just my own fist. This was what I was, and I liked it, and I more than liked it, and there wasn't a scrap of me left over that wanted out of it.

"There he is," she breathed up at me, her hands sliding up into my hair. It was what she said in the mess at the end of every one of them this autumn, and it got me exactly the same as the first. "There you are. Go on. Fill my cunt right back up. On top of his cum, all of it…"

And I did. I put my face down in her neck and came in her hard, on top of whatever the two of them had left. She held me the whole way through it, her heels dug in, her mouth at my ear telling me softly that she loved me. And I loved her back so hard in that one minute I couldn't have got a single word round it, so I didn't try.
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It was gone eleven by the time we washed up in the kitchen. She'd showered and I hadn't, and she had my dressing gown on and her hair wet through, and she'd made a pot of tea neither of us properly wanted. The folder from the Oakfield sat between us where it had lived all week, our two names printed across the front of it in that coordinator's hopeful gold font.

She had it open at the page with the June date ringed round. She turned it to face me and put her finger down on it.

"So that's real, then?" she said. "That's actually happening. You've paid the deposit and everything."

"Fifteen hundred quid of it." I turned my mug by the handle. "It's happening."

"Saturday the twelfth. Of June." She said it slowly, like she was tasting the shape of it. "Me and you, at the Oakfield, in front of everyone." She looked up at me over the rim of the mug, and there was the steady careful thing back in her face I'd first seen the night she knelt me down and told me where I'd sit. "And I meant what I said the other week, on the settee. It's not ending, the other. When we've done the vows and all of it, it doesn't stop. I'm not getting cured of it by a white dress."

"I know you're not."

"I want to hear you say it, though." The nerves she'd had over all this back in September had gone right out of her. She wanted it out plain between us with the folder open. "Because it's easy tonight, isn't it, while you're still buzzing off it. I want it said cold, in the kitchen, over the tea. That I'll be your wife, and I'll be the other as well. Both of them. That you know exactly what you're putting your name to on the twelfth."

"You'll be my wife," I said. "And you'll be exactly what you were tonight. Both. I know full well what I'm marrying, El. I've known since about half seven this evening, if I'm honest, the minute I stopped fighting it where you'd sat me." It came out steady and it was the truest thing in me. "I'm not marrying the first half and gritting my teeth through the second. I want the both of them. Same as you do."

She let a long breath out, and the tight-wound thing in her went easy, and she reached across and laid her hand flat over mine on the folder.

"Good," she said. Then, because she never could leave a good thing be, a bit of the devil coming back up in her, "Because I've had another thought and all, stood in the shower just now."

"Course you have."

"Lewis," she said, and watched my face for it.

I looked back at her and said nothing.

"You said his name, you know." She turned my hand over beneath hers and ran her thumb slowly across the palm. "That night we sorted out them two. Right in the thick of it, out it came, before you even knew you'd let it. Lewis, in the room. And then you went red as a postbox and told me to forget you'd said it." She smiled at me, not about to let me off it. "I never did forget it. I've been sat quiet on it a fortnight."

"I don't rightly know what I meant by it," I said, which was true, and my ears had gone hot, which was true and all.

"No. But you meant summat by it." She wasn't quite pushing. She was setting it down beside the folder to see would I reach for it. "He's your oldest mate. He's been in the middle of all this since near the start. He stood in that hotel and held the glass to the wall for you." Her eyes were bright over the mug. "So I'm only saying, aren't I. Once we've had this pair round a few more times and you fancy a change of scene. He's right there. If you wanted him in the room and all…" A slow curl came up at the corner of her mouth. "Or a good deal more than the room."

Christ. I felt my cock thicken at that, low and plain as a struck bell, the thing I'd given up arguing with weeks back, and she caught it cross my face and laughed, delighted, because she read every last thing off me now.

"See," she said, and laid her hand against my chest a second, my heart still going hard under it. "You've gone all quiet on me. That's a yes if ever I heard one."

"I'm not saying no to it," I said.

"I know you're not." She squeezed my hand and let it go, and picked up the folder and squared it off against the tabletop, all business again, my hotwife sat there with her wet hair, sorting the wedding out at eleven at night. "Leave Lewis with me. I'll not do owt about it while there's a wedding to get through first. One thing at a time, eh."
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I lay awake a while after she'd dropped off, her back warm against my chest and her breathing gone long and slow, and I thought back to the word she'd made me use in Rome, in that little bar, with the ring sat in a wet ring on the marble between us. Cold feet. She'd told me straight out it wasn't that, it was the opposite of that, and I'd not had the first clue what she meant, sat there certain she was leaving me and more frightened of what the street would say than of losing her.

I understood it now, finally. There'd been nothing cold in it anywhere. It had never once been nerves. She'd not been a girl backing quietly out of a thing. She was a girl who wanted more than the one man could give her in a whole lifetime, and she'd gone and found the one bloke soft enough, and built the right way, to hand it to her and marry her at the finish. The cold feet were never the trouble. I'd only been stood too close all along to see whose they were meant to be, and the daft thing of it was they turned out to be nobody's. Neither of us had ever wanted to run anywhere.

The last thing in my head, before I went under, was the list. Her exes. Those four names she'd set down in front of me back in September, the roster I'd spent the whole autumn dreading and trailing and finally sat in a chair and watched play out on my own settee. I'd been treating it the entire time like a thing with a far end to it. Get through the names, get her sorted, do the wedding, settle down a normal married bloke.

There was no far end to it. I saw that clear as day, half under with her tucked warm against me. Liam and Marcus and Kyle and Hugo were only ever the ones she'd already had. They were the warm-up, the practice run. Everyone she'd not so much as met yet was still out there ahead of the pair of us. She was twenty-two years old, and I was going to be sat in that chair by the window for every last one of them. And God help me, I could not wait.


A NOTE TO THE READER


Thank you for reading all the way to the end. I'll assume you didn't skip straight here, and if you did, go back, you missed the best bits.

I'll keep this short. If you enjoyed the book, the single most helpful thing you can do is leave a review on the product page, even if it's only a star rating and a line. Books like mine don't get put in the shop window, reviews are how new readers find them, and every single one makes a difference.

If this was your first book of mine, there are more, all on Amazon Kindle and Kindle Unlimited. And the second book in this collection is nearly done.

Thanks again. It really is appreciated.

Jack
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